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Abstract 

This thesis seeks to advance understandings of why states’ foreign policy decisions vary when the 

material and social conditions underpinning their interests have not changed. It focuses on 

American foreign policy, and specifically on US decisions on whether to use military force abroad. 

It works to show that variation in these types of decisions can best be explained through an 

emphasis on the different types of ideas that emerge in debates within presidential administrations, 

rather than through adopting rationalist approaches making generalised presumptions of state self-

interest. 

Since the end of the Cold War, the US has remained a great power and enjoyed relative stability 

in coalitional alignments. Despite this relative stability in material and relational conditions, 

however, decisions to use military force abroad have varied considerably across cases, including 

in humanitarian crises in the Balkans in the early 1990s, the War on Terror from 2001, and more 

recent conflicts in Libya and Syria. But what explains this variation? Existing rationalist theoretical 

approaches in International Relations have often pointed to crises and “exogenous shocks” to 

explain variation in foreign policy interests. In doing so, they have emphasised rational self-

interest, presuming that agents use information efficiently in efforts to pursue either material or 

ideational bases of state interests. Yet, realist, liberal, and constructivist scholars have struggled to 

explain variation in state interests in the absence of either a change in the international distribution 

of material capabilities or in the face of ideational change. For example, in regard to possible 

intervention in Bosnia in the early 1990s, President George H.W. Bush urged restraint, arguing 

that the conflict was fuelled by “ancient, ethnic animosities”, and that the US “did not have a dog 

in the fight”. His successor, Bill Clinton, initially adopted the same approach. Yet, following the 

massacre at Srebrenica in 1995, it became clear that the existing approach to conflict in Bosnia 

had become a “cancer” in US foreign policy. As such, Clinton demanded a new policy which 

ultimately led the US intervene and bring the Bosnian War to an end through Operation Deliberate 

Force. Similarly, despite professing a foreign policy of restraint, President Barack Obama would 

become drawn into intervention in Libya in 2011 despite their being “no vital security interests” 

at stake. An approach focussing on a states’ rational pursuit of self-interest would face severe 

challenges in seeking to explain the decisions ultimately made in either case. Overall, such 

approaches tend to underrate uncertainty and overrate interpretive efficiency in foreign policy 

decision-making. 

This thesis develops an alternate theoretical framework focussed on the role of ideas in influencing 

the interpretations by states’ principal foreign policy decision-makers of foreign policy interests. 

Building on Vivien Schmidt’s discursive institutionalist framework, it highlights how agents use 

different types of ideas — principled or cognitive — as “weapons” as they contest the meaning of 

events. It focuses on two key mechanisms — narrative displacement and repressive conversion 

— through which agents come to rely on these different types of ideas as they either repress or 

displace different sources of information. In doing so, it provides an explanation of how decisions 

to use force vary as agents come to rely on principled or cognitive types of ideas in their 

interpretations of foreign policy interests. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction — Varying Decisions to Use Force in American 

Foreign Policy 

 

 

1.1 Introduction 

Over the decades following the end of the Cold War, the US has remained a great power and has 

enjoyed relative stability in coalitional alignments, yet decisions to use force have been 

inconsistent. This is especially true with respect to the use of force and armed interventions across 

a range of foreign policy issues, including humanitarian intervention and responses to the threat of 

terrorism. When conflict erupted in the Balkans following the disintegration of Yugoslavia in 

1991, allegations of ethnic cleansing spurred calls for the US to intervene.1 Yet, President George 

H.W. Bush made the decision not to intervene in Bosnia in 1992 on the basis that the conflict was 

fuelled by “ancient, ethnic animosity”.2 Simply, the US did not “have a dog in the fight”.3 Despite 

early optimism, President Clinton would initially adopt a similar position. Yet, following the 

massacre in Srebrenica in 1995, Clinton would shift positions in favour of intervention arguing 

that the war in Bosnia must end and stating in conversation with President Chirac of France, “We 

must act”.4 Similarly, he demanded new policy ideas of his staff, stating “This has got to stop. 

We’ve got to find some kind of policy and move ahead”.5 Following sustained aggression from 

Serbian forces, Clinton, in conjunction with the US’s NATO allies, initiated Operation Deliberate 

                                                      
1 “What Goes on in Bosnia’s Camps?”. 1992. Chicago Tribune (Pre-1997 Fulltext), 6 August. Retrieved from 
http://search.proquest.com.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/docview/283297626?accountid=14543. Accessed 14 
October 2018; “Milosevic Isn’t Hitler, But…”. 1992. The New York Times, 4 August. Available at: 
https://www.nytimes.com/1992/08/04/opinion/milosevic-isn-t-hitler-but.html. Accessed 14 October 2018; 
“Rescue Bosnia”. 1992. The New Republic, 17 August. Available at: https://search-proquest-
com.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/docview/212883537/fulltextPDF/C860D4C4238B462BPQ/1?accountid=14543. 
Accessed 14 October 2018. 
2 George H.W. Bush. 1992. “The President’s News Conference with Prime Minister John Major of the United 
Kingdom at Camp David”, The American Presidency Project, 7 June. Available at: 
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/the-presidents-news-conference-with-prime-minister-john-major-
the-united-kingdom-camp. Accessed 26 May 2019. 
3 Secretary of State, James Baker quoted in Samantha Power. 2003. “A Problem from Hell”: America and the Age of 
Genocide, Harper Perennial: New York, p. 267. 
4 Bob Woodward. 1996. The Choice: How Clinton Won, Simon & Schuster: New York, p. 259. 
5 Clinton quoted in David Halberstam. 2001. War in a Time of Peace: Bush, Clinton, and the Generals, Simon & 
Schuster: New York, p. 317. 

http://search.proquest.com.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/docview/283297626?accountid=14543
https://www.nytimes.com/1992/08/04/opinion/milosevic-isn-t-hitler-but.html
https://search-proquest-com.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/docview/212883537/fulltextPDF/C860D4C4238B462BPQ/1?accountid=14543
https://search-proquest-com.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/docview/212883537/fulltextPDF/C860D4C4238B462BPQ/1?accountid=14543
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/the-presidents-news-conference-with-prime-minister-john-major-the-united-kingdom-camp
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/the-presidents-news-conference-with-prime-minister-john-major-the-united-kingdom-camp
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Force on 30 August 1995. This bombing campaign would lead to peace talks at Dayton, Ohio, and 

a negotiated end to the Bosnia war. 

 

In a similar way, President Obama’s decisions to use force in foreign interventions varied 

significantly. When he first assumed the presidency in January 2009, Obama was averse to foreign 

interventions following drawn-out conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan. During the presidential 

campaign he advanced the argument that the decision to enter foreign conflicts should be based on 

“pragmatic judgements to keep our country safe”. 6 This culminated in his view that the President’s 

job was “don’t do stupid [stuff]”.7 Despite this general aversion to foreign intervention, Obama 

would intervene in Libya following a rising threat of mass atrocity as Colonel Gaddafi threatened 

to exterminate the “cockroaches”.8 This was significant, given his stated position on foreign 

intervention and that what was happening in Libya “was not a vital security interest of the United 

States”.9 Later, as Syria descended into civil war, he would advance a “red line” suggesting that 

the use of chemical weapons by the Syrian regime would “change my equation” on the use of 

force.10 Yet, following the use of chemical weapons by the regime, Obama retreated from this 

threat. Instead, he framed the issue in the context of the taboo of using chemical weapons, rather 

than as a humanitarian issue. In this way, he made the case for diplomacy arguing that using force 

might “inflict damage on Assad” but it would not “eliminate the chemical weapons themselves”.11  

 

This puzzling variation of presidential positions on the use of force, sometimes under the same 

administration, poses a key question: What conditions/phenomena best explain variation in 

American foreign policy when it comes to the use of force?  

                                                      
6 Barack Obama. 2008. “Obama: We Must End the War in Iraq to Address Our National Security Priorities”, The 
American Presidency Project, 19 March. Available at: https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/291290. Accessed 10 
August 2017. 
7 Obama quoted in Jeffrey Goldberg. 2016. The Obama Doctrine, The Atlantic. Available at: 
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2016/04/the-obama-doctrine/471525/. Accessed 20 November 
2018. 
8 Kareem Fahim and David D Kirkpatrick. 2011. “Qaddafi’s Grip on the Capital Tightens as Revolt 
Grows”, The New York Times (online), 22 February. Available at:  
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/02/23/world/africa/23libya.html?pagewanted=all. Accessed 25 July 2018. 
9 Robert M. Gates. 2014. Duty: Memoirs of a Secretary at War, Vintage Books: New York, p. 511. 
10 Barack Obama. 2012. “Remarks by the President to the White House Press Corps”, The White House, 20 August. 
Available at: https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2012/08/20/remarks-president-white-
house-press-corps. Accessed 26 April 2019. 
11 Obama quoted in Goldberg, The Obama Doctrine. 

https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/291290
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2016/04/the-obama-doctrine/471525/
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/02/23/world/africa/23libya.html?pagewanted=all
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2012/08/20/remarks-president-white-house-press-corps
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2012/08/20/remarks-president-white-house-press-corps
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1.2 The Debate 

Many efforts have been made to explain foreign policy decision-making and variation in state 

interests. Yet rationalist perspectives have struggled to account for variation in foreign policy 

decision-making when the material and societal conditions remain formally the same. As such, IR 

scholarship on foreign policy decision-making has placed emphasis on crises as the mechanisms 

of change to the material or ideational foundations of state interests. The assumption is that there 

is limited scope for variation in state interests where the material and ideational bases of state 

interests remain formally the same. There is broad consensus that exogenous shocks account for 

variation in foreign policy decisions to use force, however these scholars share a serious 

shortcoming in their capacity to explain variation in foreign policy decision-making in the absence 

of crisis within the state itself. Furthermore, this assumption is problematic in that it limits the 

scope for agency and interpretation of situations because agents must know how to maintain their 

interests. Such assumptions suggest that agents will assess all available information in order to act 

rationally and maximise its utility. To date, efforts to explain foreign policy decision-making from 

scholars within realist, liberal, and constructivist schools broadly share the assumption that agents 

are efficient in their interpretation of information.12  

 

Some scholars have recognised the scope for irrationality and inefficiency in the use of 

information, stressing varied generational or bureaucratic biases. In generational terms, Michael 

Roskin argues that shifting interpretations of US foreign policy interests can be seen as a 

succession of “conventional wisdoms” which shift generationally between non-interventionist and 

                                                      
12 Rational choice theorists argue that states that have goals such as power or wealth are relatively efficient at 
pursuing them. See Duncan Snidal. 1985. The Game Theory of International Politics, World Politics, 38:1, pp. 25-57. 
Waltz makes the argument that variations in behaviour — in this case, foreign policy decisions — would be the 
result of system-level variation. That is to say, variation in state interests requires a system-level redistribution of 
material capabilities. See Kenneth N. Waltz, 1979. Theory of International Politics, Reading: Columbia University 
Press, pp. 89-91, 93-95, 98. There are cognitive limitations to rational choice, see Robert Jervis. 1976. Perception 
and Misperception in International Politics, Princeton: Princeton University Press. While not conforming explicitly 
to rational choice there are also explanations which depend on culture and identity, and the role of 
“appropriateness”. On identity and cultural explanations, see Peter Katzenstein. 1996. The Culture of National 
Security: Norms and Identity in World Politics, Columbia: Columbia University Press. On standards of 
“appropriateness”, see Martha Finnemore. 1996. National Interests in International Society, Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press; James G. March and Johan P. Olsen. 1998. The Institutional Dynamics of Political Orders, 
International Organization, 52:4, pp. 943-969. 



 12 

interventionist paradigms.13 Roskin suggests “These paradigms seem to shift at approximately 

generational intervals, possibly because it takes that long for the bearers of one orientation, formed 

by the dramatic experiences of their young adulthood, to come to power and eventually misapply 

the lessons of their youth”.14 While useful for explaining broad shifts in foreign policy interests, 

this approach has limitations in its capacity to explain specific instances of intervention and non-

intervention which fall outside of generational paradigms. Specifically, such an approach does not 

explain variation that occurs within the same administration. To account for variation in foreign 

policy decision-making, some scholars, including Graham Allison, have pointed to the role of 

bureaucratic politics.15 Allison argues that the nature of foreign policy is that it “permits 

fundamental disagreement among reasonable men” who have different conceptions of “national 

goals”.16 By Allison’s conception, “where you stand, depends on where you sit” as the position of 

agents in the bureaucracy will shape their priorities and perceptions of issues.17 While providing 

important insights, Allison himself underrates the ways in which bureaucratic perspectives may 

themselves endogenously vary in compressed periods. In this way, there is scope for further 

analysis into the ways in which bureaucratic preferences vary, and why certain bureaucratic 

perspectives are given precedence in inconsistent ways given similar sets of conditions. 

 

1.3 Research Question 

The persistent variations in foreign policy decision-making in the absence of large-scale shifts to 

the material or ideational bases of state interests beg the question: What explains variation in 

foreign policy decisions when the material and social conditions of state interests remain formally 

the same?  

 

 

                                                      
13 On “generation paradigms” in foreign policy, see Michael Roskin. 1974. From Pearl Harbor to Vietnam: Shifting 
Generational Paradigms and Foreign Policy, Political Science Quarterly, 89:3, pp. 563-588.  
14 Roskin, From Pearl Harbor to Vietnam, p. 563. On “paradigms”, see Thomas S. Kuhn. 1970. The Structure of 
Scientific Revolutions, Second Edition, Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
15 Allison, The Essence of Decision, pp. 265-267. Even where Allison advances a model highlighting the role of 
bureaucratic preferences as the source of inconsistency in foreign policy decision-making, there is an assumption 
that they will be rational in terms of pursuing bureaucratic interests. 
16 Allison, The Essence of Decision, pp. 144-145. 
17 Allison, The Essence of Decision, p. 176. 
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1.4 Central Argument 

In the absence of large-scale shifts in material or ideational bases of state interests, I argue there 

are cognitive or principled “beliefs about how to meet needs”18 that are used by agents to frame 

and reframe foreign policy interests. In an effort to trace this variation, I develop a theoretical 

framework utilising Vivien Schmidt’s discursive institutionalist notion of different types and 

forms of ideas.19 Specifically, I argue that agents utilise different types of ideas as “weapons” as 

tensions emerge between principled and cognitive types of ideas.20 The consequence of this is 

variation in foreign policy decision-making as interests are (re)interpreted and negotiated to 

varying degrees through principled and cognitive types of ideas depending on how information is 

presented. This thesis shows how agents come to repress and displace information pertinent to 

decision-making as ideas come in different forms. In doing so, this approach provides a means of 

examining the endogenous institutional tensions that plague foreign policy decision-making.  

 

In this way, this thesis highlights that understanding foreign policy decision-making cannot be 

reduced to simple cost-benefit equations, nor interest-based logics. Foreign policy decision-

making is not an iterative process. A given set of conditions does not necessarily mean agents will 

pursue preconceived interests they have formulated. Instead, interests are constantly interpreted 

and reinterpreted in different ways in the same administration, even in the absence of exogenous 

shocks.  

 

1.5 Overview of Theoretical Approach 

The theoretical approach will be covered in detail in Chapter Three. However, in this section, I 

provide a brief overview. In an effort to redress the shortcomings in existing approaches to foreign 

policy decision-making and understand how agents come to interpret interests in principled or 

cognitive ways, I construct a three-part model. In doing so, I provide an explanation regarding how 

an agent’s interpretations of interests vary, leading to variation in decisions and non-decisions to 

use force. This approach highlights how agents repress and displace interpretations of interests in 

                                                      
18 Alexander Wendt. 1999. Social Theory of International Politics, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p. 130. 
19 Vivien Schmidt. 2008. Discursive Institutionalism: The Explanatory Power of Ideas and Discourse, Annual Review 
of Political Science, 11:1, pp. 306-309. 
20 On ideas as “weapons” see Blyth, Great Transformations, pp. 39-40. 
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response to shifting types of information. Importantly, I provide two mechanisms through which 

this variation in foreign policy decision-making may occur. The mechanisms are narrative 

displacement and repressive conversion.21 

 

First, when crises — defined as events which bring about uncertainty, justifying a broad 

reinterpretation of the principled foundations of state interests22 — emerge they bring with them 

uncertainty.23 Under uncertainty, interests “become something to be explained”.24 However, under 

conditions of uncertainty, agents face “unique events” and they may be “unsure what their interests 

actually are, let alone how to realise them”.25 Ideas emerge to “reduce uncertainty”.26 However, I 

refine this notion further by incorporating Vivien Schmidt’s distinction between different “types” 

of ideas.27 Crises are surrounded by numerous narratives each pushing different sets of ideas. 

Schmidt distinguishes between “principled”28 and “cognitive” types of ideas. Principled ideas 

speak to “aspirations and ideals” and serve to “legitimate policies in reference to their 

appropriateness”.29 They provide agents with a sense of “what’s right”.30 Cognitive types of ideas 

provide “recipes” and “guidelines” for action — justifying policies “by speaking to their interest-

                                                      
21 The mechanisms are outlined in detail in Chapter Three. 
22 Blyth also makes the observation that what constitutes a “crisis as a crisis is not a self-apparent phenomenon”. 
See Mark Blyth. 2002. Great Transformations: Economic Ideas and Institutional Change in the Twentieth Century, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p. 9. Colin Hay sees crises as “a moment of decisive intervention … 
perceived by agents capable of making a decisive intervention" as such, a crisis is “a moment and process of 
transformation”, see Colin Hay. 1996. Narrating Crisis: The Discursive Construction of the “Winter of Discontent”, 
Sociology, 30:2, pp. 254-255. 
23 Uncertainty refers to the limits in available information “about the environment, other actors, and possible 
outcomes”. See Jacqueline Best. 2012. Ambiguity and Uncertainty in International Organizations: A History of 
Debating IMF Conditionality. International Studies Quarterly, 56:1, p. 677. See Blyth, Great Transformations, pp. 8-
9.  
24 Blyth, Great Transformations, p.9. 
25 On “’Knightian uncertainty” see Blyth, Great Transformations, pp. 8-9. See also Jacqueline Best. 2008. Ambiguity, 
Uncertainty, and Risk: Rethinking Indeterminacy, International Political Sociology, 2:4, p. 159; Frank H. Knight. 
1946. Risk, Uncertainty and Profit. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin Company, p. 233. 
26 Blyth, Great Transformations, pp. 35-36. 
27 Schmidt, Discursive Institutionalism, pp. 306-309. 
28 I use “normative ideas” and “principled ideas” interchangeably. 
29 Schmidt, Discursive Institutionalism, p. 307. I distinguish between principled and cognitive ideas by interpreting 
statements made by agents. While I expand on these distinctions in chapter three, I call something a cognitive idea 
if there is an established use of such an approach by an agent or administration. Principled ideas, on the other 
hand, are ideas which counter stated or established positions. 
30 Widmaier, Economic Ideas in Political Time, p. 15. 
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based logic”.31 In this sense, cognitive ideas provide agents with a sense of “what works”.32 Taking 

Blyth and Schmidt’s notions together, ideas reduce uncertainty in both principled and cognitive 

ways. Significantly, tensions can emerge between these different types of ideas as principled ideas 

tend to prefigure more cognitive ones. Andrew Ross notes that values are often “inspired and 

absorbed before being chosen”, and they “tinge our intellectual beliefs and judgments”.33 These 

tensions provide scope for inefficiency.  

 

Second, different types of ideas are then used as “weapons”34 as agents contest the meaning of 

events with regards to foreign policy interests. Noting the sources of tension between these 

different “types” of ideas, Schmidt further distinguishes between different “forms” of ideas.35 The 

“forms” that ideas take during a crisis have an impact on whose ideas are listened to and are used 

in interpreting and explaining state interests.36 Where crises are interpreted through more 

principled types of ideas, such principled interpretations see a narrative displacement of the way 

in which interests are interpreted. In such situations, interests are interpreted less in terms of 

“interest-based logic” and more in terms of their appropriateness.37 Following the massacre in 

Srebrenica in 1995, Clinton’s interpretations of US policy on Bosnia was displaced as images of 

dead and dying Bosnian Muslims streamed out, and the integrity of US foreign policy was called 

into question. When crises are interpreted with reference to more cognitive beliefs repressive 

conversion can see foreign policy interests refined to reflect an “interest-based logic” in relation 

to “what works”.38 In this way, agents advancing cognitive types of interpretations seek to limit 

affective influences by repressing principled sources of information and refining the scope of 

interests. This was why, prior to Srebrenica, the Clinton administration had continued to adopt the 

                                                      
31 Schmidt, Discursive Institutionalism, pp. 306-307. 
32 Widmaier, Economic Ideas in Political Time, p. 15. 
33 Andrew A.G. Ross. 2006. Coming in from the Cold: Constructivism and Emotions, European Journal of 
International Relations, 12:2, pp. 199-200. 
34 Blyth, Great Transformations, pp. 39-40. 
35 On the “forms” that ideas take, see Vivien A. Schmidt. 2014. Speaking to the Markets or to the People? A 
Discursive Institutionalist Analysis of the EU’s Sovereign Debt Crisis, The British Journal of Politics and International 
Relations, 16:1, p. 192; Schmidt, Discursive Institutionalism, p. 309. 
36 Ross, Coming in from the Cold, p. 199; Ted Hopf points to the role of unthinking “habits” which are precognitive 
that “permit rapid, not necessarily accurate, categorisation of people and events”. On habits, see Ted Hopf. 2010. 
The Logic of habit in International Relations, European Journal of International Relations, 16:4, p. 541. 
37 March and Olsen, The Institutional Dynamics of International Political Orders, p. 951. 
38 Ibid, p. 307. On “what works” see Widmaier, Economic Ideas in Political Time, p. 15. 
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same position as the George H.W. Bush administration. Both administrations had seen the conflict 

in the Balkans as being fuelled by “ancient ethnic, animosities”39 in which the US had no material 

stake: it was cast as a “European problem”, likening potential US involvement in Bosnia to 

Vietnam. In this way, Bush and Clinton (initially) repressed principled, humanitarian 

interpretations of the conflict, refining foreign policy interests to avoid intervention. 

 

Finally, presidents act as interpretive leaders40 as they seek to define interests in a given situation. 

As “interpretive leaders”, presidents have been expected to define specific threats and crises in 

order to guide “societal discussions of events in ways that affirm some set of understandings”.41 

Given this role, presidents advance principled or cognitively-laden communicative appeals42 as 

they seek to legitimise and shape foreign policy interests. To the extent that presidential rhetoric 

is shaped to varying degrees by cognitive and principled types of ideas, constructions of foreign 

policy interests regarding the use of force will continually be subject to variation. 

 

1.6 Chapter Overview and Case Selection 

Across three historical chapters, this thesis examines three paired case studies of key decisions to 

use force in US foreign policy across cases of mass atrocities and terrorism to test whether the 

assumptions of agent’s reliance on different types of ideas holds. First, I highlight variation 

between US Bosnia policy across the George H.W. Bush and Clinton administrations. Specifically, 

I focus on President Bush’s decision not to intervene in Bosnia in 1992, followed by President 

Clinton’s intervention following the massacre at Srebrenica in 1995. Second, I turn to President 

Clinton’s policy towards the rising threat of al Qaeda during the 1990s, contrasting the 

                                                      
39 George H.W. Bush. 1992. “The President’s News Conference with Prime Minister John Major of the United 
Kingdom at Camp David”, The American Presidency Project, 7 June. Available at: 
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/the-presidents-news-conference-with-prime-minister-john-major-
the-united-kingdom-camp. Accessed 26 May 2019. 
40 Wesley W. Widmaier. 2007. Constructing Foreign Policy Crises: Interpretive Leadership in the Cold War and the 
War on Terrorism, International Studies Quarterly, 51:4, pp. 779-794. 
41 Widmaier, Constructing Foreign Policy Crises, p. 785. Jeffrey Tulis notes that “Rhetorical practice is not merely a 
variable; it is also an amplification or vulgarization of the ideas that produce it”. See Jeffrey K. Tulis. 1987. The 
Rhetorical Presidency, Princeton: Princeton University Press. Significantly, Ronald Krebs notes that the presidency 
“calls upon and empowers its holder to serve as the nation’s storyteller-in-chief”. See Ronald R. Krebs. 2015. Tell 
Me a Story: FDR, Narrative, and the Making of the Second World War, Security Studies, 24:1, p. 136. 
42 On “coordinative discourse” see Schmidt, Discursive Institutionalism, p. 310; Vivian Schmidt. 2014. Speaking to 
the Markets or to the People? A Discursive Institutionalist Analysis of the EU’s Sovereign Debt Crisis, The British 
Journal of Politics and International Relations, 16:2, pp. 188-209. 

https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/the-presidents-news-conference-with-prime-minister-john-major-the-united-kingdom-camp
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/the-presidents-news-conference-with-prime-minister-john-major-the-united-kingdom-camp
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interpretations of interests with President George W. Bush’s decision to advance a War on Terror 

following the attacks of September 11. Finally, I examine two instances in the Obama 

administration. First, the decision to intervene in Libya despite advancing a position of “don’t do 

stupid [stuff]”. Second, I turn to President Obama’s decision to not intervene in Syria following 

chemical weapons attacks in August 2013, despite drawing a “red line”. I elaborate on each of 

these in the chapters’ outline below. 

 

Each chapter compares both a decision and non-decision case in order to demonstrate the ways in 

which agent interpretations of foreign policy interests rely to varying extents on principled and 

cognitive types of interpretations. Specifically, I engage interpretive approaches in order to address 

the interplay between different types and forms of ideas. In doing so, I examine in-the-room 

debates during the moments of decision, as well as presidential addresses in an effort to understand 

variations in decisions to use force in American foreign policy. Each presidential administration is 

organised differently, and all agents have their own sets of experiences and values to draw on. As 

such, with the exception of the President — as they are the ultimate decision-makers — I do not 

necessarily accord the same weight to institutional positions within presidential administrations. 

Instead, my analysis focusses on the source of ideas within presidential administrations. For 

instance, in President George H.W. Bush’s administration, Colin Powell, Chairman of the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff, held considerable influence given his experience in Vietnam. However, in 

President George W. Bush’s administration, Powell — now Secretary of State — saw his influence 

diminished as his calls for restraint lacked the same appeal in the wake of the terrorist attacks of 

September 11. In this way, different actors within the administration have been significant at 

specific moments in time. This is because the ideas that agents carry with them become powerful 

in certain contexts when they can present them in different forms. Therefore, it is less important 

to consider the position of the agents in the administration than it is to consider the ideas agents 

put forth, and how these ideas shape decision-making. 

 

Chapter Two 

In Chapter 2, I address the literature in international relations, highlighting specific shortcomings 

with regards to explaining variation in foreign policy interests in the absence of significant material 

or social change. I begin by examining the realist and liberal institutionalist perspectives with their 
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emphasis on system-level forces43 that bring about variation in agent interpretations of foreign 

policy interests. I proceed to address constructivist insights which — while moving away from 

materialist assumptions about power — hold that ideational forces are the key explanatory variable 

to account for variation in state interests as ideas “reduce uncertainty”.44 I then address historical 

institutionalist assumptions which propose a “dualist”45 model of change where ideas become 

“locked-in”46 at critical junctures. Finally, I examine discursive institutionalist approaches 

highlighting the different types of ideas.47 While realist, liberal, constructivist, and historical 

institutionalist perspectives differ with regards to what constitutes the bases of state interests, they 

share the rationalist assumption that agents utilise information efficiently. Significantly, while 

discursive institutionalists account for inefficiency, they lack a sense of the endogenous dynamics 

regarding the ways in which agent interpretations of interests move between these different types 

of ideas. Through the literature review, I argue that there is a need to establish a more 

comprehensive understanding in IR of the endogenous dynamics that result in variation in foreign 

policy decision-making. Specifically, I argue that by adopting a discursive institutionalist 

framework, it is possible to understand how agents come to rely on different types of ideas as they 

interpret foreign policy interests. 

 

Chapter Three 

Having addressed the gaps in existing theories of International Relations with regards to 

explanations of variation in decision-making, in Chapter Three I develop an original theoretical 

framework in an effort to explain how perceptions of state interests vary as agents try to interpret 

and make sense of incoming information. To do so, I begin from the discursive institutionalist 

premise that there are different types of socially constructed ideas — principled and cognitive.48 

The approach then borrows Mark Blyth’s notions that ideas act to “reduce uncertainty” by 

providing “interpretive frameworks” which are then used as “weapons” to contest or replace 

                                                      
43 Waltz, Theory of International Politics. 
44 Blyth, Great Transformations, p. 35. 
45 Giovanni Capoccia and R. Daniel Kelemen. 2007. The Study of Critical Junctures: Theory, Narrative, and 
Counterfactuals in Historical Institutionalism, World Politics, 59:3, pp. 341-369. 
46 Paul Pierson. 2004. Politics in Time: History, Institutions and Social Analysis, Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, p. 135. 
47 Schmidt, Discursive Institutionalism, pp. 306-309. 
48 On the “types” and “forms” that ideas take, see Schmidt, Discursive Institutionalism, pp. 306-309. 
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institutions.49 Taken together, these constructivist and discursive institutionalist insights provide a 

means of understanding variation in agents’ interpretations of foreign policy interests. 

Significantly, this approach outlines the ways in which different types of ideas reduce uncertainty, 

which institutional agents then use as “weapons” to interpret interests with varying reliance on 

principled, or cognitive types of ideas. Specifically, I advance two mechanisms — repressive 

conversion and narrative displacement — through which agents come to rely on either cognitive 

or principled types of ideas.50 In doing so, I provide a nuanced explanation of the different ways 

in which agents interpret interests regarding the use of force. As such, I provide a causal 

explanation of the ways in which agents interpret interests in principled or cognitive ways, given 

relative stability in coalitional, ideational, and material factors. In doing so, I highlight the ways in 

which agents utilise information with varying degrees of efficiency. Significantly, this highlights 

how value-laden rhetoric under narrative displacement takes on a life of its own as more refined 

cognitive beliefs yield to principled ones. Similarly, institutional preferences can yield repressive 

conversion in which agents repress51 more principled sources of information. See Table 1.1 below 

on the use of mechanisms within the cases. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
49 Blyth, Great Transformations, pp. 37,39.  
50 On “displacement” and “conversion” see, Mahoney and Thelen, A Theory of Gradual Institutional Change, pp. 
17-20. 
51 On “repression” and its forms, see Morton A. Kaplan. 1957. System and Process in International Politics, New 
York: Robert E. Krieger Publishing Company. 
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Table 1.1 Mechanisms in the Cases 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4 

In Chapter 4, I trace the variation in US foreign policy decision-making towards the conflict in the 

Balkans across the George H.W. Bush and Clinton administrations. I highlight how the ideas 

surrounding the use of force established by the Powell Doctrine would act to repress principled 

sources of information as President Bush decided not to intervene in Bosnia. In fact, given the 

relatively low level of casualties in the Gulf War, many Army officers arrived at the conclusion 

CRISIS TYPE - FORM OF 

IDEAS 

MECHANISM INTERVENTION  

BOSNIA I Cognitive – Narratives Repressive conversion None 

BOSNIA II 

(SREBRENICA) 

Principled – Images, 

Collective Memories, 

Narratives  

Narrative 

Displacement 

Yes – no fly zone and 

Operation Deliberate 

Force. 

USS COLE Cognitive – Narratives Repressive conversion Limited – Operation 

Infinite Reach - cruise 

missile strikes in 

Sudan and 

Afghanistan  

IRAQ Principled – 

Narratives and 

Collective Memories 

Narrative 

Displacement 

Yes – War on Terror 

LIBYA Principled – 

Narratives, Collective 

Memories 

Narrative 

Displacement 

Yes – no fly zone and 

Operation Unified 

Protector 

SYRIA Cognitive – Collective 

Memories, Images 

Repressive conversion No – but renewed 

diplomatic efforts to 

eliminate chemical 

weapons 
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“we do deserts, not mountains or jungles”.52 Consequently, success in the Persian Gulf would see 

repressive conversion, with the administration resisting principled calls for intervention in Bosnia 

as they refined the scope of interests to account for narrower, strategic institutional preferences. 

While the scale of atrocities became well known to the administration, Bush would resist 

principled calls for actions — recognising both the capacity for overstretch and the risk of entering 

conflict without a clear objective.53 In doing so, conflict in Bosnia would be cast as a “European 

problem” requiring a “European solution”, as the US did not have “a dog in the fight”.54 The Bush 

administration — and Colin Powell in particular — would repress more principled sources of 

information as repressive conversion saw technocratic efforts to avoid a quagmire succeed. 

  

Upon taking office in January 1993, Clinton too would repress principled calls for action — 

shifting from his campaign stance of intervention — as well as pursuing cognitive efforts to uphold 

the regional balance of power and avoid a difficult predicament. Throughout the 1992 presidential 

campaign, Clinton had been critical of President George H.W. Bush administration’s Bosnia 

policy, suggesting that while ground troops was not an option, other options including lifting the 

UN-imposed arms embargo should be explored.55 Significantly, Clinton had argued that the US 

should act to stop the violence stating at the first presidential debate in St. Louis, “There are, after 

all, two million refugees now because of the problems in what was Yugoslavia, the largest number 

since World War II, and there may be hundreds of thousands of people who will starve or freeze 

to death in this winter”.56 However, Clinton would come to recognise the constraints and risks 

associated with intervention, succumbing to the cognitive interpretations advanced by Powell in 

an effort to avoid an ostensible quagmire. In particular, during the early period of the 

                                                      
52 While this phase was not attributed to a specific figure, it represents the approach of the George HW Bush 
administration as they gradually began moving beyond the Vietnam experience. See James F. Dunnigan and 
Raymond Macedonia. 2001. Getting it Right: American Military Reforms After Vietnam and into the 21st Century, 
Second Edition, New York: Writers Club Press, p. 13. 
53 Instead of constructing Bosnia as a humanitarian atrocity, Bush would frame it as a humanitarian emergency. In 
particular, he would construct the situation as so complex that there was no simple solution that would fix it, not 
even air strikes. Speaking at a news conference on the situation in Bosnia Bush stated “… this is a very complicated 
military question, very, very complicated, indeed. We have probably -- well, I know we have the best intelligence in 
the world on this, and it is not an easy military problem even for our fantastic Air Force”. 
54 Secretary of State James Baker quoted in Power, “A Problem from Hell”, p. 267. 
55 George HW. Bush. 1992e. “Presidential Debate in St. Louis”, The American Presidency Project, 11 October. 
Available at: https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/presidential-debate-st-louis. Accessed 12 June 2018. 
56 Bush, Presidential Debate in St. Louis. 
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administration, Colin Powell would still command considerable influence over the 

administration’s foreign policy generally, and the Bosnia policy specifically. Highlighting the 

potential for overstretch, Powell’s restraint in matters of foreign intervention would act to slow 

down the decision-making process by asking specific questions. This saw repressive conversion, 

which resulted in more principled appeals calling for intervention to once again being repressed 

in favour of institutional preference for restraint.  

 

Yet, following atrocities in Srebrenica in July 1995 and the emergence of images of suffering, 

dying Bosnians, the Clinton administration shifted to principled interpretations. There were two 

key factors pushing Clinton towards a policy change. First, one of the images to emerge was a 

photo of a young woman who had hung herself with a floral scarf after having lost her family in 

the massacre — this became particularly powerful in shaping the administration’s Bosnia policy. 

Moreover, Vice President Al Gore — who had been an advocate of intervention from the beginning 

— presented a principled plea to Clinton asking “what should I tell my daughter” after she 

questioned him as to how such a tragedy could be ignored.57 Such images would revitalise 

memories of the Holocaust in Europe, as these narrative forms of ideas saw narrative displacement 

give preference to principled beliefs about “what’s right”,58 providing interpretations favourable 

to intervention. Second, the Ambassador to the United Nations, Madeleine Albright, would 

become increasingly influential — being of Jewish descent, and whose family had been forced to 

flee Nazi aggression. Her principled warnings of genocide displaced the cognitive narrative that 

had been dominant until this point. More importantly, Albright’s warnings were accompanied by 

tangible images on which to establish a narrative of “never again”. After sustained violence by 

Serbian forces, the US alongside NATO allies commenced Operation Deliberate Force on 30 

August 1995. Following two weeks of sustained bombing, Serbian leaders agree to peace talks in 

Dayton, Ohio. These talks led to the end of the war, and the deployment of 60,000 peacekeepers 

to the region. 

 

 

 

                                                      
57 Gore quoted in Harris, The Survivor, p. 196. 
58 Widmaier, Economic Ideas in Political Time, p. 15. 
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Chapter Five 

In Chapter Five, I trace the variation in US efforts to respond to threats posed by terrorism from 

the Clinton administration to President Bush’s “War on Terror”.59 This presents the most obvious 

case in the sense that it is also the “most-likely case” to see variation due to 9/11.60 There is clearly 

a significant difference between a terrorist attack in a faraway land, as opposed to one on the 

homeland in the heart of New York City. However, it is useful to apply a theoretical understanding 

of how ideas regarding the threat of terrorism shifted. In particular, it is important to understand 

why terrorism was viewed as a second-tier threat prior to a major attack, and despite efforts by 

Clinton to highlight the potential threat and attacks on US targets, the ideas failed to displace 

existing interpretations of interests with regards to the use of force towards the rising threat of 

terrorism.   

 

During the Clinton administration, even a number of terrorist attacks perpetrated by al Qaeda 

against US targets61 failed to provide principled arguments of the Project for the New American 

Century (PNAC) with the capacity to displacement interests that might lead the administration 

towards a more aggressive campaign against terror.62 From the 1993 bombing of the World Trade 

Centre, in New York, to the 1998 bombings of US embassies in Tanzania and Uganda, and the 

bombing of the USS Cole, responses to threats of terrorism were muted. Significantly, when 

Clinton responded to the 1998 US embassy bombings by launching cruise missiles at al Qaeda 

targets in Sudan and Afghanistan, some member of Congress and the public would accuse him of 

a “wag the dog” style distraction.63 This is not to suggest that the threat of terrorism was not seen 

                                                      
59 Bush emphasised the “War on Terror” would begin with Al Qaeda and not end until “every terrorist group of 
global reach has been found, stopped, and defeated”. See George W. Bush. 2001b. “Address Before a Joint Session 
of the Congress on the United States Response to the Terrorist Attacks of September 11”, The American Presidency 
Project, 20 September. Available at: https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/address-before-joint-session-
the-congress-the-united-states-response-the-terrorist-attacks. Accessed 20 March 2018. 
60 On “most likely” see John Odell. 2001. Case Study Methods in International Political Economy. International 
Studies Perspectives, 2:2, p. 166.  
61 These attacks include the 1993 bombing of the World Trade Centre — which killed six people and injured a 
thousand more — the US embassy bombings in Tanzania and Kenya which killed over 200 people, including twelve 
Americans, and the bombing of the USS Cole in October 2000 — killing 19 sailors. 
62 This is not to suggest that the administration did not recognise the threat of terrorism, or that they did not take 
actions to mitigate the threat. However, there was not a perception that the legitimate way to manage the threat 
was to go on a military offensive and brand sympathetic nations as complicit. 
63 In August, when the strikes were launched, Clinton stated “The risks from inaction, to America and the world, 
would be far greater than action, for that would embolden our enemies, leaving their ability and their willingness 

https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/address-before-joint-session-the-congress-the-united-states-response-the-terrorist-attacks
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/address-before-joint-session-the-congress-the-united-states-response-the-terrorist-attacks
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as a threat to US national security interests. However, terrorism was a second-tier threat that had 

not yet landed on US shores as a significant threat64 — therefore repressive conversion would see 

principled sources of information repressed resulting in the Clinton administration maintaining a 

more refined cognitive interpretation of the threat. 

 

Similarly, in January 2001, after George W. Bush was sworn in, he entered the presidency with 

the intention of having a restrained foreign policy. Bush was averse to the idea of having an 

aggressive foreign policy, preferring to focus on domestic issues. However, after the terrorist 

attacks of 11 September, 2001 — just eight months into his presidency — narrative displacement 

generated principled interpretations leading to a major reinterpretation of interests, culminating in 

the declaration of the War on Terror, and the invasion of Iraq. Narrative displacement following 

the hijacking of four commercial airliners with terrifying vision of planes crashing into the World 

Trade Centre and the Pentagon would see the administration led by more principled interpretations 

with regards to the threat of terrorism. This narrative displacement would see Bush construct a 

principled justification for the subsequent “War on Terror” and invasion of Iraq stating, “Every 

nation now has a decision to make: Either you are with us, or you are with the terrorists”.65 Even 

Colin Powell — who had been highly influential in his role as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff in the George H.W. Bush and Clinton administrations — as he attempted to repress the more 

principled interpretations advanced by Vice President Richard (Dick) Cheney, and Secretary of 

Defence, Donald Rumsfeld, would ultimately be unsuccessful. Together, Cheney and Rumsfeld 

                                                      
to strike us intact. In this case, we knew before our attack that these groups already had planned further actions 
against us and others”. See Bill Clinton. 1998c. “Address to the Nation on Military Action Against Terrorist Sites in 
Afghanistan and Sudan”, The American Presidency Project, 20 August. Available at: accessed 19 February 2018, 
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/address-the-nation-military-action-against-terrorist-sites-
afghanistan-and-sudan. Accessed 19 February 2019. However, the US was in the lead up to the 1998 mid-term 
elections and Clinton was undergoing impeachment proceedings in the House. Significantly, the strikes came just 
three days after Clinton’s televised address in which he admitted he misled the public about his relationship with 
Monica Lewinsky. While the strikes were generally supported, some Congressional member suggested the strikes 
were used for ulterior motives. 
64 Despite the 1993 bombing of the World Trade Centre, terrorism was left as an issue for the FBI to manage. As 
such, it was not viewed as a national security issue. 
65 In Truman-esk fashion, Bush would paint the ‘War on Terror' as a fight between good and evil stating "we will 
make no distinction between the terrorists who perpetrated these acts, and the states who harbour them'. See 
George W. Bush. 2001b. “Address Before a Joint Session of the Congress on the United States Response to the 
Terrorist Attacks of September 11”, The American Presidency Project, 20 September. Available at: 
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/address-before-joint-session-the-congress-the-united-states-
response-the-terrorist-attacks. Accessed 20 March 2018. 

https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/address-the-nation-military-action-against-terrorist-sites-afghanistan-and-sudan
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/address-the-nation-military-action-against-terrorist-sites-afghanistan-and-sudan
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/address-before-joint-session-the-congress-the-united-states-response-the-terrorist-attacks
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/address-before-joint-session-the-congress-the-united-states-response-the-terrorist-attacks
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would push for a hawkish foreign policy against terrorism in order to protect US interests. In doing 

so, the Bush administration advanced a narrative of “us against them”,66 providing an ultimatum 

to the Taliban regime in Afghanistan to hand over al Qaeda operatives. Significantly, the attacks 

would see the Bush administration fundamentally reinterpret foreign policy interests in the 

National Security Strategy 2002 (NSS 2002).67 The NSS 2002 would contain the foundations of 

pre-emptive war as a key national security strategy for targeting potential threats. This would form 

the basis for justifying the war in Iraq by casting Saddam Hussein as a “reckless” tyrant in 

possession of WMDs, who sponsored terrorism and was, therefore, a “direct threat to this country, 

to our people, and to all free people”.68 In this way, narrative displacement saw a fundamental, 

principled reinterpretation of foreign policy interests that would lead the administration to 

overstretch in the War on Terror. 

 

Chapter Six 

In Chapter Six, the focus turns to the variation in decision-making across the Obama administration 

with regards to military intervention. The primary intent is to understand how and why the Obama 

administration came to the decision to intervene in Libya in 2011, and to contrast this decision 

with his later decision to not intervene in Syria when mass atrocities were occurring.  Libya was a 

significant departure from his professed foreign policy doctrine at a time when there had been no 

shift in the material or ideational bases of state preferences.69 When Obama assumed the office in 

2009, he professed a foreign policy based on restraint arguing that a big part of a President’s job 

was “don’t do stupid [stuff]”.70 Indeed, Obama had been a fierce critic of the War on Terror 

                                                      
66 Bush, Address Before a Joint Session of the Congress on the United States Response to the Terrorist Attacks of 
September 11. 
67 The White House. 2002. The National Security Strategy of the United States of America, September, Washington, 
D.C.  
68 George W. Bush. 2003b. “The President’s News Conference”, The American Presidency Project, 6 March. 
Available at: https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/the-presidents-news-conference-669. Accessed 1 May 
2018. 
69 The intervention in Libya was led by NATO, however, the Obama administration played a pivotal role in 
bolstering the language in United Nations Security Council Resolution 1973 which authorised the use of “all 
necessary measures” to prevent further civilian casualties. In particular, the US played a leading role during the 
initial phases of the intervention. See UN. 2011. United Nations Security Council Resolution 1973, 17 March, 
S/Res/1973. 
70 Obama quoted in Goldberg, The Obama Doctrine. 



 26 

oftentimes stating during the campaign that he was not against wars, just “dumb wars”.71 During 

his first year in office in various speeches at Cairo University, and his Nobel Peace Prize 

acceptance speech, Obama would emphasise the need for a “new beginning”72 with the Muslim 

world. Further, he would acknowledge, “Evil does exist in the world. A non-violent movement 

could not have halted Hitler’s armies … To say that force may sometimes be necessary is not a 

call for cynicism — it is recognition of history”.73 Through the early years of his administration, 

Obama would resist principled calls for intervention throughout early crises that erupted during 

the Arab Spring. During these early crises, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, and Secretary of 

Defence Robert Gates — a holdover from the Bush administration — would serve as key figures 

promoting efforts to maintain balance of power interests as they urged restraint.74  

 

However, these early efforts at restraint would be challenged in 2011, as Libya — considered to 

be a relatively stable state75 — rapidly descended into civil war. As violence by pro-government 

forces escalated, there were increasing concerns that Libya was on the verge of mass atrocities. 

While at first Obama sought to avoid intervention, he would be unable to repress the narrative of 

impending tragedy on his watch. When Gaddafi referred to rebel opposition as “cockroaches” and 

stated “we are coming tonight” 76 as his forces approached the rebel stronghold in Benghazi, 

Obama shifted to a principled interpretation as narratives of the US’s failure to respond to genocide 

                                                      
71 Barack Obama. 2007. “Obama: Time to Bring This Conflict to a Responsible End”, The American Presidency 
Project, 20 March. Available at: http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=91017. Accessed 10 August 
2017. 
72 Barack Obama. 2009a. “Obama’s Speech in Cairo University”, The New York Times (online), 4 June. Available at: 
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/06/04/us/politics/04obama.text.html?mcubz=3. Accessed 21 January 2017. 
73 Barack Obama. 2009b. Nobel Lecture, 10 December. Available at: 
https://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/2009/obama-lecture_en.html. Accessed 21 January 
2017. 
74 For instance, during the civil uprisings in Egypt in January 2011, where Obama’s younger aides pushed for the 
administration to support the democratic aspirations — Clinton and Gates warned against walking away from a key 
strategic relationship which served as a “linchpin of peace in a volatile region”. Clinton, Hard Choices, p. 340. Also, 
see Gates, Duty, pp. 502-505. 
75 At the start of February 2011, none of the World’s various risk assessment frameworks — including Crisis Watch 
— listed Libya as being at risk of political instability. See Alex J Bellamy. 2011. “Libya and the Responsibility to 
Protect: The Exception and the Norm”, Ethics and International Affairs, 29(2), p. 4. 
76 ABC Radio National, “Defiant Gaddafi Issues Chilling Threat”, The World Today, 23 February, accessed 30 July 
2014, http://www.abc.net.au/worldtoday/content/2011/s3146582.htm; Kareem Fahim and David D Kirkpatrick. 
2011. “Qaddafi’s Grip on the Capital Tightens as Revolt Grows”, The New York Times (online), 22 February. 
Available at: <http://www.nytimes.com/2011/02/23/world/africa/23libya.html?pagewanted=all>. Accessed 15 
February 2018. 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=91017
http://www.abc.net.au/worldtoday/content/2011/s3146582.htm
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in Rwanda would consume debate within the administration. As these ideas of potential genocide 

took more narrative forms, narrative displacement would see more principled interpretations of 

interests push Obama away from his position of restraint towards a willingness to intervene. In 

particular, Susan Rice and Samantha Power would serve as powerful institutional memory banks 

on genocide under US watch. Rice, as a holdover from the Clinton administration, claimed that 

she would never again remain silent in the face of genocide having relented on advocating for 

action during the Rwanda genocide in 1994.77 In addition, Power had been particularly critical of 

the Clinton administration’s Bosnia policy. She had served as a journalist during the war in the 

Balkans and regularly advocated for the US to take action to protect vulnerable people. While 

Robert Gates, Obama’s Secretary of Defence, was against the prospect of another war in the 

Middle East — a sentiment shared by Obama — Power and Rice pushed the line that Libya held 

similarities to the mass bloodshed in Rwanda. Such ideas would see cognitive efforts to exercise 

restraint displaced as more principled efforts to prevent mass atrocities consumed debate in the 

Obama administration. This would see Obama depart from his self-professed doctrine of “don’t 

do stupid [stuff]”, advocating for not only a stronger resolution but also regime change.78  

 

Yet, following the intervention in Libya and the presence of equally strong narratives on the mass 

atrocities occurring in Syria under his watch, Obama’s aversion to foreign intervention would re-

emerge. Despite Obama’s initial suggestions that the use of chemical weapons in Syria would 

constitute a “red line” and “change my equation”79 on intervention, when chemical weapons were 

used a year later, Obama would resist principled calls to take retaliatory strikes against the 

regime.80 The famous illustration of this turn was where Samantha Power continued to push for 

                                                      
77 The Rwandan genocide has been deemed as the most efficient act of mass slaughter of the twentieth century. 
Estimates have the death toll at 800,000 Tutsi and politically moderate Hutus. Harris, The Survivor, p. 128. 
78 Speaking of the intervention in an address to the American people, Obama stated “in Libya, we saw the prospect 
of imminent massacre, we had a mandate for action, and heard the Libyan people’s call for help … And when 
Qaddafi inevitably leaves or is forced from power, decades of provocation will come to an end, and the transition 
to a democratic Libya can proceed” (28 March 2011). 
79 Barack Obama. 2012. “Remarks by the President to the White House Press Corps”, The White House, 20 August. 
Available at: https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2012/08/20/remarks-president-white-
house-press-corps. Accessed 26 April 2019. 
80 In August of 2012, Obama stated that the use of chemical weapons by the Assad regime would constitute a “red 
line” to which the US. would have a responsibility to respond with force. Obama, B., 2012. “Remarks by the 
President to the White House Press Corps”, The White House, 20 August. Available at: 
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2012/08/20/remarks-president-white-house-press-corps. 
Accessed 26 April 2019. 

https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2012/08/20/remarks-president-white-house-press-corps
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2012/08/20/remarks-president-white-house-press-corps
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military action to prevent further deterioration in the crisis, leading Obama to reportedly respond 

with frustration, at one point snapping back “Samantha, enough, I’ve already read your book”.81  

Rather than pushing for intervention, he would encourage the Russians to communicate with Assad 

in an effort to convince the regime to agree to destroy their stocks of chemical weapons. Syria was 

subsequently framed in terms of legalistic chemical weapons “taboo”, 82 as Obama argued that 

while the use of chemical weapons in Syria was a threat to US interests, the use of force rarely 

achieved such objectives. In this way, he argued that “We deeply believe it is in our interests to 

see a Middle East and North Africa that is peaceful and prosperous … these objectives are best 

achieved when we partner with the international community and with the countries and peoples of 

the region”.83 Such repressive conversion enabled Obama to overcome more principled sources of 

information84 from decision-making, thus slowing down the decision-making process and 

removing principled sources of influence. 

 

Chapter Seven 

In the final chapter, I outline the implications of this study in theoretical and scholarly terms. 

Theoretically, this thesis highlights the importance of understanding, through a discursive 

institutionalist approach, agents’ adaptive and interchangeable use of ideas in foreign policy 

decision-making. There are endogenous dynamics within presidential administrations during 

deliberations over crises — principled and cognitive narratives are constant influences that affect 

                                                      
81 Obama quoted in Jeffrey Goldberg, The Obama Doctrine.  
82 In an address to the nation on 10 September 2013, Obama clearly articulated the threat to US national security 
posed by failing to respond to the use of chemical weapons. “…these weapons can kill on a mass scale, with no 
distinction between soldier and infant, the civilized world has spent a century trying to ban them. And in 1997, the 
United States Senate overwhelmingly approved an international agreement prohibiting the use of chemical 
weapons, now joined by 189 Governments that represent 98 per cent of humanity … If we fail to act, the Assad 
regime will see no reason to stop using chemical weapons. As the ban against these weapons erodes, other tyrants 
will have no reason to think twice about acquiring poison gas and using them. Over time, our troops would again 
face the prospect of chemical warfare on the battlefield. And it could be easier for terrorist organizations to obtain 
these weapons and to use them to attack civilians ... If we fail to act, the Assad regime will see no reason to stop 
using chemical weapons. As the ban against these weapons erodes, other tyrants will have no reason to think 
twice about acquiring poison gas and using them. Over time, our troops would again face the prospect of chemical 
warfare on the battlefield. And it could be easier for terrorist organizations to obtain these weapons and to use 
them to attack civilians”. 
83 Barack Obama. 2013a. “Remarks to the United Nations General Assembly in New York City”, The American 
Presidency Project, 24 September. Available at: https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/remarks-the-united-
nations-general-assembly-new-york-city-11. Accessed 21 May 2019. 
84 For instance, even as images of survivors of the attacks surfaced, Obama referred back to a focus on getting rid 
of these chemical weapons instead of focussing on retaliation for this particular attack. 

https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/remarks-the-united-nations-general-assembly-new-york-city-11
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/remarks-the-united-nations-general-assembly-new-york-city-11
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how information is interpreted and/or repressed to shift foreign policy. In times of crises, ideas 

“reduce uncertainty” in principled and cognitive ways. Agents use these different “types” of ideas 

as “weapons” as they advance competing interpretations of US interests. When we trace the 

tensions between these “types” of ideas, it is possible to identify the source of variation in agents’ 

foreign policy decisions to use force. 

 

This research has implications for the way in which we understand foreign policy decision-making. 

While my focus is on decisions and non-decisions to use force, this approach has the capacity to 

shed new light on our understanding of how and why presidents and their administrations arrive 

at decisions that seemed counter to their professed foreign policy doctrines. In this way, foreign 

policy decisions and non-decisions across the Clinton, Bush, and Obama presidencies can be 

viewed and understood in a clearer context. That is to say, this study provides a way of examining 

the ideas and debates taking place within administrations in the absence of exogenous shocks to 

material and ideational bases of state interests. 

 

Importantly, this dissertation should help to evolve our thinking about the ways in which agents 

use ideas in foreign policy contexts. There is no clear-cut way in which to predict whether a 

president will use force given a particular set of conditions. This thesis shows how the “types” of 

ideas and the way in which information is presented has a significant impact on the way in which 

presidents have made decisions to use force. 

 

In terms of contribution to scholarship, this dissertation highlights the need for scholars to be more 

aware of the interplay between principled and cognitive interpretations that arise endogenously in 

institutional deliberations. Significantly, where agents come to rely too heavily on one type of idea 

there is a potential to repress or displace important information as they interpret interests in more 

principled or cognitive ways. In this way, reliance on either may result in policy that leads to 

undesirable outcomes. For instance, overreliance on principled interpretations following the 9/11, 

terrorist attacks would see President George W. Bush’s administration drawn into quagmire in the 

war in Iraq as more cognitive concerns where displaced. Similarly, where the Bush administration 

pursued cognitive interpretations of foreign policy interests as they sought to avoid conflict in the 

Balkans, they would repress important information regarding systematic ethnic cleansing. In this 
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way, the conflict was reduced to being the product of “ancient, ethnic animosities”.85 In all 

situations, agents are pursuing what they believe to be a rationalist logic in terms of their 

interpretations of interests. The foreign policy decision-making process is not made on the basis 

of clear-cut interest-driven logics. That is to say, information is not received in the same way from 

one crisis to the next. Instead, foreign policy interests are constantly being reinterpreted. By 

acknowledging how tensions between different types of ideas lead to different interpretations of 

interests there is greater flexibility in the analysis of variations in foreign policy decision-making. 

  

                                                      
85 George H.W. Bush. 1992a. “The President’s News Conference with Prime Minister John Major of the United 
Kingdom at Camp David”, The American Presidency Project, 7 June. Available at: 
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/the-presidents-news-conference-with-prime-minister-john-major-
the-united-kingdom-camp. Accessed 26 May 2019. 

https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/the-presidents-news-conference-with-prime-minister-john-major-the-united-kingdom-camp
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/the-presidents-news-conference-with-prime-minister-john-major-the-united-kingdom-camp
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Chapter 2: Literature Review — Existing Understandings of 

Variations in State Interests 

 

 

2.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this literature review is to establish the need for a more comprehensive 

understanding in IR of the endogenous dynamics that lead to variations in foreign policy decision-

making. Put simply, I show that many of the existing perspectives struggle to explain variation in 

foreign policy decisions. Throughout the literature on IR, many efforts have been made to explain 

foreign policy choice and variation in state preferences. From the realist and liberal emphases on 

the material distribution of capabilities to the constructivist’s focus on ideational factors, numerous 

perspectives have sought to explain state foreign policy. However, realist, liberal, and 

constructivist scholars have struggled to explain variation in state interests in the absence of either 

a change in the international distribution of material capabilities or in the face of ideational change. 

As such, while these approaches provide useful insights into the material and ideational bases of 

state interests, there is scope for more comprehensive analysis of the endogenous institutional 

dynamics that lead to variation where the material and ideational foundations of state interests 

remain formally the same.  

 

Materialist scholars have tended to underrate uncertainty and thus overrate an agent’s capacity to 

form meaningful subjective probability estimates.86 While constructivists acknowledge that agents 

cannot efficiently interpret all available information, they argue that intersubjective structures help 

to reduce uncertainty.87 Similarly, historical institutionalists argue that institutions place 

constraints on agent behaviour making change difficult. To the extent that historical 

institutionalists account for incremental change, they assume that such change will serve to 

reinforce existing institutions. Taken together, these approaches share a common assumption that 

                                                      
86 Blyth, Great Transformations; Mark Blyth. 2006. Great Punctuations: Prediction, Randomness, and the Evolution 
of Comparative Political Science, American Political Science Review, 100:4, p. 496. 
87 Wesley W. Widmaier, Mark Blyth, Leonard Seabrooke. 2007. Exogenous Shocks or Endogenous Constructions? 
The Meanings of Wars and Crises, International Studies Quarterly, 51:4, p. 750; Blyth, Great Transformations, pp. 
9-10. 
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agents are capable of interpreting material incentives or ideational structures efficiently. This is 

not to suggest that these contributions to understandings state efforts to maintain the balance of 

power and ideational institutions are incorrect. However, each of these approaches leaves wanting 

an explanation of the endogenous dynamics that lead to variation in foreign policy decisions. In 

the final part of this chapter, I suggest the value of introducing a discursive institutionalist approach 

to understand decision-making processes in foreign policy. Specifically, such an approach would 

draw on the argument put forth by Vivien Schmidt that we need to pay more attention to ideas — 

their different types and forms. Such an approach opens the possibility of understanding ideational 

tensions that lead to variation in foreign policy decisions.  

 

In this chapter, I highlight the value in incorporating a discursive institutionalist insight into the 

constructivist approach by developing a framework to understand variation in foreign policy 

decisions. In doing so, I suggest that when taken together, constructivist and discursive 

institutionalist assumptions can provide insights into the endogenous institutional dynamics that 

see foreign policy decision-making become a choice between agents who hold principled and 

cognitive types of ideas. It is these competing tensions which lead to variation in foreign policy 

decision-making in the absence of exogenous shocks to the material or ideational bases on state 

interests.  

 

2.2 Material, Coalitional, and Ideational Approaches 

Realist, liberal, and constructivist scholars have attempted to explain state interests in rational 

terms. Such rationalist approaches have provided an opening to examine the variation in state 

interests, and foreign policy decision-making in a more comprehensive way. Across realist, liberal, 

and constructivist perspectives, efforts to explain preferences have generally relied on the 

rationalist assumption that agents make efficient use of information.88 Thus, even though each of 

these perspectives differs in what they consider to be the source of incentive driving agents — 

whether material, coalitional, or ideational — they each assume that agents are rational and that 

rational agents are able to interpret incentives efficiently. Yet, by making these assumptions of 

efficiency, rationalist approaches obscure the ways in which inefficiencies plague foreign policy 

                                                      
88 On “rationalist” aspects of constructivism see Fearon and Wendt, Rationalism v. Constructivism; see also 
Widmaier, Presidential Rhetoric from Wilson to Obama. 
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decision-making. Similarly, rationalists assume that preferences remain formally the same, and 

only change should there be an “exogenous shock”89 to the material or ideational base of state 

interests. 

 

So far, we have established that rationalists obscure the ways in which uncertainty90 and 

ambiguity91 can be driving forces of inefficiency, limiting the capacity of agents to interpret 

interests with consistency. Significantly, such materialist perspectives deem so-called missteps by 

rational agents to be insignificant as over time they will “cancel out”.92 In the following section, I 

assess rationalist approaches beginning with realist and liberal perspectives which make materialist 

assumptions regarding the base of state interests. I then proceed to constructivist perspectives 

which, in contrast to materialist approaches, emphasise the ideational bases of state interests.  

 

Having established the contributions of these rationalist approaches, I move to address historical 

institutionalist approaches. These, unlike the aforementioned rationalist perspectives, suggest that 

agents can use information with varying efficiency. However, even these approaches assume that 

information is only interpreted inefficiently during critical junctures. Finally, I turn to insights put 

forth by discursive institutionalists. Unlike rationalists — who make assumptions of efficiency — 

discursive institutionalists attempt to give greater explanatory power to ideas. Specifically, 

discursive institutionalism provides greater scope for inefficient interpretations of information 

arguing that there are different types of ideas, and ideas come in different forms, which in turn 

affects their content. Yet, even as discursive institutionalists acknowledge the possibility of 

ideational tensions and inefficiency as agents interpret interests using different types of ideas, they 

struggle to account for the endogenous dynamics which lead agents to rely to varying degrees on 

principled and cognitive types of ideas in their interpretations. 

 

 

 

                                                      
89 Such “exogenous shocks” are constituted by things such as war and depression. On “exogenous shocks” see 
Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics, p. 48. 
90 On “uncertainty” see Blyth, Great Transformations. 
91 On “ambiguity” see Best, Ambiguity and Uncertainty in International Organisations. 
92 Blyth, Great Transformations. 
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2.3 Realist Approaches 

In this section, I provide an overview of the dominant schools of realist thought: structural realism 

and neoclassical realism. Realism, broadly speaking, stresses the importance of the distribution of 

power in the international system as being the primary determinant of national interests. That is to 

say, for realists, it is the systematic pressures of the international system that shape the national 

interest as interests are defined in terms of power.93  

 

2.3.1 Structural Realism 

Structural realists see interests as being predisposed by the structure of the international system. 

Unlike scholars of classical realism, such as Morgenthau,94 who argue that the roots of 

international conflict and war lie in the imperfections of human nature, neorealists,95 such as 

Kenneth Waltz, suggest that it is the anarchic nature of the international system which creates an 

environment of conflict. Waltz is the seminal scholar of the structural realist approach with his 

book, Theory of International Politics. Waltz provides a good starting point through which to begin 

the analysis of realist theories.96 He suggests that this neorealist approach represents an 

advancement over reductionist theories in that it offers an explanation of enduring continuities of 

systematic behaviour, not just an explanation of continuity at the individual and national levels. 

Structural realism begins from the key assumptions that the international system is anarchic and 

that anarchy shapes state interests.  

 

Broadly speaking, Waltz makes three core claims regarding structure, agents and mechanisms. 

First, given the constraints of anarchy — and the assumption that deviant behaviour is punished 

and conformity rewarded — realists argue that explanations of variation in unit behaviour are 

reducible to shifts in material capabilities. Deviant behaviour, in this respect, refers to states who 

seek cooperation in an effort to propel norms and guidelines. According to neorealist theory, states 

who seek such cooperation will simply be exploited and eliminated in the competitive state of 

anarchy. Put differently, variations in state behaviour are limited due to the condition of anarchy. 

                                                      
93 On interests defined in terms of power see Hans Morgenthau. 1985. Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for 
Power and Peace, Sixth Edition, New York: McGrew-Hill, p. 5. 
94 Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations. 
95 I use the terms “neorealism” and “structural realism” interchangeably. 
96 Kenneth Waltz. 1979. Theory of International Politics, New York: Random House. 
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This is because anarchy leaves states with no choice but to assume the worst about potential rivals. 

What is left is a system in which states can only rely on “self-help” for survival. This means that, 

for Waltz, the internal make-up of states is irrelevant as all states will be required to conform to 

the systematically imposed condition of “self-help” or be selected-out. As such, Waltz’s neorealist 

theory is explicitly structural in nature in that he argues that it is the structure and distribution of 

power within the international system that determines the possibilities for cooperation and conflict 

between states.97  

 

John Mearsheimer expands on this view by outlining what he views as the false promise of 

international institutions. He argues “[r]ealists maintain that institutions are basically a reflection 

of the distribution of power in the world. They are based on the self-interested calculations of the 

great powers; they have no independent effect on state behaviour”.98 Taken to the extreme, 

offensive realists, such as Mearsheimer, view states not only as the primary units of analysis in 

international relations but also suggest that in order to ensure their survival, states must seek to 

maximise their power.99 It is worth noting that even structural realists differ on the extent to which 

systemic pressures push states to act defensively to secure interests, or offensively to maximise 

power.100 Fundamentally, realists argue that change in interests occurs when there is a change in 

the distribution of power in the international system. As Gilpin argues, variations in the distribution 

of capabilities occur when there are war or other exogenous crises in the international system.101 

Further echoing Waltz, Gilpin suggests these systematic shifts are the determinants of change as 

the costs and benefits of systematic arrangements change.102  

 

Waltz’s second claim is that the competitive structure of the system ends up “rewarding some 

behaviours and punishing others”.103 By this, Waltz is suggesting that deviants in competitive 

systems, such an anarchic one, are selected out. In this way, “self-help” is a norm shaped by 

                                                      
97 Waltz, Theory of International Politics. See also, Henry Kissinger. 1994. Diplomacy, New York: Simon & Schuster. 
98 Mearsheimer, The False Promise of International Institutions, p. 7. 
99 Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics. 
100 On “offensive” realism see Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics; On “defensive” realism, see 
Robert Jervis. 1978. Cooperation Under the Security Dilemma, World Politics, 30:2, pp. 167-214. 
101 Gilpin. War and Change in World Politics, p. 48. 
102 Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics, p. 46. 
103 Waltz, Theory of International Politics, pp. 73-74. 
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anarchy which states are forced to conform to. For realists, ideational factors carry minimal causal 

weight in determining state interests. Having said this, Waltz does address the issue of 

socialisation, however, he does so in a very restrictive way. Where he suggests that norms might 

encourage conformity, socialisation “limits variety” and “limits and moulds variety”.104 This is 

because socialisation is unable to overcome the competitive structure of the anarchic international 

system.105 That is to say, whatever norms develop between states through interaction exist only so 

long as there is the capability to enforce them. Once a norm no longer possesses the capability to 

be enforced, its authority ceases to exist. Emphasising this point Waltz argues, “No state intends 

to participate in the formation of a structure by which it and others will be constrained”.106  

 

Finally, given the inescapable condition of anarchy, states are required to act in a “self-help” 

manner. As such, states define their interests in terms of “power”.107 That is to say, anarchy 

imposes structural limitations, placing “constraining conditions” on state behaviour.108 Given the 

structure of the international system, “power” is based on the distribution of material capabilities. 

Thus, Waltz identifies the distribution of capabilities as the sole independent variable which 

explains variations in state behaviour under anarchy. Mearsheimer goes as far as to argue “Because 

one state’s gain in power is another state’s loss, great powers tend to have a zero-sum mentality 

when dealing with each other” suggesting that states will seek to maximise power whenever 

possible.109 This is because the condition of anarchy makes it impossible for states to be certain of 

their security as they are unsure of whether other states will refrain from violence and aggressive 

action.110 As such, states will refrain from entering into agreements where they become dependent 

on other states, as states pursue relative gains.111  

                                                      
104 Waltz, Theory of International Politics, p. 76. 
105 Waltz, Theory of International Politics, p. 76. 
106 Waltz, Theory of International Politics, p. 91. 
107 Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations; Waltz, Theory of International Politics. 
108 Waltz, Theory of International Politics, pp. 73-74. 
109 Robert Gilpin. 1981. War and Change in International Politics, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press; John J. 
Mearsheimer. 1995. The False Promise of International Institutions, International Security, 19(3), pp. 340-43.  
110 John J. Mearsheimer. 2001. The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, New York: W. W. Norton & Company, p. 34. 
111 Relative gains are simply where one state gains more than competitors, whereas absolute gains refer to the 
collective gains made by a group of states. Such absolute gains may be achieved through institutions such as NATO 
and the United Nations. On relative versus absolute gains see Joseph M. Grieco. 1988. Anarchy and the Limits of 
Cooperation: A Realist Critique of the Newest Liberal Institutionalism, International Organization, 42:3, pp. 485-
507. 
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However, Waltz does highlight that under certain conditions, competition can be mitigated if the 

distribution of material capabilities is concentrated. Specifically, when the distribution of 

capabilities moves towards bipolarity, states will seek a balance of power. Waltz suggests that 

international systems with balance of power arrangements are more stable than international 

systems in which the distribution of power is diffuse. Bipolar systems — in which great powers 

gradually become insulated — “make it possible … to be concerned less with scoring absolute 

gains and more with making absolute ones”.112 Yet, Waltz qualifies this by stating that balance of 

power arrangements, once achieved, are not enduring features of the anarchic international system. 

However, once a balance of power arrangement is disrupted it “will be restored one way or another. 

Balances of power recurrently form”.113 On this basis, realists argue that states will seek out a 

balance of power arrangement as weaker states follow states with greater material capabilities.   

 

Yet, even the notion of “power” is not explicit and, therefore, needs to be interpreted, as does the 

concept of “balance of power”. This is because there is no way of knowing for certain if the pursuit 

of a particular balance of power arrangement will be effective in the long term. Structural realists, 

therefore, struggle to form subjective probability estimates114 given their tendency to underrate 

uncertainty. In the realist worldview, uncertainty plays only a peripheral role because state interests 

are ultimately shaped by the system-level distribution of material power. Thus, should agents make 

missteps in their pursuit of interests, realists argue that these will not be sustained as agents will 

correct errors which will ultimately “cancel out”115 over time. As such, inefficient uses of 

information do not matter in the long run as the anarchic structure means that the pursuit of power 

is the primary goal in order for states to survive. Therefore, the role of uncertainty is at most 

peripheral because interests are given. Some realists, for instance Henry Kissinger, acknowledge 

that sometimes inefficiencies are sustained.116 In particular, Kissinger noted that “the nemesis of 

                                                      
112 Waltz, Theory of International Politics, p. 195.  
113 Waltz, Theory of International Politics, p. 128. 
114 Blyth, Great Transformations; Mark Blyth. 2006. Great Punctuations: Prediction, Randomness, and the Evolution 
of Comparative Political Science, American Political Science Review, 100:4, p. 496. 
115 Blyth, Great Transformations. 
116 Kissinger, Diplomacy, p. 66. Kissinger recognises the capacity for overstretching in foreign policy — even by the 
experienced statesman. 



 38 

raison d’état is overextension — except in the hands of a master, and it probably is even then”.117 

In this way, there is scope for further explanation as to how agents come to interpret information 

with varying efficiency, and what leads to miscalculation or calculations that fall outside of 

interest-based logics. 

 

2.3.2 Neoclassical Realism 

Somewhat in contrast to neorealist approaches, neoclassical realists118 attempt to provide 

explanations for variation in foreign policy by introducing the notion that social forces can act as 

intervening variables. In this way, neoclassical realism holds that “relative material power 

establishes the basic parameters of a country’s foreign policy”.119 However, these parameters alone 

do not dictate foreign policy choices. Instead, neoclassical realists suggest that “Foreign policy 

choices are made by actual political leaders and elites, and so it is their perceptions of relative 

power that matter, not simply relative quantities of physical resources or forces in being”.120 

Randall Schweller, for instance, suggests that “whether states balance against threats is not 

primarily determined by systematic factors but rather, like all national security decisions, by the 

domestic political process”.121 In this way, neoclassical realists provide a more comprehensive 

account of domestic and social intervening variables that affect foreign policy decision-making.  

 

Take, for instance, the realist notion of the balance of power, particularly with regards to “offshore 

balancing”.122 The notion of “offshore balancing” in structural realism123 holds that US interests 

should focus on mitigating the rise of regional challenges. Put simply, the notion suggests that for 

                                                      
117 Kissinger, Diplomacy, p. 66. 
118 On “neoclassical realism” see Colin Dueck. 1996. Reluctant Crusaders: Power, Culture, and Change in American 
Grand Strategy, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press; Randall Schweller. 1997. A Tale of Two Realisms: 
Expanding the Institutions Debate, Mershon International Studies Review, 41:1, pp. 1-32; Randall Schweller. 1998. 
Deadly Imbalances: Tripolarity and Hitler’s Strategy of World Conquest, New York: Columbia University Press. 
119 Gideon Rose. 1998. Review: Neoclassical Realism and Theories of Foreign Policy, World Politics, 51:1, p. 146. 
120 Rose, Review: Neoclassical Realism and Theories of Foreign Policy, pp. 146-147. 
121 Randall L. Schweller. 2004. Unanswered Threats: A Neoclassical Realist Theory of Underbalancing, International 
Security, 29:1, p. 166.  
122 The term “offshore balancing” was coined by Christopher Layne. See Christopher Layne. 1997. From 
Preponderance to Offshore Balancing: America’s Future Grand Strategy, International Security, 22:1, pp. 86-124. 
123 For more on “offshore balancing” see Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics; Layne, From 
Preponderance to Offshore Balancing: America’s Future Grand Strategy; John J. Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt. 
2004. The Case for Offshore Balancing: A Superior US Grand Strategy, Foreign Affairs, 95:4, pp.70-83; Stephen 
Walt. 1985. Alliance Formation and the Balance of Power, International Security, 9:4, pp. 3-43. 
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the US it would be advantageous to withdraw significant forces from distant regions on the basis 

that they are exposed to potential conflicts in which it might be drawn. In this way, the “offshore 

balancing” strategy proposes, for instance, that allowing regional great powers to rise and lead 

other regions will take the financial pressure off the US.124 Should the US need to assert influence 

for any reason, it can do so through the use of limited force and naval power — asserting enough 

power to balance against serious challenges with minimal cost. As such, an “offshore balancing” 

strategy — as described by Walt — would see the US “rely on regional actors as the first line of 

defence because they have the greatest interest in preventing any state from dominating them … 

But if local powers cannot contain the potential hegemon on their own, then the United States must 

do more”.125 Yet, where structural realists consider this balancing to be virtually automatic as state 

leaders make efficient use of information, neoclassical realists have acknowledged that states may 

lack the capacity to balance appropriately through an inability to mobilise domestic support. Thus, 

these social forces can be a contributing factor to instability and war. 

 

In this sense, neoclassical realists explain policy such as support for the European Union as 

balancing against the socially constructed threat of the Soviet Union. Thus, such approaches 

provide clearer explanations than structural realists regarding the US’s push to expand NATO into 

Eastern European states whilst the opportunity was present during the 1990s. Significantly, “It was 

the first time a major power fostered unity rather than discord among nations in a part of the world 

where it had significant interests”.126 Indeed, this seemed to go against a fundamental assumption 

in realist theory that “today’s friend may be tomorrow’s enemy in war, and fear that achievements 

of joint gains that advantage a friend in the present might produce a more dangerous potential foe 

in the future”127, and therefore “one’s ally should not benefit from an alliance relationship so much 

that it could become a serious competitor”.128 In this sense, neoclassical realists have 

acknowledged a greater role for social forces in determining state foreign policy choice.  

 

                                                      
124 Layne, From Preponderance to Offshore Balancing, pp. 86-124. 
125 Stephen M. Walt. 2018. US Grand Strategy After the Cold War: Can Realism Explain It? Should Realism Guide It? 
International Relations, 32:1, p. 14. 
126 Armin Rappaport. 1981. The United States and European Integration: The First Phase. Diplomatic History, 5:2, p. 
121.  
127 Grieco, Anarchy and the Limits of Cooperation Under Anarchy, p. 487. 
128 John Gerard Ruggie. 1995. The False Premise of Realism, International Security, 20:1, p. 66. 
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However, while neoclassical realists have acknowledged that social forces and perceived threats 

do play a role in defining state interests, they do not provide causal explanations as to how and 

when such forces influence state foreign policy. As such, these neoclassical realist approaches are 

accused of “smuggling in” social forces to explain variation in interpretations.129 Significantly, 

neoclassical realists retain the structural realist assumption that structural factors provide the 

parameters, while other factors merely influence state behaviour in the short to medium terms.130 

Although Jervis makes some concessions regarding the need to recognise the decision-makers’ 

“beliefs about the world and their images of others”, causal relations are left unexplained.131 As 

such, realists do little to explain the causal role of social forces in attempts to explain the variation 

of interpretations. According to realists, interests are presupposed by the structure of the system. 

Even within neoclassical realism, there is a limit to which agency is presumed to have an effect on 

foreign policy.132 That is to say, neoclassical realists still treat systematic trends as the independent 

variable. As a result, there is scope for additional analysis regarding the causal explanations of 

foreign policy choice. 

 

Whilst these realist perspectives provide important insights into the importance of the distribution 

of power in determining state interests, they make assumptions about anarchy. Most significant is 

the assumption that states “know” what their interests are in the face of significant changes in the 

distribution of power. In sum, realists focus on anarchy and the material distribution of capabilities 

for explaining foreign policy choice. This, in turn, provides some useful pathways to understand 

macro-systematic trends. However, by underrating uncertainty, realists obscure structural 

constraints which limit an agent’s ability to efficiently interpret information. Put differently, realist 

approaches do not explain how rational agents waste information. The omission of this explanation 
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clearly shows that realist assumptions are too broad in their belief that state interests are determined 

by the system — and that agents know how to best pursue these systematically-derived interests.  

 

This is not to suggest that balance of power considerations are unimportant — far from it. 

However, realists have under-explored the challenges involved in interpreting information 

associated with maintaining the balance of power. Moreover, by assuming that rational agents 

make efficient use of information in the long run when seeking to maintain the balance of power, 

realist approaches are unable to explain the ways in which missteps and overextension are 

sustained. Such assumptions obscure the capacity of agents to miscalculate or misinterpret shifts 

in the balance of power. Significantly, realists provide little in the way of causal explanations as 

to where inefficiencies in interpretations and the use of information come from. Instead, they 

simply assume that such inefficiencies “cancel out”.133  

 

Furthermore, given the emphasis on exogenous shocks, realist approaches have been unable to 

explain, for instance, variation in US policy towards Bosnia during the 1990s. Given the lack of 

change to the material distribution of capabilities, Clinton’s decision to intervene more than three 

years after taking office is not coherently explained by realist perspectives. In the same way, such 

approaches struggle to explain Obama’s variation in decisions to intervene in Libya and the 

ambivalence in Syria. While neoclassical realists do suggest that leaders can misinterpret 

situations, they provide no causal reasons for misinterpretation and so could be accused of 

“smuggling-in” social factors. 

 

2.4 Neoliberal Approaches  

Much like their realist counterparts, liberal scholars place great emphasis on the systematic 

distribution of power. Broadly speaking, liberal approaches can be divided between two sub-types: 

systematic and domestic. However, liberal approaches in general recognise that systematic 

pressures are not the exclusive determinants of foreign policy choice. Indeed, domestic neoliberal 

approaches recognise the capacity of domestic populations to influence foreign policy through 
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coalitional arrangements.134 Similarly, systematic neoliberals emphasise the capacity for 

international institutions to reduce uncertainty between states and provide scope for cooperation. 

In this way, there is more scope for variation of state interests beyond the systematic distribution 

of power in the international system. Importantly, liberals recognise some limitations in realist 

approaches — particularly when it comes to the possibility of cooperation.  

 

2.4.1 Systemic Neoliberals 

In a similar way to structural realism, systemic neoliberals offer a well-established meaning of 

anarchy, specifically “the lack of common government in world politics”.135 There are some key 

differences between realism and systemic neoliberalism, as these approaches hold different 

assumptions about the potential for cooperation under anarchy. First, systemic neoliberals argue 

that states can cooperate in pursuit of absolute gains. That is to say, states will cooperate if they 

can collectively see gains from such cooperation. While realists argue that conflict is an inherent 

feature of anarchy, neoliberals instead argue that “cheating and deception are endemic”.136 This 

distinction is important because realists emphasise that conflict is inherent in competitive 

international systems, whereas liberals suggest states will cooperate in pursuit of common goals. 

 

Second, systemic neoliberals argue that states are not the only actors in the international system 

pursuing wealth and power. Non-state actors and multinational businesses also pursue these goals. 

As such, states are not the only relevant actors in anarchic international systems — although they 

remain the primary ones.137 Furthermore, systemic neoliberals argue that international institutions 

encourage cooperation on the basis that they “reduce uncertainty by promoting negotiations in 

which transparency is encouraged”.138 That is to say, “International regimes alter the information 

available to governments and the opportunities open to them … International regimes, therefore, 

                                                      
134 On the role of domestic politics in foreign policy, see Peter Gourevitch. The Second Image Reversed, 
International Organisation, 32:4, pp. 881-912: Andrew Moravcsik. 1997. Taking Preferences Seriously: A Liberal 
Theory of International Politics, International Organisation, 51:4, p. 517. 
135 Robert Axelrod and Robert O. Keohane. 1985. Achieving Cooperation Under Anarchy: Strategies and 
Institutions. World Politics, 38:1, p. 226. 
136 Axelrod and Keohane, Achieving Cooperation Under Anarchy. 
137 Robert O. Keohane and Joseph S. Nye. 1972. Transnational Relations and World Politics, Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press. 
138 Robert Keohane. 1998. International Institutions: Can Interdependence Work?, Foreign Policy, 110, p. 86. 



 43 

change the calculations of advantage that governments make”.139 In this way, cheating can be 

mitigated by the presence of international organisations which increases the cost of defection. Put 

differently, international regimes, as well as systemic pressures, influence state behaviour. This 

stands in contrast to the neorealist view that states will not cooperate unless they believe they will 

achieve relative gains — where they gain more than the other state in the arrangement. In this light, 

realists would be willing to lose power if it meant that the other party lost more power.   

 

While realists have a tendency to underrate uncertainty — assuming interests are systematically 

determined in terms of power — neoliberal institutionalists, such as Robert Keohane, suggest that 

regimes serve to reduce uncertainty.140 He argues “Regimes may also include international 

organizations whose secretariats act not only as mediators but as providers of unbiased information 

that is made available … By reducing asymmetries of information through a process of upgrading 

the general level of available information, international regimes reduce uncertainty”.141 He 

elaborates “International systems containing institutions that generate a great deal of high-quality 

information and make it available on a reasonably even basis to the major actors are likely to 

experience more cooperation than systems that do not contain such institutions”.142 In this way, it 

can be seen that neoliberal approaches in international relations believe uncertainty between states 

can be reduced by the presence of international institutions. 

 

Moreover, these systemic neoliberal approaches suggest that cooperation can result in states 

collective security being increased. Robert Keohane, for instance, argues that states are atomistic 

actors who act in a rational manner, consistent with microeconomic theory. Such rationality 

suggests that states hold “consistent, ordered preferences, and … calculate costs and benefits of 

alternative courses of action in order to maximise their utility in view of their preferences”. As 

such, this “means that their utility functions are independent of one another; they do not gain or 

lose utility simply because of the gains or losses of others”.143 However, even as these neoliberal 

approaches provide greater scope for variation in state foreign policy interests through their 

                                                      
139 Robert O. Keohane. 1984. After Hegemony: Cooperation and Discord in the World Political Economy, Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, p. 26. 
140 Keohane, After Hegemony, p. 93. 
141 Keohane, After Hegemony, p. 94. 
142 Keohane, After Hegemony, p. 245. 
143 Keohane, After Hegemony, p. 27. 



 44 

acknowledgement that systemic pressures are not wholly determining, they retain many of the 

same assumptions as their realist counterparts. Specifically, they retain the same tendency to 

underrate uncertainty. That is, they assume that rational agents make decisions that are efficient.  

 

2.4.2 Domestic Neoliberals 

Highlighting the role of domestic politics in the formation of state interests, domestic neoliberals 

place greater significance than realists on the role of intervening domestic struggles.144 Domestic 

neoliberals, including Peter Gourevitch, suggest that preferences are derived to a greater extent by 

domestic coalitions in which domestic struggles act as an intervening variable, leading to a degree 

of variation in foreign policy.145 Similarly, Andrew Moravcsik suggests that “Political action is 

embedded in domestic and transnational civil society”.146 That is to say, state preferences are 

determined by domestic constituencies. These domestic neoliberal approaches place emphasis on 

domestic coalitions as sources of influence on state preferences. Moravcsik elaborates, “Where 

social incentives for exchange and collective action are perceived to exist, individuals and groups 

exploit them: the greater the expected benefit, the stronger the incentive to act”.147 Put differently, 

John Odell argues “groups have more or less self-evident interests regarding a given policy issue 

… They urge policies aimed at maximising their group’s interests”.148 This stands in stark contrast 

to realist approaches which suggest that the internal characteristics of the state are irrelevant in an 

anarchic international system. Overall, these approaches have more scope for explaining variation 

in state foreign policy as systemic pressures are not the sole determining variable of state 

interests.149  

 

Yet, much like realist tendencies to overlook the potential for hegemonic hubris, as alluded to by 

Kissinger, domestic neoliberals overestimate the capacity for domestic struggles and contestation 

to achieve efficient outcomes. In particular, when agents take command of “propaganda resources” 
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to construct justifications for policy, these rationalisations can take on lives of their own, exceeding 

the intended goal of the agent, and indeed the domestic coalition leading to overactive policies.150 

Such approaches also fall into the trap of assuming that domestic coalitions are able to interpret 

interests efficiently, and that foreign policy decision-makers can interpret coalitional preferences 

accurately. Significantly, these domestic neoliberal approaches retain the view that exogenous 

shocks and crises are the sources of variation which alter the incentives facing unit-level agents. 

That is to say, crises alter domestic coalitions in ways which shift foreign policy, leading to “a 

convergence of preferences and to a commitment to a regime”.151  

 

The main constraint on the state’s ability to act in ethical ways in the domestic neoliberal view 

remains the anarchic structure of the international system. Thus, like their realist counterparts, 

domestic neoliberals’ approaches leave the door open for a more comprehensive explanation of 

varying US interests regarding the use of force. These approaches also tend to overstate the 

public’s capacity to interpret the complexities in foreign policy. In summary, such liberal 

approaches obscure the sources of variation in elite interpretations of interests in the absence of 

“exogenous shocks”. In other words, even the interests of domestic coalitions need to be 

interpreted in a social context. Put differently, even domestic coalitional preferences can be 

interpreted in different ways. 

 

2.5 Common Themes — The Problem with Materialist Assumptions 

Across realist and liberal approaches, there are some significant assumptions which obscure their 

capacity to explain variation in state preferences. First, they make some questionable assumptions 

regarding the nature of anarchy. Specifically, their assertion that the ‘self-help’ nature of the 

international system means that interests are determined by the distribution of material capabilities 

is problematic. This is because in doing so, materialists make the assumption that states know how 

to best pursue their interests. However, as Mark Blyth has pointed out, efficiencies cannot be 

sustained in situations where agents face uncertainty.152 During periods of uncertainty, agents may 
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be unsure as to what their interests “actually are, let alone how to realize them”.153 That is to say, 

given the possibility of unknowable events such as major wars, agents are limited in their capacity 

to form stable “logics of consequences” as they pursue their interests.154 In this sense, materialist 

assumptions underrate the uncertainty states face when interpreting state preferences. These 

assumptions require greater explanation because they fail to account for intersubjective 

understandings that lead to the construction of interests. Second, these materialist approaches are 

unable to explain variation in state interests in the absence of exogenous shocks which alter the 

material bases of state interests. Given their emphasis on exogenous shocks as the basis of crisis, 

materialist scholars have provided important insights regarding the constraints placed on states by 

systemic and domestic coalitional pressures, however, there remains scope for greater explanations 

of the endogenous dynamics of states and institutions which lead to variation. This is because 

materialists assume that if endogenous factors did lead to mounting inefficiencies, “rational agents 

would anticipate and negate them”.155 Significantly, minor variations are disregarded as agents 

will seek to self-correct due to systemic and coalitional pressures. 

 

2.6 Constructivism 

In contrast to materialist perspectives, constructivism represents a significant shift in thinking 

about the ways in which ideas shape state interests. Specifically, constructivist approaches mark a 

shift away from the presupposed nature of “self-help” interest. With this shift comes greater 

recognition that “power” could be interpreted in ways other than the distribution of material 

capabilities. While there is no suggestion from constructivists that material incentives are 

unimportant, the key emphasis is that they need to be interpreted by agents. This is because, for 

constructivists, material incentives are not automatically apparent or predisposed, rather, they can 

be interpreted in different ways. Even such things as balance of power incentives — which realists 

and liberal scholars take as given — need to be interpreted. 

 

Constructivists make several assumptions that distinguish them from their materialist rivals. First, 

they argue that anarchy, as well as material structures, do not have predestined meanings — rather, 

                                                      
153 Blyth, Great Transformations, p. 9. 
154 Ibid; March and Olsen, The Institutional Dynamics of International Political Orders. 
155 Widmaier, Presidential Rhetoric from Wilson to Obama, p. 13. 



 47 

they are ambiguous. As such, intersubjective structures give meaning to capabilities. Put 

differently, “Anarchy is what states make of it”.156 Second, because interests are constituted by 

intersubjective structures — “beliefs about how to meet needs”157 — states become socialised158 

in ways that enable them to identify in either positive or negative ways to one another. Finally, 

intersubjective structures are sustained through the practices of agents.159 However, although 

constructivist approaches — focussing their analysis on ideational forces — hold some advantages 

over materialist and rationalist approaches, they too are tied to the same assumptions of agent’s 

capacity to use information efficiently using intersubjective structures. 

 

Constructivist scholars tend to place more emphasis on the role of ideas in the development of 

states interests and foreign policy than their materialist counterparts. John Ruggie argues “[s]ocial 

constructivism rests on an irreducibly intersubjective dimension of human action”.160 Given this 

view, constructivist theories have had a greater capacity to explain changing interests in the 

absence of systemic redistribution of material capabilities than materialist scholars because they 

view social facts as intersubjective social constructions. These social conventions form the 

foundation on which state interests, or as Wendt defines, “beliefs about how to meet needs” are 

formed.161 These social conventions act to reduce uncertainty.162 As such, “agents rely on 

intersubjective understandings to make sense of events and define their interests”.163 In saying this, 

constructivists are not suggesting that power is not important. Quite to the contrary, constructivists 

agree with notions — such as those put forth by Hans Morgenthau — that states may “think and 

act in terms of interests defined as power”.164 However, unlike their materialist counterparts, 
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constructivists argue that “power” must be interpreted. Different interpretations of “power” thus 

lead to a variety of understandings as to what constitutes the national interest.  

 

This conflicts with the materialist assertion that self-help is a constitutive feature of anarchy. Given 

the belief that self-help is not a constitutive feature of anarchy, constructivists argue that it emerges 

causally “from processes in which anarchy plays only a permissive role”.165 In this light, meanings 

arise out of interaction. On this basis, Wendt suggests that materialists may be right that anarchy 

can indeed take on self-help features — but this occurs as a result of interaction, not as a result of 

systematic predisposition. It should be noted that such behaviours can become self-reinforcing: 

they become intersubjective as states come to expect them. That said, intersubjective shifts can 

bring about a redefinition of identities.  

 

Wendt goes on to argue that “[i]dentities are the basis of interests. Actors do not have a ‘portfolio’ 

of interests that they carry around independent of social context; instead, they define their interests 

in the process of defining situations”.166 Therefore, identities and interests are mutually 

constitutive.167 Nicholas Onuf suggests that constructivists assume that agents “construct worlds 

[they] know in a world [they] do not”.168As ideas develop, states’ perception of their own identity, 

and indeed their identity as seen by others, alters resulting in a gradual change in interests. “State 

interests do not exist to be ‘discovered’ by self-interested, rational actors. Interests are constructed 

through a process of social interaction”.169  

 

To provide better insight into the conditions under which ideas emerge, stabilise and take on self-

reinforcing momentum, Martha Finnemore and Kathryn Sikkink developed the “norm life-cycle 

theory” in order to explain how ideas are created and internalised.170 Such theories emphasise 
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“norm entrepreneurs” and “epistemic communities” who seek to clarify what exactly the idea is, 

and educate leaders to communicate this to publics who then internalise these ideas.171 However, 

this again assumes both that agents can utilise information efficiently, and that agents are solely 

intentional beings meaning that behaviour is not presumed to be the result of emotional principled 

responses. In this sense, once norms have reached Stage 3 of the “norm life-cycle”, there is a 

presumption that states know how to pursue such a norm and will do so out of habit.172 In this way, 

Finnemore and Sikkink’s “norm life-cycle” models suggest that such normative structures are self-

reinforcing. 

 

Following this reasoning, constructivists suggest that agents construct “worlds that they know” by 

forming such normative structures.173 According to constructivists, this occurs as normative 

structures create expectations about state behaviour. Given the assumption that states will conform 

to certain behaviours in pursuit of common goals, these ideational structures significantly reduce 

uncertainty.174 Constructivists place greater emphasis on uncertainty in their assessment of 

international anarchy than do materialist scholars. Given this view, Mark Blyth highlights scope 

for variation in state interests, suggesting that crises are “an act of intervention where sources of 

uncertainty are diagnosed and constructed”.175 During periods of “Knightian”176 uncertainty, 

agents are “unsure as to what their interests actually are, let alone how to realize them”.177 In these 

circumstances, when interests become something to be explained, ideas act to “reduce 

uncertainty”. Yet, at the same time, he argues that “institutions promote stability”.178 Given this 

view, that ideational structures become self-reinforcing, constructivists retain the rationalist 

premise that agents use information efficiently. As such, there is a tendency to rely on crises, or 

exogenous shocks to ideational structures to explain variation in state interests.  
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By advancing the notion that institutions promote stability, constructivists make significant 

assumptions regarding the capacity of agents to use information with efficiency in their pursuit of 

interpreting normative structures. That is to say, while constructivists have a greater appreciation 

for the impact of uncertainty, they overrate agents’ interpretive efficiency. Their assumption is that 

agents are intentional beings and pursue even ideational bases of state interests in an efficient way, 

whereby existing institutions are reinforced. Consequently, they struggle to account for the fact 

that normative preferences too need interpretation. However, even normative behaviour has to be 

interpreted in a given situation — and agents are required to determine whether a given norm 

applies to a certain situation. 

 

In an effort to explain inefficient outcomes, Michael Barnett and Martha Finnemore provide a 

sociological institutionalist analysis of bureaucracies that aims to highlight the source of 

inefficiencies.179 Sociological institutionalist approaches shift away from assumptions that 

behaviours correspond to “means-end efficiency”, suggesting that they are “associated with 

cultural practices more generally”.180 These approaches suggest that organisations and institutions 

are “bound up with power and social control in ways that can eclipse efficiency concerns”.181 

Significantly, Barnett and Finnemore’s analysis demonstrates that there is a capacity for agents to 

become “insulated” from “information that is essential to the accomplishment of goals” as a 

concentration of professionals with the same expertise and training develops a “worldview distinct 

from the larger environment”.182 In this way, Barnett and Finnemore have demonstrated that 

institutions can become increasingly inefficient over time as they eventually come to subvert their 

institutional purpose.183 Given the “social stuff” from which bureaucracies are constituted, 

bureaucracies become subject to “behavioural predispositions”.184 As such, constructivists have 

tended to overrate interpretive efficiency. In other words, constructivists, in assuming that agents 
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use information efficiently, have made the assumption that an ideational structure that reduces 

uncertainty will be self-reinforcing.  

 

2.6.1 Constructivist Shortcomings 

While constructivists tend to recognise a greater array of possibilities regarding the development 

of state interests, they share with realists and liberals the rationalist assumptions that agents use 

information in an efficient manner.185 As such, constructivists too have difficulty explaining 

inefficiencies that see agents undermine their professed goals. In particular, in emphasising the 

importance of social conventions as portrayed by Onuf186 — about constructing worlds that they 

know — constructivists tend to underrate their ambiguity. In doing so, debates become 

intellectualised limiting interpretive flexibility. Hence constructivists retain the rationalist premise 

that agents interpret ideas in ways that reduce uncertainty and stabilise ideational structures. 

Consequently, constructivists tend to overlook interpretive ambiguities which give agents the 

capacity to assign ideas with varying meanings.  

 

Put simply, ideas can be interpreted and enacted in various ways. American liberalism, for 

instance, can be interpreted in isolationist, realist, or crusading ways. It is therefore not surprising 

that agents can underrate the extent to which inefficiencies plague such interpretations. 

 

2.7 Historical Institutionalism 

Recently, in contrast to the aforementioned rationalist scholars, historical institutionalists have 

highlighted the capacity for agents to use information with varying degrees of efficiency over time. 

While historical institutionalists also point to exogenous shocks as being the primary sources of 

variation in state interests, they acknowledge that moments of crisis can lead agents to make 

inefficient use of information. During periods of ensuing relative stability, historical 

institutionalists argue that political orders become self-reinforcing as agents attempt to stabilise 

existing institutional designs.187 In this way, historical institutionalists differ from rationalist 

approaches in that they recognise that as a result of exogenous shocks, agents may make poor 
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choices, however, these choices become “locked in” as a result of “sunk costs”.188 Furthermore, 

they fall back on the assumptions made by other rationalist scholars that agents know how to 

pursue incentive-driven interests. Again, this leaves causal explanations open to contestation. 

Therefore, there is a need to explain how agents interpret events between “exogenous shocks”.189 

In particular, there needs to be more comprehensive explanation of the ways in which agents waste 

information. 

 

Historical institutionalists have typically stressed continuity over change. As a result, they have 

struggled in putting forward explanations of institutional variation. Indeed, much of the historical 

institutionalist debate has focussed on what Capoccia and Kelemen term the “dualist” models of 

change, in which periods of stability are punctuated by crises.190 In such models, crises provide 

scope for major shifts in institutional preferences and designs. These crises are then followed by 

periods of relative institutional stability. Ira Katznelson, for instance, has argued that institutions, 

for the most part, are constraining.191 As such, critical junctures provide the opening for agents to 

alter the path of development. Yet, following these critical junctures, Paul Pierson argues that such 

punctuated moments place institutional arrangements on “paths or trajectories”, which become 

locked in and, therefore, are difficult to alter.192 This is because “Institutional arrangements in 

politics are typically hard to change” as “sunk cost” and “institutional legacies” significantly 

increase the costs of change.193 In this regard, historical institutionalists acknowledge that agents 

can misinterpret material and ideational forces during moments of exogenous crisis. Yet, given the 

relative stability between punctuated changes, historical institutionalists presume that information 

is used efficiently to provide greater institutional stability as agents pursue incentive-driven 

preferences. In this way, historical institutionalism places greater stress on the temporality of 
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events and the continuous process of development.194 In US policy terms, Skowronek argues that 

leaders can be “held hostage to the promise of continuity” and that “Presidents bid for authority 

by reckoning with the work of their predecessors, locating their rise to power within the recent 

course of political events”.195 

 

However, in asserting that institutional arrangements are “constraining” once locked in, historical 

institutionalists have subordinated “agency to structure” in these early, overly “sticky” versions of 

historical institutionalist theory.196 In this way, historical institutionalists have argued that 

institutions have “structured” individuals’ preferences.197 These early versions of historical 

institutionalism provided virtually no scope through which agents could initiate endogenous 

institutional change. More importantly, there was little scope for interpreting preferences outside 

of the incentive-driven structure. As Kathleen Thelen has noted, “these models tend to distinguish 

sharply between periods of institutional creation and periods of ‘stasis’”.198 This suggests that in 

the absence of exogenous shocks, institutions, and thus, agents’ preferences, do not change. 

Recognising the inability of early forms of historical institutionalism to account for endogenous 

sources of institutional change, James Mahoney and Kathleen Thelen, put forth a theory of 

incremental change.199 Their assessment of the shortcomings in early institutionalist theories — 

particularly historical institutionalism — rests on the assumption that “rules can never be precise 

enough to cover the complexities of all possible real-world situations”.200 They propose four 

“modes” of incremental change enabled by the inherent ambiguities in institutional rules. With 

this model, Mahoney and Thelen provide scope for incremental institutional adjustments in which 

interests remain formally the same, but “are interpreted and enacted in new ways”.201 
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Understanding this more gradual theory of change assists in highlighting that agents can learn 

lessons from experience, and helps explain gradual policy change over time without the need for 

a punctuated moment. Specifically, it highlights the importance of understanding the role of 

ambiguity in institutional rules, as this provides scope for varied interpretations of rules.   

 

Yet, even this revised historical institutionalist approach makes the assumption that agents 

interpret information efficiently to stabilise existing institutional designs. Furthermore, historical 

institutionalists assume that preferences remain the same over time. As such, there is little in the 

way of explanation as to how or why institutionalised preferences may be interpreted differently, 

or reinterpreted in ways that may not maximise the utility. Thus, while historical institutionalism 

provides some useful insights into the ways in which institutions change and become self-

reinforcing in a macro sense, there is no attempt to explain varying interpretations. That is to say, 

there is little capacity to examine the potential for ideational tensions that emerge as agents respond 

to specific events. In an effort to highlight the endogenous dynamics of institutional change, in 

conjunction with exogenous dynamics, Bell and Feng have put forth an “agents-in-context” 

approach.202 In this way, Bell and Feng provide an approach which suggests that institutions 

“define roles, not final behaviours”.203 Agents are shaped by their experiences, and thus interpret 

information in both cognitive and normative ways.204 However, they have not highlighted when 

or how these shifts occur. Blyth points out that “Theoretically, no exogenous factor can in and of 

itself explain the specific forms that institutional change takes”.205 That is to say, agents are capable 

of interpreting information in varying ways. Yet, such explanations have been left somewhat 

wanting by historical institutionalists.  

 

In summary, historical institutionalists who have recognised the capacity for incremental change 

assume that such change is done to maintain preferences and sustain existing institutional designs. 

Historical institutionalist theories from Capoccia and Kelemen, and Pierson, have restricted the 
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scope for agency to lead to variation in institutional interests.206 Even as Mahoney and Thelen 

acknowledge the inherent ambiguity of institutional rules allowing for incremental change, they 

assume that these adjustments will act to stabilise existing institutions. Even if, as Bell and Feng 

argue, “agents are interpretive … using cognitive and normative frameworks” and “institutions 

define roles, not final behaviours”, this approach does not explain shifts between these types of 

interpretations in a comprehensive way.207 That is, it does not show how agents come to rely on 

different types of ideas in their interpretations of institutional preferences. As such, for historical 

institutionalists, explaining variation in interests poses challenges given their emphasis on 

stability. Furthermore, historical institutionalists have a problem of periodisation. That is to say, 

historical institutionalists who seek to categorise political orders between punctuated moments 

resulting from exogenous shocks have overrated the coherence of these orders. Thus, historical 

institutionalists have had a tendency to overstate the stability of a system. Finally, historical 

institutionalists, in assuming rationality and efficiency in the use of information, overlook 

important types of interpretive difference. In this way, they overlook the ways in which agents 

may come to waste information. 

 

2.8 Discursive Institutionalism 

In an effort to bridge some of the shortcomings in historical institutionalism, discursive 

institutionalists have attempted to provide greater scope for understanding inefficiency and 

variation in policy by explaining different types of ideas. Discursive institutionalists provide some 

vital insights into the ways in which information can be wasted. Moreover, such insights provide 

scope for deeper analysis of variation in states’ perceptions of interests, something which historical 

institutionalists — and other rationalist scholars — have struggled to account for. While historical 

institutionalist theories have offered valuable contributions in terms of identifying the significance 

of punctuated moments, as well as the capacity for more incremental change, their approaches 

provide scope for deeper understanding of the causal reasons for endogenous sources of 
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institutional change. Historical institutionalists assume that agents are intentional, overlooking the 

possibility of subconscious forms of ideas having an influence on decision-making. 

 

Discursive institutionalist work by scholars such as Vivien Schmidt attempts to understand the 

intersubjective contexts which make possible the rise of ideational tensions and inefficiencies. 

Discursive institutionalism overcomes this shortfall in historical institutionalism — the assumption 

that information is to be used efficiently to stabilise institutions — by recognising sources of 

inefficiency in interpretation between types of socially constructed ideas.208 Widmaier highlights 

that such a view enables scholars to adopt a “value-distributional” approach, which distinguishes 

between two types of ideas, rather than a power distributional one in which agents seek to 

maximise the utility of existing institutional designs.209  

 

Schmidt distinguishes between two types of socially constructed ideas: principled and cognitive. 

First, principled ideas outline “what’s right”210 and “what one ought to do”.211 Principled ideas 

speak to deeper values which are attached to political action.212 In this way: 

Normative ideas instead attach values to political action and serve to legitimate the policies in 

a program through reference to their appropriateness.213  

By contrast, causal ideas provide the recipes or instructions on “what is and what to do”.214 More 

specifically, causal ideas — also referred to as cognitive ideas — offer solutions to problems at 

hand by examining how institutional ideas define the problem to be solved.215 In this way: 
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Cognitive ideas — also sometimes called causal ideas — provide the recipes, guidelines, and 

maps for political action and serve to justify policies and programs by speaking to their 

interest-based logic and necessity.216  

Such cognitive ideas tend to be more refined in their application, determined by cost-benefit 

calculations interpreted through agents’ understanding of how the world actually is. Yet, this 

distinction between different types of ideas provides an opening into understanding how agents 

interpret events in different ways. 

 

However, much like their historical institutionalist counterparts, the “value-distributional” 217  

approaches used by discursive institutionalists leave open the opportunity for a more detailed 

analysis of when and how these different types of ideas are given preference in interpreting foreign 

policy interests. Furthermore, discursive institutionalist approaches have not provided much in the 

way of outlining the causal mechanisms through which preferences can be interpreted to varying 

degrees through principled and cognitive ideas. Indeed, while discursive institutionalists provide 

valuable insights into the potential for inefficiencies as events are interpreted through either 

principled or more cognitive ideas, there remains scope for explaining how and why events are 

interpreted in different ways. Specifically, what is it that leads agents to interpret events to varying 

degrees, through principled or cognitive ideas? Shedding light on this question may provide 

valuable insights into the ways in which agents interpret interests to varying degrees through these 

different types of ideas. This, in turn, may lead to a greater capacity to explain policy choice that 

seems to deviate from the pursuit of incentive-driven preferences. 

 

The distinction between different types of ideas provided by discursive institutionalism is an 

important one in that it highlights the capacity of agents to view information in different ways. 

Marcus Holmes also points out that rationalist approaches tend to point towards beliefs and desires 

to account for relevant action, but suggests that “we should think about elites making decisions 

based not only what they think about a particular issue or object, but what they feel about it”.218 
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This has been under-analysed across most rationalist theories which share the assumption that 

preferences are known, and fixed — and that agents are capable of interpreting them efficiently.  

 

Significantly, there is a growing recognition “that people regularly perceive, feel, and act before 

they think”.219 Given this revelation, there has been a growing effort to incorporate such affective 

influences into the study of International Relations. Andrew Ross provides the important insight 

that within many rationalist assumptions, there has been little attempt to integrate non-conscious 

levels of agency in decision-making.220 This is significant because, for Ross, values are “inspired 

and absorbed before being chosen”.221 In this way, they “tinge our intellectual beliefs and 

judgements” in ways in which we may not be fully aware.222 He argues that in order to capture the 

emotional dimensions of politics, scholars need to “resist the idea that either material or ideational 

forces are causally determinative in a given situation”.223 He takes the idea further arguing “Affects 

infuse our beliefs and judgement in ways that regularly escape our attention but nevertheless 

connect us to collective agencies”.224 He elaborates: 

… not all effects of emotion are tied to well-developed schemas. Emotions do have a cognitive 

mode that generates such schemas, but they also have an affective one that produces, for 

example, performative contagion effects and background circulations of moral sentiment.225 

Building on these ideas, Ted Hopf speaks of the Logic of Habit whereby habits226 “permit rapid, 

not necessarily accurate, categorizations of people and events”.227 During moments of uncertainty, 

habits result in “ready-made responses to the world that we execute without thinking”.228 Such 
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reactions are the product of subconsciously held beliefs.229 By these accounts, beliefs are emotional 

and our first response to stimuli is to “feel before we think”230 with “no sense of voluntary 

control”.231 Given this view, principled, value-laden responses bring forth “inarticulable 

dimensions of identity” which “exceeds the conscious awareness of intentional agents”.232 As 

such, there is a capacity for value-laden, gut reactions — which do not necessarily have a traceable 

source233 — to take on a self-reinforcing dimension leading to variations between what agents feel 

they should do, and what they think they should do.234 Holmes suggests that this is particularly 

likely when agents face uncertainty about their situations. Such uncertainty may see more 

principled responses which are at odds with the predictions of neoclassical economic models.235 

In this way, it is possible to see how intuitive responses may see decisions based loosely on 

principled types of ideas236, whereas cognitive ideas237 adhere more coherently to rationalist 

assumptions of “interest-based logic”. 

 

These subconsciously held beliefs can act as “affect heuristics” 238 providing agents with an 

immediate interpretation on which to base action. In this way, principled beliefs prefigure more 

refined cognitive ideas. Put differently, it is possible for agents to have a belief about a course of 

action they think will work based on their understanding of the world, but at the same time, they 

may feel the need to implement a different type of action. Therefore, there is scope for ideational 

tensions between these different types of ideas, principled and cognitive. In particular, these 

tensions may lead to inefficiencies as agents contest the meaning of events using these ideas to 

varying degrees.  
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Additionally, discursive institutionalists highlight how ideas can be sustained in different 

rhetorical forms. In this way, Schmidt distinguishes between communicative and coordinative 

discourse as forms of communicating ideas. Communicative discourse refers to the ways in which 

ideas are communicated to the general public, specifically highlighting “the presentation, 

deliberation, and legitimation of political ideas”.239 Coordinative discourse, on the other hand, 

refers to the discourse where ideas are deliberated by a narrow group of elites “at the centre of 

policy construction” whose appeals often seek to limit principled influences in debate.240 

 

In an effort to highlight how agents use these ideas at different times, Wesley Widmaier provides 

an analysis of variation in the use of different types of ideas across political orders.241 Specifically, 

Widmaier shows how crises can provide scope for the principled construction of new orders where 

“fast thinking” intuitions yield more principled interpretations.242 By contrast, the ensuing stability 

engenders more rationalist “slow thinking” which aligns more closely with rationalist models of 

understanding state interests.243 The theory rests on the notion that critical junctures result in 

overreaction and overextension which are subsequently reeled-in over time. Further, internal 

sources of instability stem from an agent’s increasingly inefficient interpretation of information 

due to “misplaced certainty” as institutional ambiguities are gradually eroded leading to policy 

rigidity.244 

 

Widmaier’s approach provides an important foundation from which further understanding of the 

role of different types of ideas in foreign policy decision-making is possible. Specifically, there is 

room for greater analysis of the ways in which the form of ideas affects and influences agents’ 

responses in specific crises. For instance, Widmaier suggests that Clinton “lacked a principled 

foundation for humanitarian interventions, and shifted back and forth from retrenchment to 
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advancement”.245 Given this lack of principled foundation for such humanitarian interventions, the 

question becomes how did Clinton come to instigate interventions on some occasions and not 

others? More fundamentally, what are the underlying factors that lead agents to respond to some 

crises in one way, yet when similar crises emerge, respond in different ways? It is clear that there 

is scope for greater analysis of specific events and the motivations for them. Such analysis may 

provide important insights with regards to how agents come to interpret interests with varying 

reliance on cognitive and principled types of ideas — as suggested by discursive institutionalists. 

 

2.9 Conclusion 

This literature review has highlighted that rationalist perspectives have dominated understandings 

with regards to the way in which foreign policy decision-making occurs. However, such rationalist 

approaches have struggled to account for foreign policy decisions that do not align with 

neoclassical economic models. That is to say, rationalist approaches provide scope for greater 

analysis of causal explanations as to why agents sometimes make decisions that do not strictly 

adhere to an “interest-based logic”. This assumes three things: (1) agents are intentional in their 

decision-making, and they are capable of interpreting their interests efficiently; (2) decisions that 

do not conform to “interest-based logic” will simply “cancel out”; and (3) interests are 

reinterpreted following “exogenous shocks” to the material or ideational bases of state interests.246 

 

Even as constructivists have acknowledged that uncertainty limits agents’ abilities to form 

subjective probability estimates,247 they argue that intersubjective structures help to reduce 

uncertainty. In this way, these structures assist agents in forming “worlds they know” which in 

turn helps them make sense of their interests, or “beliefs about how to meet needs”248, under 

uncertainty.249 However, in doing so, constructivists overrate interpretive efficiency, assuming that 

agents can interpret intersubjective structures efficiently to enable the self-reinforcing stability of 

ideas.250 
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Similarly, historical institutionalists have argued that institutions are “constraining” leading to 

continuity rather than change. In this way, preferences become “locked in” at critical junctures. 

Even as more recent historical institutionalist work has pointed to gradual, endogenous sources of 

change, these approaches seem to favour the stability of existing institutional designs rather than 

change. 

 

Across these rationalist and institutionalist approaches, there is a consistent assumption that agents 

use information efficiently. However, more can be done to elaborate on the endogenous dynamics 

in state foreign policy decision-making which give rise to ideational tensions and, thus, variation 

in foreign policy choice. In the following chapter, I develop a theoretical framework which helps 

explain how foreign policy decision-making relies to varying degrees on principled and cognitive 

types of ideas, thus providing an explanation of how information can be used to varying degrees 

of efficiency. In doing so, I build on constructivist and discursive institutionalist insights. 

Specifically, I develop a theoretical framework built on Vivien Schmidt’s notion of different types 

of ideas in conjunction with Mark Blyth’s notion that ideas reduce uncertainty and act as weapons. 

In doing so, I offer two mechanisms by which agents’ interpretations of interests vary — narrative 

displacement and repressive conversion. Narrative displacement occurs when more ethical ideas 

based on gut reactions will lead to more principled interpretations of interests. In this way, more 

refined cognitive types of ideas can be displaced251 in favour of “what’s right”, as deemed by 

agents.252 Repressive conversion sees principled sources of information repressed253 as 

preferences are refined in terms of a more rationalist “interest-based logic” with reference to “what 

works”.254 This approach provides an explanation of the endogenous dynamics that take place 

within presidential administrations and lead to varying interpretations of interests. And, ultimately, 

it can provide an explanation of varying decisions to use force in US foreign policy by highlighting 

how agent interpretations of interests come to rely on either principled or cognitive types of ideas. 

Significantly, it provides a means of understanding sources of inefficiency in policy as principled 
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beliefs prefigure more refined cognitive ones given that we “feel before we think”.255 While I do 

not profess to have solved the issue regarding affective influences on decision-making, the 

framework presented opens an avenue to better understand the endogenous institutional dynamics 

that see agents repress and displace different types of information leading to variation in foreign 

policy decisions.  
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Chapter 3: Repression and Displacement in US Foreign Policy 

Interests 

 

 

3.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I develop the theoretical framework and methodology being employed throughout 

the remainder of this thesis. Having addressed the gaps of both the rationalist and institutionalist 

approaches in the previous chapter, the purpose of the theoretical framework presented here is to 

show the endogenous dynamics at play within presidential administrations. By highlighting these 

dynamics, it is possible to examine the interplay of ideational tensions which emerge between 

different types of ideas. Recognising these tensions enables an examination of the sources of 

variation in foreign policy decision-making both between and within presidential administrations. 

 

Crises do not occur in a historical vacuum, nor do they come with a set of instructions.256 Thus, 

there is a need, and capacity, for agents to interpret and define the national interest in a given 

context. Jon Western highlights that “there is no singular or monolithic conception of national 

interest or of American values and interests”.257 Universal approaches to foreign policy, such as 

the Truman, Weinberger or Powell doctrines, have struggled to succeed in the long run. This is so 

partly because each crisis needs to be interpreted as being constitutive of a broader set of interests 

than the doctrine proscribed;258 and also because the agents interpreting such crises change, as 

does the structure of presidential administrations responsible for managing and interpreting events. 

Each presidential administration is organised differently, and each president possesses their own 

set of principled beliefs, and capacity to interpret interests. As such, the interpretations of interests 

are subject to fluctuation, and reinterpretation. Significantly, agents’ value-laden principled beliefs 

— which exist without necessarily being chosen — can emerge and undermine the more refined 

cognitive foundations of these doctrines at moments when agents are forced to interpret 

information quickly. State interests are not static, nor are actors limited to a single set of “beliefs 
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about how to meet needs”.259 Such beliefs vary when viewed through principled and cognitive 

frames.  

 

In an effort to move beyond rationalist and institutionalist framing discussed in the previous 

chapter, in this chapter I suggest that variations in the interpretation of foreign policy interests 

come about as the result of varying reliance on principled or cognitive types of ideas.260 Principled 

ideas see agents interpret events with reference to their “appropriateness” in terms of “what’s 

right”,261 displacing more pragmatic understandings regarding how the world works. These are gut 

reactions based on the agent’s values of which they may or may not be aware. Cognitive ideas, on 

the other hand, are more indicative of slow-thinking responses to information. In such cases, agents 

interpret information in a more methodical, deliberative manner based on an understanding of how 

the world actually is. Yet, in doing so, they tend to repress principled information as they attempt 

to maintain balance of power considerations. Tracing these varying interpretations of state interests 

with an eye to the type and form that ideas take may provide greater capacity to explain foreign 

policy decision-making. 

 

This theory aims to explain the sometimes contradictory variation in American foreign policy 

decision-making to use force. I begin my analyses from the constructivist premise that although 

events — including mass atrocities, and military conflict — are undoubtedly real, their significance 

to society is not determined by their objective features. Rather, these events can be, to an extent, 

constructed as significant to the national interest, or as relatively insignificant and unimportant 

events which will not impact state preferences. Importantly, interests and events are constructed 

within societal contexts by actors whose ideas and understandings are historically contingent. In 

order to understand how and when different types of ideas matter to agents who use them to 

interpret the world around them, I adopt a discursive institutionalist framework. Specifically, I 

adopt Vivien Schmidt’s distinction between principled and cognitive types of ideas, developing a 

framework by which agents come to rely on these different types of ideas to varying degrees. I 
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argue that agents’ “beliefs about how to meet needs”262 vary depending on the extent to which they 

are interpreted in either principled or cognitive ways. 

 

When facing periods of uncertainty and the flow of information is overwhelming, narratives of 

historical memories can play a significant role in informing policy choices.263 Events can be 

presented in emotional contexts using principled narratives which ultimately shape interpretations 

of interests. Put differently, in times of crises and uncertainty agents first interpret information and 

react in reference to their principled beliefs. On the other hand — where events are framed by 

technocrats in more cognitive terms — more principled ideas tend to get repressed in favour of 

more locked-in, institutional preferences. My theory is that different types of ideas can lead to 

different interpretations of preferences as agents attempt to reconcile interests to varying degrees 

through principled and cognitive ideas. As such, I move away from historical institutionalism’s 

efforts to explain order construction and the constraining nature of institutional structures, 

focussing instead on how and when agent interpretations vary as they come to rely on either 

principled or cognitive types of ideas. In this way, I seek to highlight the conditions in which agents 

come to rely on principled ideas over more cognitive ones and vice versa.  

 

3.2 Framework 

In developing my theoretical framework, I highlight the ways in which agents come to interpret 

interests through different types of ideas. As such, this framework is capable of explaining 

variation in agent interpretations. While I do not discount realist claims regarding the importance 

of the balance of power, their efforts provide little in the way of causal explanations for deviation 

and varying interpretations of strategic interests. Similarly, I do not suggest that this theoretical 

approach can explain everything. The question I seek to answer is how, in foreign policy decision-

making, individual agents influence — or are influenced — by the types and forms of ideas they 

are presented with. To understand this variation, in the next section I outline a three-stage 

framework. 

 

                                                      
262 Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics, p. 130. 
263 Widmaier, Economic Ideas in Political Time, p. 15. 
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3.2.1 Principled and Cognitive Ideas to Reduce Uncertainty 

During crises, agents’ interests — defined as “beliefs about how to meet needs”264 — become 

“something to be explained, rather than something with which to do the explaining”.265 Given the 

need to interpret interests regarding events, ideas help to reduce the uncertainty faced by agents.266 

Specifically, ideas act as “interpretive frameworks” providing agents with “both a scientific and 

normative critiques” and “blueprints” for the construction of policy.267 In this way, ideas can help 

to reduce the scope of interpretation.   

 

Building on Schmidt’s distinction between principled and cognitive types of ideas with Mark 

Blyth’s notion that ideas reduce uncertainty provides insight into the categories of ideas we may 

expect to observe in the foreign policy process. Principled types of ideas tend to play to the 

“aspirations and ideals” of agents and serve to “legitimate policies by reference to their 

appropriateness”.268 Significantly, Ross notes that such principled, value-laden ideas can be 

“inspired and absorbed before being chosen”.269 That is to say, agents may be unaware that they 

hold such values until confronted with the uncertainty within which these ideas emerge. This is 

similar to Hopf’s Logic of Habit in which habitual responses “permit rapid, not necessarily 

accurate, categorisation of people and events”.270 They provide a means of understanding through 

the use of affect heuristics which reduce uncertainty by guiding an agent’s interpretations based 

on how they feel. 

 

By contrast, interpretations utilising cognitive types of ideas tend to take more institutionalised, 

technocratic paths as agents seek to advance a strategic “interest-based logic”.271 In this way, 

agents interpret information based on balance of power concerns as they refine interpretations of 

institutional preferences such as the Powell Doctrine, or the Vietnam Syndrome. These types of 

                                                      
264 Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics, p.130.  
265 Blyth, Great Transformations, p. 9. 
266 Blyth, Great Transformations, p. 10. 
267 Blyth, Great Transformations, p. 37. 
268 See Schmidt, Discursive Institutionalism, pp. 306-307. On “logic of appropriateness” see March and Olsen, The 
Institutional Dynamics of International Political Orders. 
269 Ross, Coming in from the Cold, p. 199. 
270 Hopf, The Logic of Habit in International Relations, p. 541. 
271 Schmidt, Discursive Institutionalism, pp. 306-307. 
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institutionalised ideas provide “blueprints”,272 or “recipes, guidelines, and maps for political 

action”.273 Cognitive types of ideas also act to reduce uncertainty. However, while principled ideas 

use “affect heuristics” guiding agents to rely on how they feel, cognitive ideas lead to more 

deliberative efforts to relate events to existing institutional preferences. In this way, agents reduce 

uncertainty by reference to “what works”.274 

 

Taken together, different types of ideas reduce uncertainty to varying degrees in cognitive and 

principled ways. However, the fact that principled ideas regarding “what’s right”, and cognitive 

ideas regarding “what works”275 can both reduce uncertainty promotes the potential for ideational 

tensions. In particular, principled ideas tend to prefigure cognitive ones. As noted by Ross, “values 

are inspired and absorbed before being chosen” and “tinge our intellectual beliefs” in ways that 

shape interests.276 It is these tensions that provide scope for variation in foreign policy decision-

making. 

 

3.2.2 Ideas as “Weapons”277 — Mechanisms 

Building on the premise that different types of ideas reduce uncertainty, the second part of this 

framework argues that these ideas are used as “weapons”. As these different types of ideas are 

interpreted in principled and cognitive ways, they are used as “weapons” by agents in an effort to 

either advance state interests in line with existing institutional understandings or bring about 

variation.278 Blyth argues, “In deploying … ideas as weapons, agents can restructure existing 

institutional arrangements by defining not only the causes of a perceived … problem but also the 

solutions for dealing with it”.279 For instance, presidential administrations include a variety of 

individuals, each with their own set of values and beliefs. Given that agents within presidential 

administrations have different beliefs and values, they use these different types of ideas as they 

contest the meaning of events in terms of US interests. Importantly, ideas present themselves in 

                                                      
272 Blyth, Great Transformations, p. 39;  
273 Schmidt, Discursive Institutionalism, p. 306 
274 Widmaier, Economic Ideas in Political Time, p. 15. 
275 Widmaier, Economic Ideas in Political Time, p. 15. 
276 Ross, Coming in from the Cold, pp. 199-200; see also Widmaier, Economic Ideas in Political Time, p. 15. 
277 I borrow this from Blyth, Great Transformations, p. 39. 
278 On ideas as “weapons” see Blyth, Great Transformations, pp. 39-40. 
279 Mark Blyth. 2001. The Transformation of the Swedish Model: Economic Ideas, Distributional Conflict, and 
Institutional Change, World Politics, 54:1, p. 4. 
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different forms which significantly affect the way in which agents come to interpret interests.280 

Furthermore, the forms that ideas take will have different influences on agents depending on their 

own experiences, values and beliefs.  

 

Principled ideas serve as weapons to displace281 interests where existing institutional preferences 

conflict with agents’ sense of “what’s right”282 in a given situation, encouraging what Blyth 

describes as “intellectual path dependency in policy making”.283 Therefore, principled ideas are 

“effectual weapons to attack and restructure them [institutions]”.284 On the other hand, cognitive 

ideas are weapons because they highlight the world as it is, or more colloquially “what works”.285 

Yet, in doing so, they act to repress286 principled sources of information, and refine interests by 

advancing notions of “what works”. Institutionalised policies — colloquially known as “what 

works” 287 — serve to limit the scope and agency of policy-making to what is only possible using 

certain “embedded” ideas.288 In this way, both principled and cognitive types of ideas can act as 

weapons as agents seek to change or maintain institutional preferences.  

 

But this leads to the question, “how do agents first come to implement principled or cognitive 

interpretations?” Below I develop two mechanisms through which interests are first interpreted: 

narrative displacement and repressive conversion. I explain how these mechanisms infuse certain 

                                                      
280 Schmidt notes that ideas can be principled or cognitive in types and can come in the form of “narratives, myths, 
frames, collective memories, stories, scripts, scenarios, images, and more”. Schmidt, Discursive Institutionalism, 
pp. 306-309.  
281 Mahoney and Thelen, A Gradual Theory of Institutional Change, p. 19. 
282 Widmaier, Economic Ideas in Political Time, p. 15. 
283 In this way, ideas also act as “cognitive locks”, see Blyth, The Transformation of the Swedish Model, p. 4. 
284 I borrow this idea from Blyth, Great Transformations, p. 39. 
285 Widmaier, Economic Ideas in Political Time, p. 15. 
286 Daniel Simmons provides a good demonstration of the way in which agents repress information which they 
would otherwise recognise. In the demonstration, the participant is required to observe six people — three in 
white shirts, three in black shirts — passing a basketball. The participant is then told to count the number of passes 
made by the white team. At the end of the video, it is revealed that while the participant was undertaking the task 
of counting passes, a woman in a gorilla suit walked into view, stood centre screen for a moment, then walked off. 
Yet, given the cognitive capacity required to keep track of the number of passes as the people moved about, most 
participants fail to notice the gorilla. For further details see Christopher Chabris, Daniel J. Simmons, and Daniel 
Simmons. 2010. The Invisible Gorilla: And Other Ways our Intuition Deceives Us, New York: Broadway Paperbacks. 
287 Widmaier, Economic Ideas in Political Time, p. 15. 
288 Blyth, The Transformation of the Swedish Model, p. 4. This view holds similarities to historical institutionalist 
assumptions regarding path dependency providing increasing returns. See Pierson, Increasing Returns, Path 
Dependence, and the Study of Politics.  
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types of ideas with more weight at given moments in time, highlighting the scope for varying 

reliance on different types of ideas in foreign policy decision-making even within the same 

administration. 

 

3.2.2.1 Narrative Displacement — Principled Interpretations of Interests 

The first mechanism I advance in an effort to highlight variation in US foreign policy decisions to 

use force is narrative displacement. In simple terms, narrative displacement289 sees institutional 

preferences yield as events are interpreted in more principled ways based on agent beliefs 

regarding “what’s right”290. That is to say, agents respond based on how they feel.291 Narrative 

displacement occurs as agents — from public intellectuals to members of the administration and 

politicians — interpret events as crises, giving rise to the emergence of affect heuristics.292 Such 

heuristics see loose similarities drawn between the current event and past events creating an 

“associatively coherent” link generating a chain of self-reinforcing responses.293 Moments of 

crisis, when uncertainty294 peaks, lend themselves to principled interpretations as agents “feel 

before they think”.295 Given the unreflective nature of these affect heuristics, subsequent 

interpretations tend to be constituted by more principled and value-laden ideas based on the agent’s 

beliefs about how the world “ought to be”.296 As Ross has indicated, these principled narratives 

reflect affective predispositions — of which agents may be unaware.297 Given the rising urgency, 

agents’ interpretations of interests are recast through affective predispositions, spurring heuristic 

reliance on historical memories and narratives of past crises to inform action. That is to say, when 

ideas come in narrative forms, cognitive beliefs are displaced298 in favour of more principled ones. 

Interpretations of interests are displaced299 as principled narratives shape and reframe “beliefs 

                                                      
289 On “displacement” see Mahoney and Thelen. This displacement could also be viewed as “conversion”. 
290 Widmaier, Economic Ideas in Political Time, p. 15. 
291 Hopf, The Logic of Habit in International Relations, p. 539. 
292 Kahneman, Thinking Fast and Slow, p. 98 defines heuristics as “a simple procedure that helps find adequate, 
though imperfect, answers to difficult questions”. See also Hopf, The Logic of Habit in International Relations, p. 
541. 
293 On “associative coherence” see Kahneman, Thinking Fast and Slow, p. 51.  
294 See Blyth, Great Transformations. 
295 Hopf, The Logic of Habit in International Relations, p. 539. 
296 Schmidt, Discursive Institutionalism, p. 306. 
297 Ross, Coming in from the Cold. 
298 Mahoney and Thelen, A Gradual Theory of Institutional Change, p. 19. 
299 Mahoney and Thelen, A Theory of Gradual Institutional Change, p. 19. 
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about how to meet needs”.300 Thus, these narrative arguments are based on how agents “feel” with 

regards to “what’s right and what ought to be”.301 As a result of the power given to these more 

principled ideas, narrative displacement sees agents cast aside cognitive interpretations as they 

interpret interests under uncertainty. Given the limited information available under situations of 

uncertainty, narrative arguments drive debate opening the possibility for interests to be displaced 

and interpreted in more principled terms. 

 

In US foreign policy terms, certain events may bring about a revival of different narratives as 

similarities between events are drawn, reframing the problem.302 For instance, whilst the Obama 

administration sought to avoid the use of military force throughout the Arab Spring, Libya’s 

descent into violence challenged this approach. Specifically, in NSC debates, Susan Rice and 

Samantha Power would act as powerful institutional memory banks — drawing parallels between 

the mass atrocity-style rhetoric in Libya and genocide Rwanda.303 Given the potential for agents 

to draw such parallels, they may feel that existing interpretations of interests do not accord with 

their conceptions of “what’s right” resulting in a displacement of interpretations of interests. As 

Bially Mattern304 contends, we can become convinced of an idea “even in the face of its 

questionable integrity, because we are literally physiologically moved by it”. Such interpretations 

are not necessarily the same between different agents. As such, principled ideas may not emerge 

in the same way across events — such as situations of mass atrocity, despite similar conditions 

being present.  

 

3.2.2.2 Repressive Conversion — Institutional Preferences in the World as It Is Believed to Be 

The second mechanism I advance is repressive conversion. By contrast with narrative 

displacement which sees principled interpretations of interests advanced based on “what’s right”, 

repressive conversion tends to see more refined cognitive ideas advance. Such cognitive types of 

                                                      
300 Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics, p. 130. 
301 Schmidt, Discursive Institutionalism, pp. 306-309. 
302 As Ross and Hopf have noted, agents may not be fully aware of how or why such parallels are drawn. See Ross, 
Coming in from the Cold; Hopf, The Logic of Habit in International Relations. 
303 During one NSC debate, Susan Rice stated: “This is like Rwanda”. See Rice quoted in Ben Rhodes. 2018. The 
World as It Is, Random House: London, p. 113. 
304 J. Bially Mattern. 2014. On Being Convinced: An Emotional Epistemology of International Relations, 
International Theory, 6:3, pp. 589-594. 
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ideas represent existing institutional preferences and are based on agents’ understandings of what 

has previously worked, or not worked in a given situation. In simple terms, repressive conversion 

sees agents attempt to reduce uncertainty by adapting existing institutional solutions to fit new and 

emerging challenges. In this way, repressive conversion leads agents to make more cognitive 

judgements as they repress principled sources of information that might require a significant 

adjustment to existing policies. In this way, repressive conversion possesses similarities to what 

Wesley Widmaier refers to as “what works” as agents seek to avoid significant variation to existing 

approaches.305 Yet, such efforts can be constraining — leading to a kind of “intellectual path 

dependency in policy making”.306  

 

In periods when repressive conversion sees agents repress principled types of information, they 

adhere more rigidly to institutionalised preferences. Given that such ideas are based on 

institutionalised preferences, agents may intellectually refine the scope of interests as they try to 

fit existing interpretations of interests to new or evolving situations.307 This is more likely to results 

in consistent interpretations of interests as principled sources of information may be repressed thus 

limiting variation.  

 

Throughout various presidential administrations there have been members who bring with them 

mechanisms through which foreign policy decision-making could be viewed in terms of “what 

works”. For instance, Colin Powell’s doctrine was employed to remove principled influences from 

the decision-making process by asking specific questions regarding the relevance of an 

intervention to US national interests, and its achievability — not relying on how agents felt about 

a given situation. In a similar way, Obama would repress emotion in the Syrian crisis — in spite 

of his so-called “red-line” — taking a legalistic approach based on international norms against the 

use of chemical weapons. Yet, this type of intellectual refinement brought about by repressive 

conversion can see agents repress principled sources of information as they slow down the 

                                                      
305 Widmaier, Economic Ideas in Political Time, p. 15. 
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decision-making process.308 Refining this idea, Kahneman suggests “Intense focusing on a task 

can make people effectively blind to stimuli that normally attract attention”.309 For instance, 

Obama would become so caught up in preventing the Assad regime from using chemical weapons, 

that the emotional impact of civilian casualties from the use of “barrel bombs” would be 

suppressed. As I will demonstrate in relation to Syria, Obama would repress emotional calls for 

action in an effort to exercise diplomacy and restraint, and to prevent further US engagement in 

potentially increasing regional instability and contributing to additional military overstretch. 

 

3.2.3 Interpretive Leadership  

Finally, following debate within the administration in which both principled and cognitive 

interpretations of foreign policy interests are deliberated, the ideas which succeed are then 

presented in order to establish how they are legitimate interpretations of foreign policy interests. 

As such, I stress the role of interpretive leaders310 in justifying these interpretations. As 

“interpretive leaders”, presidents have been expected to define specific threats and crises in order 

to guide “societal discussions of events in ways that affirm some set of understandings”.311 Given 

this role, presidents advance principled or cognitively-laden communicative appeals312 as they 

seek to legitimise and shape foreign policy interests. To the extent that presidential rhetoric is 

shaped by cognitive or principled types of ideas, constructions of foreign policy interests regarding 

the use of force will continually be subject to variation. Even if presidents are the primary agents, 

other members of the administration may also advance communicative appeals in conjunction with 

the president in an effort to legitimise political ideas.313 In this way, presidents make the case in 

                                                      
308 Kaplan defines “repression” as the “suppression of information”. Morton Kaplan, System and Process in 
International Politics, pp. 259-61.  
309 Kahneman, Thinking Fast and Slow, p. 7. 
310 On “rhetorical leaders” see Widmaier, Constructing Foreign Policy Crises, p. 785. 
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communicative appeals for either the use of force or restraint.314 For instance, following initial 

deliberations in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, President Bush would issue principled appeals 

in an address to the Congress and the public. In his address, he would justify the declaration of a 

War on Terror by comparing the terrorist ideology to “all the murderous ideologies of the twentieth 

century”, declaring “Every nation, in every region of the world, now has a decision to make: Either 

you are with us, or you are with the terrorists”.315 In doing so, Bush was able to justify principled 

interpretations of interests as he advanced arguments for the use of force over a prolonged period. 

On the other hand, in justifying the decision to exercise restraint in the aftermath of chemical 

weapons attacks in Syria, Obama argued “The United States of America is prepared to use all 

elements of our power, including military force, to secure our core interests in the region … But I 

also believe that we can rarely achieve these objectives through unilateral American action, 

particularly through military action”.316 In doing so, Obama sought to justify more cognitive 

arguments for restraint in the face of humanitarian atrocities. 

 

3.3 Methodology 

The primary concern of this thesis is to understand how foreign policy agents’ interpretations of 

interests vary in principled and cognitive ways. In order to undertake this study, I adopt a 

comparative case study method. The case study method enables an in-depth analysis of a small 

number of events that placed pressure on a successive line of US Presidents to rethink their 

positions on the use of force. In terms of the cases selected, this study highlights the importance 

of the constitutive effect of uncertainty, words as weapons, and ideas as additional explanations 

for change and continuity in US foreign policy. Presently, balance of power considerations are 

often presented as constraining the President and their administration’s decision-making. If this 

was true, it would mean that the President and their administration are always able to correctly 
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316 Barack Obama. 2013. “Remarks to the United Nations General Assembly in New York City”, The American 
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anticipate the information they require and the consequence of their decisions accurately and 

efficiently. This thesis returns to key cases such as genocide, terrorism, and chemical weapon 

attacks, to test whether the assumptions regarding the capacity of agents to use information 

efficiently holds.   

 

While it is impossible to know exactly what agents are thinking, it is possible to infer how they 

view a crisis from ideas expressed during debates. In order to examine variation in interpretations 

of foreign policy interests, I identify and address the consequence of the interplay of different types 

of ideas. To do this, I take a “structured, focussed” approach to examine ‘in the room’ debates 

within various presidential administrations.317 Given the focus on types of socially constructed 

ideas, I utilise interpretive methodologies.318 Interpretivist methodologies emphasise the need for 

interpretation in the analysis of political and social life.319 The key assumption made by 

interpretivists’ is that agent interpretations matter because they guide and shape the behaviour of 

agents. As Bevir and Rhodes have stated “interpretive approaches to political science focus on the 

meanings that shape actions and institutions, and the ways in which they do so”.320 This is because 

interpretivists’ are motivated by the need to understand actions and practices.321 Agents, not just 

in politics, but in all social life, behave the way that they do because of their beliefs about how the 

world works.322 All agents are required to interpret social facts. These interpretations vary because 

they are shaped by the specific experiences and values held by agents’. As such, interpretivists’ 

argue that, unlike in science, facts cannot be established outside of social context.323 Instead, it is 

                                                      
317 On “structured, focussed” approaches, see George Alexander and Andrew Bennett. 2005. Case Studies and 
Theory Development in the Social Sciences. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, pp. 67-72. 
318 On interpretivism, see Ian Hall. 2014. The Promise and Perils of Interpretivism in Australian International 
Relations. Australian Journal of Public Administration, 73:3, pp. 307-316; Colin Hay. 2011. Interpreting 
Interpretivism Interpreting Interpretations: The New Hermeneutics of Public Administration, Public Administration, 
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320 Mark Bevir and R.A.W. Rhodes. 2003. Interpreting British Governance. London: Routledge, p. 17. 

321 Hay, Interpreting Interpretivism Interpreting Interpretations, p. 168. 
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323 Alan Finlayson. 2004. ‘The Interpretive Approach in Political Science: a Symposium’. British Journal of Politics 
and International Relations 6:2, 129– 164. This also true of the one doing the political analysis. Much like agents 
involved in making decisions by interpreting the world – interpretivists acknowledge that the analysist is also 
required to undertake interpretations of what has happened. In this way, interpretivists provide “interpretations of 
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important to understand how the agents being studied view the world if we are to make sense of 

their actions. 

 

As the study relies on interpretive methodologies, I do not seek to argue that agent responses and 

non-responses to particular crises are right or wrong, moral or immoral. Instead, I focus on the 

factors that see agents interpret information through principled and cognitive ideas to varying 

degrees. First, in each case, I provide a brief overview of the various presidential administrations 

including their stated policy positions, as well as outlining the key actors within them. The purpose 

of this is to provide a starting point for analysing each of the administrations. This helps distinguish 

policy differences between administrations from cognitive and principled interpretations. I then 

represent differences in policy approaches and perhaps differences in personal preferences, and 

the resulting cognitive and principled interpretations.  

 

Second, having outlined and set a benchmark regarding the positions of the various administrations 

regarding foreign policy, I examine how events are initially interpreted using “thick description” 

of “in the room”, “experience-near” accounts of presidential administrations with particular focus 

on the Secretaries of State and Defence, National Security Advisors, and Chairmen of the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff.324 The agents in these positions generally carry a significant degree of influence 

and possess the platform on which to promote their interpretations. Having outlined the initial 

construction, I attempt to make sense of agent practices. This is done by analysing and drawing 

inferences from speeches, agent recollections of events found in biographies, and policy 

pronouncements.  

 

                                                      
324 On “experience-near” and “experience-distant”, see Clifford Geertz. 1987. “From the Native’s Point of View”: 
On the Nature of Anthropological Understanding. In Interpreting Politics, edited by M.T. Gibbons, New York: New 
York University Press, p. 134. 
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Gibbons and Taylor highlight how language and rhetoric are constitutive of interests.325 That is to 

say, language is “more than an instrument with which to describe the world”.326 Taylor argues that 

language is “a pattern of activity, by which we express/realise a way of being in the world, that of 

reflective awareness …”.327 Significantly, such an approach to understanding ideas highlights how 

“the extent to which the self-understanding of participants … is always potentially incomplete or 

flawed and therefore always subject to re-examination and revision”.328 In this way, examining 

speeches and “experience-near”329 accounts provides a means of understanding agent 

interpretations events at given moments in time. Similarly, Dewey and Rorty stress the need to 

situate knowledge in a social context, endorsing a “conception of knowledge as what we are 

justified in believing”.330 Such an approach emphasises the importance of viewing ideas on their 

own terms rather than attributing them to materialist considerations. 

 

Third, having outlined the initial construction of events by the president and his foreign policy 

team, I move on to highlight the ways in which interpretations of interests vary by exposing the 

shifts between principled and more cognitive interpretations. Specifically, I study the construction 

of events as crises by examining the narratives tracing the interplay of cognitive and principled 

ideas — which serve to shape responses. I turn to key presidential speeches and statements 

including, but not limited to, State of the Union Addresses, addresses to the UN, and other 

presidential statements to inform the narrative study.  

 

                                                      
325 On rhetoric as being constitutive of interests, see Michael T. Gibbons. 1987. Introduction: The Politics of 
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A major pillar of this dissertation rests on the need to distinguish between principled and 

cognitive types of ideas. As such, it is important to identify how ideas are classified as being 

either principled or cognitive. As noted above, language and rhetoric are constitutive of 

interests.331 In order to distinguish between the different types of ideas, I make interpretive 

judgements based on the rhetoric used by agents. Whilst I acknowledge that this is itself a 

subjective process and reasonable people could disagree as to exactly what constitutes a 

cognitive or principled idea, it is important to recognise that these types of ideas exist and affect 

agents’ decision-making in different ways, resulting in policy variation. Where agents’ 

interpretations of events are deemed to be consistent with past positions or statements of the 

administration, I have determined that such ideas are cognitive rather than principled. This is not 

to suggest that there were no principled considerations when, for instance, Colin Powell 

advocated restraint rather than intervention in Bosnia. However, such an approach was consistent 

with his and the administration’s stance on the use of force in foreign policy. Put simply, 

cognitive ideas have a very clear link to empirical events. Where agents have established a clear 

understanding of “what works”332, I have designated these ideas as cognitive. On the other hand, 

I have designated principled ideas as the implementation of ideas that are counter to the 

administration’s professed positions. For instance, while President George W. Bush sought a 

more restrained foreign policy – the attacks of 9/11 saw a fundamental reinterpretation of the 

acceptable threshold of risk. Given this lowered risk threshold, Bush would interpret the threat 

posed by Saddam Hussein’s regime in a way that would see him pursue the use of military force. 

As this was a deviation from his professed position and previous understandings of “what 

works”, I have designated such ideas as principled types. 

 

Across the three empirical chapters (the Bosnia crisis under George H.W. Bush and Clinton; 

terrorism under Clinton and George W. Bush; Libya and Syria under Obama), I trace the variation 

in decisions to use force in American foreign policy, demonstrating how different types of ideas 

see interests interpreted in principled or cognitive ways. I highlight this interplay between 

principled and cognitive types of ideas. I seek to demonstrate that tensions between cognitive 

ideas, coupled with value-laden principled ideas, shape and subvert policy choice as agents seek 

                                                      
331 Gibbons, Introduction, pp.  1-13; Taylor, Language and Human Nature, pp. 101-132. 
332 Widmaier, Economic Ideas in Political Time, p. 16. 
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to reconcile cognitive ideas of “what works” with moral narratives of “what’s right”.333 This 

creates scope for variation in policy as interpretations are constitutive of interests.334 By pulling 

back and addressing the tensions between cognitive and principled types of ideas, it is possible to 

see how interpretations of interests vary given that they are subject to ongoing and evolving 

tensions. 

 

It is important to note that each president has their own subjective views of the world, and indeed, 

they select actors within their administration who provide their own unique set of beliefs regarding 

US interests. I avoid making claims about the merit of principled reactions or cognitive restraint 

to events, in that I do not seek to argue that either principled or cognitive interpretations in any of 

the given situations were right or wrong. Similarly, it is important to note that it is not the focus of 

this thesis to make assessments of the types of leaders or the personalities of leaders or agents 

within the administrations. For instance, even as the majority of George W. Bush’s presidency was 

spent engaged in the War on Terror — I do not claim that such a decision was irrational, nor do I 

claim that Bush was incapable of moving beyond principled interpretations in conducting his 

foreign policy. Further, I do not suggest he was right or wrong in making his decision to enter a 

War on Terror. Likewise, even as I argue that Obama would predominantly interpret interests 

through more institutional, cognitively-based ideas, I do not claim these to be rational or irrational. 

My focus is to show the dynamics by which agents come to rely to varying degrees on principled 

or cognitive interpretations in foreign policy decision-making.  

 

In terms of case selection, I have selected contemporary events in which the US has decided to 

support intervention (Bosnia Herzegovina (1995), Afghanistan, Iraq and Libya) and paired them 

with cases of non-intervention (Bosnia (pre-1995), terrorism under Clinton, and Syria). 

Significantly, the inclusion of non-decisions in each chapter will serve to not only highlight the 

degree of variation but assist in strengthening the theoretical claims.335 One of the major issues 

faced in any research involving case studies is the presence of selection bias. That is to say, there 

                                                      
333 Widmaier, Presidential Rhetoric from Wilson to Obama. 
334 Gibbons, Introduction: The Politics of Interpretation. 
335 While non-decisions are, by definition, non-events, they are not necessarily observable. However, the non-
decision-making process is observable. See Peter Bachrach and Morton S. Baratz. 1963. Decisions and 
Nondecisions: An Analytical Framework, The American Political Science Review, 57:3, p. 641.  
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is an inherent risk of selecting only theory-conforming cases by choosing only events to which the 

framework could be seen to fit. However, there are two factors which reduce the scope for such 

selection bias. First, the cases selected vary significantly in terms of issue and they each represent 

important moments in US foreign policy decision-making. As such, there are opportunities for 

comparisons both between and within presidential administrations as ideas and decisions changed 

during the same administration. Significantly, given the different types of cases selected (genocide 

and mass atrocity prevention, terrorism, and chemical weapons attacks), there is an opportunity to 

test the theory more comprehensively against different types of events. Second, as the chapters 

will reveal, the decisions to intervene — Bosnia and Libya — were strong “least-likely” cases if 

we examine the cognitive case alone.336 This therefore acts as a strong test of the theoretical claims 

being asserted. 

 

Sources 

This thesis has relied on both primary and secondary sources. In terms of primary sources, I have 

utilised historical research, memoirs, biographies, and speeches. With regards to secondary 

sources, I have used books, journal and newspaper articles. The sources used during each period 

vary slightly on the basis of availability. The biggest difference is in the Obama era. Specifically, 

this refers to efforts to analyse decision-making regarding Libya and Syria. As the Obama 

administration is the second most recent administration to hold office, the public record remains 

very young. As a result, much information regarding some of the meetings of the National Security 

Council remains classified. Furthermore, only a handful of administration officials have released 

memoirs and biographies. However, there are sufficient speeches and biographies from which to 

draw inferences with regards to the internal deliberations taking place during this period. 

 

3.4 Conclusion 

This chapter has provided an overview of the theoretical and methodological approach employed 

in this thesis. Over the next three chapters, this framework will be applied to key cases of foreign 

policy decision-making relating to instances of genocide, terrorism, and chemical weapons attacks 

                                                      
336 On case selection and “least-likely” cases, see John S. Odell. 2001. Case Study Methods in International Political 
Economy. International Studies Perspectives, 2:2, pp. 161-176; Harold Eckstein. “Case Study and Theory in Political 
Science”. In F. I. Greenstein and N. W. Polsby. 1975. Handbook of Political Science, Addison-Wesley: Reading, pp. 
79-138. 
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to show how agents come to rely on different types of ideas. In doing so, they come to interpret 

foreign policy interests in both principled and cognitive ways. Significantly, I show how these 

principled and cognitive interpretations are used as “weapons” by agents as they contest the 

meaning of events in terms of their interests — ultimately resulting in varying decisions to use 

force across the various cases. In doing so, this theory highlights the endogenous dynamics within 

presidential administrations that sees these principled and cognitive interpretations influence 

foreign policy decision-making. It is important to note that I am not advancing a binary framework 

in which principled interpretations lead to intervention and cognitive ideas bring about restraint. 

This approach simply highlights how the same agents can repress or displace information in their 

interpretations of interests as ideas come in different contexts in foreign policy decision-making. 

Furthermore, whilst I endeavour to develop a theory capable of explaining variation in foreign 

policy decision-making broadly, this thesis cannot explain everything, nor does it attempt to. 

Theories can only be falsified against other theories. As Charles Taylor argued, “superiority of one 

position over another will thus consist in this, that from the more adequate position one can 

understand one’s own stand and that of one’s opponent, but not the other way around”.337 

  

                                                      
337 Charles Taylor. 1979. Interpretation and the Science of Man. In Interpretive Social Science: A Reader, edited by 
Paul Rabinow and William M. Sullivan, Berkeley: University of California Press, p. 67. 
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Chapter 4: Mass Atrocities in Bosnia and US Foreign Policy – From Cognitive 

Restraint to Principled Intervention 

 

 

4.1 Introduction 

Throughout the early 1990s, US policy towards the conflict in Bosnia varied significantly. In this 

chapter, I trace the variations in America’s policy towards ethnic cleansing in Bosnia across the 

presidencies of George H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton. Specifically, I ask why did both 

administrations seek to avoid military engagement in Bosnia, only for Clinton to have a change of 

heart in 1995? This is a significant case in US foreign policy decision-making regarding decisions 

to use military force abroad for the purpose of preventing mass atrocities. It spans two presidential 

administrations and given that national security arguments against the use of force remained 

fundamentally unchanged, represents a “least likely” case. This chapter is divided into two main 

sections.  

 

First, I examine the Bush and Clinton administrations’ early management of the crisis in Bosnia. I 

highlight the way in which repressive conversion saw more cognitive interpretations of US 

interests regarding the balance of power advanced as US interests were intellectually refined to 

avoid affective influences. In this way — even as the Vietnam-era hangover eased following early 

successes in the Persian Gulf war — it would see the Powell Doctrine entrenched in the Bush 

administration’s foreign policy yielding a  “We do deserts, not mountains or jungles” mentality.338 

Similarly, even as Clinton appealed for greater US involvement in Bosnia during the 1992 

presidential campaign, citing the need to exercise American leadership and a responsibility to our 

fellow human beings, the realities and risks soon became clear as institutional preferences became 

constraining. When Clinton came to Office he would conform to a policy similar to that of the 

Bush administration. In doing so, he resisted principled efforts by members of the administration 

— including Vice President Al Gore and UN Ambassador, Madeleine Albright — to implement a 

                                                      
338 While this phase was not attributed to a specific figure, it represents the approach of the George HW Bush 
administration as they gradually began moving beyond the Vietnam experience. See James F. Dunnigan and 
Raymond Macedonia. 2001. Getting it Right: American Military Reforms After Vietnam and into the 21st Century, 
Second Edition, New York: Writers Club Press, p. 13. 
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“lift and strike” policy, instead, siding with Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Colin Powell’s 

more cognitive efforts to avoid a quagmire.  

 

In the second section, I examine the shift by the Clinton administration from restraint to limited 

intervention. In particular, I analyse the administration’s shift in policy following the massacre of 

8,700 Bosniak men in Srebrenica in June 1995, leading the conflict to once again be likened to the 

Holocaust. I argue that the massacre brought about narrative displacement as ideas came in more 

principled forms, altering interpretations of US interests. Such principled ideas were spurred by 

Madeline Albright, Anthony Lake, and in particular, Al Gore’s powerful, symbolic narrative 

appeal “What am I supposed to tell [my daughter]?”.339 Furthermore, it was becoming clear that 

ineffective policy towards Bosnia was doing significant damage to the administration’s credibility, 

and capacity to manage other foreign policy issues. Such narrative displacement would see the 

administration’s policy shift towards a more interventionist approach. Specifically, after the 

massacre at Srebrenica, Clinton would engage more closely with the Bosnian conflict, achieving 

early success in preventing the continuation of ethnic cleansing through Operation Deliberate 

Force.  

 

4.2 Repressive Conversion in Bosnia — “We Do Deserts, Not Mountains or Jungles” 

Even as success in the Persian Gulf340 saw the Bush administration begin to move beyond post-

Vietnam-era restraint, the administration remained cautious when it came to the use of military 

force in foreign interventions, unless there was a clear and present danger to the vital national 

security interests of the US. As such, the administration would exercise restraint as questions of 

intervention in Bosnia arose, repressing principled calls. Bosnia would be cast as just too risky for 

the US to engage militarily, risking a quagmire. Given the successes in the Persian Gulf and 

resistance to action in the Balkans, military officials would advance strong institutional preferences 

asserting the notion “We do deserts, not mountains or jungles”.341 Throughout this section, I 

                                                      
339 Gore quoted in Harris, The Survivor, p. 196. 
340 In 1991, the US engaged in Operation Desert Storm in an effort to remove Iraqi forces from Kuwait. The 
operation required a significant build-up of US forces in the region culminating in a decisive, quick victory. The 
success had a significant influence on the way in which foreign policy decision-makers thought about the use of 
force in foreign interventions. See Powell, My American Journey; Bush and Scowcroft, A World Transformed. 
341 This quote is attributed to a senior military official as the administration showed an unwillingness to engage 
militarily in Bosnia. See Dunnigan and Macedonia, Getting it Right, p. 13.  
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highlight the Bush administration’s efforts to suppress principled calls for intervention in Bosnia. 

In doing so, Bush would formulate his administration’s Bosnia policy through more cognitive 

interpretations entrenched in institutional, technocratic preferences in an effort to avoid a 

quagmire. In doing so, Bush would play down the seriousness of the conflict, casting it as a 

“European problem”342, warning of Vietnam-era overstretch.343  Specifically, the Bush 

administration would seek to slow down the decision-making process as technocratic preferences 

repressed more principled sources of information. In this way, Bush relied on both a lack of ample 

criteria to warrant intervention and the difficulty of measuring success in an intervention in what 

was deemed a civil war.  

 

4.2.1 Background 

When the Yugoslavia disintegrated in June of 1991, ancient ethnic tensions reignited after 

Bosnians voted overwhelmingly to secede from Yugoslavia.344 Prior to 1991, Yugoslavia had been 

composed of six republics. However, in June, Serbian President Slobodan Milosevic sought to 

increase Serbian dominance, resulting in Slovenia and Croatia seceding from the republic. 

President Milosevic was a fierce nationalist. Formerly a Yugoslav businessman, he had risen 

through the ranks of the Yugoslav Communist Party before being elected President by the Serb 

Parliament in 1989. Up until his election as President of Serbia, Milosevic presented himself as a 

centrist, adhering to party line and “favouring a Yugoslavia of ‘brotherhood and unity’”.345 His 

ability to appeal to ethnic fears and resentments made him particularly popular.346  

 

Up until 1991, Yugoslavia consisted of six republics.347 However, Yugoslavia had experienced 

rising ethnic and nationalist tensions and following the end of central rule in 1980, the Presidency 

                                                      
342 Albright, Madam Secretary, p. 180. 
343 George H.W. Bush. 1992e. “Presidential Debate in St. Louis”, 11 October. The American Presidency Project, 
Available at https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/presidential-debate-st-louis. Accessed 18 October 
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344 Power, A Problem from Hell, p. 248. 
345 Madeleine Albright with Bill Woodward. 2018. Fascism: A Warning, London: William Collins, p.98. 
346 Albright, Madam Secretary, p. 179. 
347 The six republics which made up the former Yugoslavia were Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Macedonia, 
Montenegro, Serbia (this included the regions of Kosovo and Vojvodina), and Slovenia. United Nations. 2019. 
“What is the former Yugoslavia?”, International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia. Available at: 
http://www.icty.org/en/about/what-former-yugoslavia. Accessed 25 May 2019. 
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of Yugoslavia had eight members. The parliaments of each of the six republics and the two 

autonomous regions each elected one member to the presidency. Rising ethnic and nationalist 

tensions led Croatia to commence legal steps to secede in February 1991.348 In March 1991, 

Serbian President Slobodan Milosevic sought to extend his influence, declaring a “Serbian 

autonomous region” within Croatia.349 In southern Croatia, there were around 200,000 ethnic 

Serbians.350 Given the high number of Serbians, nationalist tensions flared following Milosevic’s 

calls, and Croatia was unable to secede without bloodshed. Over the following seven months, more 

than 12,000 Croatians died in a war against the Yugoslav National Army (JNA), including 4,500 

civilians.351 An additional 700,000 people were displaced.352  

 

In March 1992, having consulted with European and Western diplomats, several members of the 

Bosnian presidency chose to hold a referendum on whether or not Bosnia should secede from 

Yugoslavia. The vote to secede won with an overwhelming 99.4% in favour.353 However, Serbian 

members of the presidency, backed by Milosevic, declared a separate Bosnian Serb state within 

the borders of Bosnia. Further, these Serbian members of the presidency had convinced many 

Bosnian Serbs to boycott the referendum.354 The Serbian members of the presidency soon resigned, 

and with the backing of Milosevic, declared a separate Bosnian Serb state within the borders of 

Bosnia.355 Supporting their claim were members of the Serb-majority JNA, along with local 

Bosnian Serb forces which constituted a force of around 80,000. This complicated matters for 

those who still believed in the idea of a multiethnic Bosnia. Soon after, Serb forces began 

                                                      
348 David Binder. 1991. “Serbian Official Declares Part of Croatia Separate”, The New York Times, 18 March. 
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352 Power, A Problem from Hell, p. 247. 
353 While the voters overwhelmingly supported the creation of a separate Bosnian state, the results were 
contested given that only 64% of Bosnia's population voted in the referendum which required two-thirds to be 
constitutionally binding. See Joel M. Halpern. 2000. Neighbors at War: Anthropological; Perspectives on Yugoslav 
Ethnicity, Culture, and Heritage, University Park: The Pennsylvania State University, p. 107. However, a large 
proportion of Bosnian Serbs either boycotted the vote or were prevented from participating by Bosnian Serb 
authorities. See Carrie Booth Walling. 2013. All Necessary Measures: The United Nations and Humanitarian 
Intervention, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, p. 93. 
354 Carole Rogel. 1998. The Breakup of Yugoslavia and the War in Bosnia, Westport: Greenwood Press, p. 31. 
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destroying cultural and religious sites and compiled lists of Muslim and Croat intellectuals and 

professionals. Many were savagely beaten; others were executed.356 

 

In an effort to limit the escalation of violence, the UN Security Council put in place an arms 

embargo banning the delivery of any further arms to the region. Unanimously adopted on 25 

September 1991, Security Council resolution 713 established that “States shall, for the purposes 

of establishing peace and stability in Yugoslavia, immediately implement a general and complete 

embargo on all deliveries of weapons and military equipment”.357 However, the resolution had the 

unintended consequence of leaving Bosnians with no capacity to acquire weapons. The result was 

a significant imbalance between the resources of the Serbian forces, and Bosnian Muslims. Facing 

the threat of conflict against the well-armed JNA-backed forces of Milosevic, Bosnia was left 

defenceless. This set the stage for violence to spread, rapidly developing into one of the most 

horrific instances of ethnic cleansing of the twentieth century. 

 

4.2.2 The Bush Administration’s Response 

Prior to the emergence of violence, Deputy Secretary of State, Lawrence Eagleburger travelled to 

the region in February 1991 to warn Milosevic against the use of violence. Like many in the 

administration, Eagleburger had been of the belief that warnings of impending bloodshed were 

symptomatic of typical bureaucratic exaggeration. Yet, on his return, having been shocked by the 

Serbs’ willingness to use force, he remarked: “It is going to be bloody as hell”.358 Despite this 

knowledge of Serbian aggression and their willingness to use force, there was little dissent within 

the administration that direct US engagement — especially putting boots on the ground — was not 

an option. Samantha Power noted in her book, A Problem from Hell, “The war’s viciousness had 

been forecast so regularly and so vividly as to desensitize US officials. By the time the bloodshed 

began, US officials were almost too prepared: They had been reading warning cables for so long 

that nothing could surprise them”.359 Significantly, one classified memorandum dated 14 April 

1992 to Lawrence Eagleburger stated that there was a 

                                                      
356 Power, A Problem from Hell, p. 249. 
357 United Nations Security Council. 1991. Resolution 713, 25 September, S/Res/713. 
358 Power, A Problem from Hell, pp. 252-3. 
359 Power, A Problem from Hell, p. 252. 



 87 

Clear pattern of use of force, intimidation, and provocation to violence aimed at forcibly 

partitioning [Bosnia] and effecting large forced transfers of population … The clear intent of 

Serbian force is to displace non-Serbs from mixed areas (including areas where Serbs are a 

minority) to consolidate Bosnian Serb claims to some 60% of Bosnian territory … in a 

manner which would create a “Serbian Bosnia”.360 

Indeed, Bosnia’s descent into violence was not completely unanticipated by the Bush 

administration. Tensions had been brewing in Yugoslavia for a number of years. Yet, given the 

complexities of the conflict and problems faced by Russian President, Mikhail Gorbachev, as the 

Soviet Republics fought for independence — Bosnia was not a key concern for the administration. 

Issues arising from the dissolution of the Soviet Union far outranked signals of trouble brewing in 

Yugoslavia.361 Furthermore, there was little enthusiasm or motivation among President Bush’s 

senior administration officials to become engaged with the plight of Bosnian Muslims. Thus, in an 

effort justify non-intervention, the Bush administration would advance institutional, technocratic 

preferences using cognitive types of ideas regarding the US’s lack of interests in the region to 

repress more principled sources of information. 

 

Colin Powell, Bush’s Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, was one of the most influential in 

discouraging US involvement. Powell was particularly averse to the prospect of any US 

intervention in which vital security interests could not be established, or which lacked a clearly 

defined objective. Powell’s military background and experience played into his cautious approach. 

He had served two tours of duty during the US’s unsuccessful campaign in the Vietnam War during 

which he had witnessed first-hand the “ferocious military forces the civilians and his military 

superiors have casualty underestimated”.362 As such, his experience in Vietnam would prove to be 

a defining moment in his life and would hold significant sway over his worldview of decision-

making in foreign policy. He had taken the lesson from Vietnam that “events often outran 

everyone’s preconceptions” and was, therefore “mistrustful of people with strong views or 
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ideologies” as it would likely cloud their objectivity.363 He was particularly concerned that any 

American deaths would create further doubt as to America’s purpose in the new world order.364 

He strongly believed that “lives must not be risked until we can face a parent or a spouse or a child 

with a clear answer to the question of why a member of the family had died. To provide a ‘symbol’ 

or a ‘presence’ is not good enough”.365 

 

Following US successes in the Persian Gulf conflict, the Powell Doctrine would hold great 

legitimacy through the Bush and early Clinton administrations. It would come to have a decisive 

influence on the foreign policy decision-making of the Bush administration, enabling repressive 

conversion to spur cognitive interpretations of interests. Specifically, the doctrine acted to repress 

principled sources of information during deliberations of armed conflict. This repression of 

principled sources of information enabled agents to slow down the decision-making process by 

answering a series of questions relating to the feasibility of a mission, its relevance to US interests, 

and whether the proposed mission was supported by the American people. As such, Powell’s 

approach would dominate the Bush administration’s foreign policy when questions regarding the 

use of force and the deployment of US troops emerged, acting to slow down the decision-making 

process.  

 

Few senior administration officials viewed the conflict differently to Powell, providing little scope 

for contestation within the administration. Scowcroft, for instance, was aware of the potential for 

violence between ethnic groups, noting it was “A very tough, nasty neighbourhood”.366 Secretary 

of State, James Baker would argue that the US did not “have a dog in this fight” emphasising that 

US involvement in the conflict was not in their vital security interests.367 Seeking to avoid 

engagement in the conflict, Bush announced in April 1992 that the US would formally recognise 

the former Yugoslav Republics. Further, Bush stated that the US “will begin immediate 
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consultations to establish full diplomatic relations”.368 In doing so, Bush sought to send a signal 

that the US – and the international community more broadly — recognised Bosnia and other 

Republics as legitimate states. However, Bush's rhetoric, and the act of recognising the old 

Yugoslav Republics failed to stop Milosevic's siege upon the Bosnian capital, Sarajevo. Instead, 

Milosevic's forces initiated a sustained siege against Sarajevo beginning in April 1992. Sarajevo 

was soon surrounded by Serbian forces, who began an all-out onslaught on the defenceless city. 

By one account — for every shot fired by the virtually unarmed Bosnian’s, Serbian forces fired 

nearly 180 shots.369 Given Sarajevo’s geography, occupants of the town had no escape. Soon 

Sarajevo had no power, gas or water to the city.370 Bosnians were outnumbered and outgunned. 

Meanwhile, throughout the countryside, a systematic campaign was underway to “cleanse” the 

population.371 Outside the vision of the international media, Bosnians throughout the countryside 

were driven from their homes. Men were taken to camps and never heard from again, and their 

property was seized by Serbian forces.372  

 

Despite the general ambivalence of the Bush administration, not all members of the administration 

were content with inaction. Senator Bob Dole, a long-time Republican Senator for Kansas, was 

the Senate minority leader and a veteran of the Second World War with a keen interest in the 

Balkan region. Senator Dole had been critical of Yugoslavia’s human rights record since 1986 

when Serbian forces had systematically stepped up violence and persecution of ethnic Albanians 

in Serbia’s Kosovo.373 During this time, he introduced Senate resolutions highlighting specific 

concerns about Yugoslavia’s persecution of Albanians.374 By 1990, Dole was becoming 

increasingly critical of Serbian forces’ growing propensity for violence, stating that the Yugoslav 

government was a “symbol of tyranny and repression” and that it was “murdering, maiming and 

imprisoning” its citizens.375 As the Balkans descended into violence, Dole was an early and strong 
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advocate for action. Dole pushed Bush, then Clinton, to lift the UN-imposed arms embargo on the 

newly separated Bosnian territory.376 Dole argued that the US had a moral obligation to bring an 

end to human rights abuses and ethnic cleansing.   

 

However, key members of the Bush administration, including Powell and Defense Secretary Dick 

Cheney, both of whom had been instrumental in the Gulf War, felt that military engagement in 

Bosnia was not worth the potential risks. Given this view, Cheney, Powell, and Bush would 

advance cognitive interpretations of the conflict in an effort to quell principled calls to action. 

Cheney would insist during an interview with the New York Times that 

This is an internal civil war … Much as I'm appalled by the loss of life we see in Yugoslavia, 

that does not automatically mean that United States forces ought to be involved on the 

ground in Yugoslavia, trying to end that conflict.377  

Similarly, Powell was convinced that despite impassioned calls by many in Washington for the 

US to intervene, public support would not endure the required level of commitment necessary to 

make a difference.378 Responding to these principled calls for intervention, Bush stated, “we want 

to help with the assistance, on a humanitarian basis … We are not in a forward-leaning role as 

terms of saying our objectives is to bring lasting peace to this troubled land”.379 

 

By July 1992, reports of Serbian run concentration camps began to emerge. One particularly 

revealing article, a piece by Newsday journalist Roy Gutman, broke the story of a Muslim aid 

worker’s account that six to ten people were dying daily in a camp near the Serbian held town, 

Prijedor.380 Gutman reported that since May, more than 1,000 Bosnian Muslims had been 
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murdered. Many had their throats slit, others were killed by firing squad.381 The next day in a State 

Department press briefing with Richard Boucher — the State Department confirmed that they 

possessed evidence that “detention camps” did in fact exist and that there had been some reports 

of torture and killing.382 Yet, while acknowledging the existence of detention camps, Boucher also 

suggested that the Bosnians also maintained detention centres. In doing so, Boucher reemphasised 

the inherent complexities of the civil war brought about by ancient ethnic tensions. By August 5, 

Boucher acquired additional information which assisted in downplaying the degree of terror that 

was unfolding. A number of Red Cross officials visited several of these camps suggesting that 

conditions were difficult, but that they were unable to find evidence that they were “death 

camps”.383 As such, the situation did not come close to being in the same realm as the Holocaust.  

 

For the Bush administration who had framed the situation in Bosnia as being the culmination of 

ancient ethnic tensions, these findings by the Red Cross officials provided greater scope to justify 

their position of restraint. Significantly, it enabled repressive conversion as existing institutional 

preferences continued to be advanced over more principled interpretations of the conflict. 

However, having denied for months the existence of any such camps, Gutman’s story challenged 

the administration’s narrative that what was happening in Bosnia was civil war. Yet, Bush too, 

downplayed the significance of these camps arguing that there was not yet “hard evidence” to 

confirm some of the charges being put forward. Once again, he framed the conflict as “complex, 

convoluted conflict that grows out of age-old animosities” and that it was “without doubt, a true 

humanitarian tragedy”.384 When questioned as to whether he had plans to mobilise US troops Bush 

simply answered “no … I am confident that we have what assets it takes to get the job done without 

any excessive moves on mobilization”.385 
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Yet, within days of downplaying the extent of violence within these camps proof began to emerge 

of not only the conditions in the camps but also of Holocaust-style atrocities being committed. A 

British film crew managed to obtain graphic footage of the death camps near Omarska. One of the 

journalists, Ed Vulliamy, later recounted what he had seen. Speaking of the prisoners within the 

camp Vulliamy wrote: 

Nothing could have prepared us for what we see when we come through the back gates of what 

was the Omarska iron mine and ore-processing works … The men are at various stages of 

human decay and affliction; the bones of their elbows and wrists protrude like pieces of jagged 

stone from the pencil-thin stalks to which their arms have reduced. Their skin is putrefied, the 

complexions of their faces debased, degraded, and utterly subservient, and yet they fix their 

huge hollow eyes on us with looks like the blades of knives. There is nothing quite like the 

sight of the prisoner desperate to talk and to convey some terrible truth that is so near yet so 

far, but who dares not.386 

As the footage of Serbian death camps was broadcast around the world the Holocaust narrative re-

emerged. Soon US papers picked up the story. Among the papers to draw parallels to the 

Holocaust, the Chicago Tribune stated “The ghost of WWII genocide is abroad in Bosnia”.387 

Similarly, in The New York Times editorial: “The chilling reports from Bosnia evoke this century’s 

greatest nightmare, Hitler’s genocide”.388 Going further, the editorial drew parallels of the West’s 

push for a political solution to Neville Chamberlain’s appeasement of Hitler.389 Even the New 

Republic — usually a conservative publication — published an editorial critical of the Bush 

administration’s response to the reported atrocities. It stated: “There have been too many platitudes 

about the responsibility of ‘all factions’ for the war. This lazy language is an escape hatch through 

which outside powers flee their responsibilities”.390 This vision added fuel to principled calls by 

members of Congress for more decisive action. 
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Adding to the calls for action, Richard Holbrooke, a former US diplomat, made principled calls 

for action.391 In August 1992, Holbrooke travelled to the region on two occasions during which he 

saw firsthand the scale of the atrocity. His experience prompted him to advance principled appeals 

to former colleagues in Congress, arguing: “Bosnia will be a key test for American policy in 

Europe. We must therefore succeed in whatever we attempt”.392 In an op-ed on Bosnia for 

Newsweek Holbrooke argued: “By its inadequate reaction so far, the United States and, to an even 

greater extent, the European Community may be undermining not only the dreams of a post-Cold 

War ‘common European House' but also laying the seeds for another era of tragedy”.393 It was 

becoming apparent that there was a growing distance between the more cognitive interpretations 

of foreign policy interests pursued by the Bush administration as they sought to avoid a quagmire 

and the more principled interpretations held by members of Congress and former government 

officials. These cognitive types of ideas served as powerful weapons in advancing the case for 

restraint as the administration sought to avoid entanglement. 

 

Over the following months, the press continued to run stories outlining the horrors being faced by 

those in Bosnia. Some even began running opinion pieces critical of the administration's meagre 

response. In particular, a piece ran in the New York Times on October 4, 1992, which criticised 

many in the Bush administration, including Powell for their “no can do” attitude towards Bosnia. 

The article cited the US’s $280 billion-dollar military budget and suggested that Bush could take 

a leaf out of Lincoln’s book when he told General McClellan: “If you don’t want to use the Army, 

I should like to borrow it for a while”.394  

 

Yet, even in the face of sustained criticism in August 1992, Bush — fearing the costs of 

miscalculation — would double down on the Powell Doctrine likening Bosnia to Vietnam, 

arguing: “Before I’d commit forces to battle, I want to know what’s the beginning, what’s the 
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objective, how’s the objective going to be achieved and what’s the end”.395 In October 1992, amid 

growing criticism of the administration’s Bosnia policy, Colin Powell penned an op-ed in the New 

York Times which vehemently argued again deploying troops in harm’s way when the goals were 

“unclear” in a conflict “with deep ethnic and religious roots that go back a thousand years”.396 

Furthermore, acting Secretary of State, Lawrence Eagleburger, was quoted in the Financial Times 

as stating that the conflict in Bosnia is “a civil war based in 500 to 1000 years of history”.397 Across 

these statements, it was clear that those within the administration increasingly saw Bosnia as a 

complex, irreconcilable conflict that would only lead US forces into a quagmire should they 

become involved.  

 

Bush himself had serious issues trying to understand the complexities of the Bosnian conflict. 

Brent Scowcroft recalled that on a number of occasions at the beginning of briefings on the 

situation, Bush would begin by saying “Now, tell me again what this is all about”.398As he 

elaborated on the details of the conflict, Scowcroft would notice Bush becoming confused. If Bush 

could barely understand the great complexities of deep ethnic rivalries and divisions driving the 

conflict, there was little chance that the American public would understand them, let alone accept 

any justification that saw American troops coming home in body bags.399 Furthermore, Bosnia was 

significantly different from Iraq. For Bush, Iraq was a clear case of one country invading another 

in a clear breach of international law. More importantly, the regional balance of power was at risk 

as Iraqi control of Kuwaiti oil reserves had the potential to make Iraq a greater threat.400 Bosnia, 

on the other hand, was far more complicated. The Bush administration held little concern for the 

regional balance of power. And, as Powell would make very clear, there were no viable military 

options that fell within the restrictive criteria of the Powell doctrine. On this basis, the 

administration saw the prospect of intervention as posing a high risk with no strategic benefit. On 

this basis, the Bush administration did not wish to get involved. Bosnia was viewed as a 
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complicated civil war that was tragic — but did not fall within the domain of US national security 

interests. 

 

To an extent, the conflict in Bosnia did feature during the 1992 presidential election. Unlike Bush 

who resisted calls for American involvement beyond that of a peripheral humanitarian assistance 

role — Clinton suggested that he would be more willing to use America’s forces.401 With images 

of Nazi-style concentration camps floating around the media, this position was generally popular 

with a public otherwise suffering from a Cold War hangover.  

 

During the first presidential debate on 11 October 1992, Bush reemphasised the need for restraint 

stating that he “learned something from Vietnam: I am not going to commit US forces until I know 

what the mission is, until the military tell me that it can be completed, until I know how they can 

come out”.402 Such analogies were repeated through much of the presidential campaign as 

justification for the need for measured responses to humanitarian crises.403 Committing troops 

without a clear objective, or a guarantee that they can be pulled out was a clear violation of 

institutional preferences after Vietnam. In this way, Bush advanced a cognitive interpretation of 

US interests in Bosnia — highlighting the threat of entrapment. 

 

Bosnia proved too risky for the administration to assert itself beyond the mere provision of basic 

humanitarian aid. Furthermore, a number of key administrations officials voiced concern that the 

US held no vital interests in the former Yugoslav states, and the situation was simply too dangerous 
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to risk US forces where the existence of US vital interests was questionable. In the end, according 

to Scowcroft, military intervention in Bosnia was simply not in the US’s vital national interest: 

We could never satisfy ourselves that the amount of involvement we thought it would take was 

justified in terms of US interests involved … Bosnia was of national interest concern only if 

the war broke out into Kosovo, risking the involvement of our allies in a wider war.404 

The Bush administration remained aloof from the Bosnian conflict — casting the violence as the 

product of irreconcilable differences as a result of ancient ethnic tensions between groups. In short, 

the administration viewed the situation as a civil war with violence and atrocities on both sides. In 

doing so, they developed the argument that a huge military commitment would be required in order 

to bring peace. Yet, such action carried with it a lot of uncertainties regarding specific, measurable 

goals. Furthermore, there was a strong belief that any involvement would result in a significant 

number of American casualties — something that could not be supported merely to provide a 

“symbol” or “presence”.405  Those within the administration believed that US involvement would 

serve little purpose, except to put the lives of US personnel at risk in order to provide symbolic 

support. Simply, Bosnia was viewed as a European problem which needed a European solution as 

the US had “no dog in the fight”.406 Given these assumptions, and the Bush administration’s 

reliance on institutional preferences, calls for intervention would be repressed as the crisis was 

interpreted through the Powell doctrine and the Vietnam experience. Given the capacity of the 

Powell Doctrine to slow down deliberations, principled interpretations would be repressed in 

favour of more refined, cognitive considerations for the balance of power as debate remained 

intellectualised by technocrats invoking restrained, institutional preferences. By invoking the 

concepts of the Powell doctrine and having been mentally prepared for the onslaught of violence 

as tensions grew, the administration would slow down the decision-making process, viewing the 

conflict explicitly in terms of how it affected balance of power considerations.  
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4.3 Repressive Conversion to Narrative Displacement — The Clinton Administration 

 

“I don’t suppose you’d want anybody to keep a campaign promise if it was a very unsound policy”.   

Warren Christopher, February 1993.407 

 

Throughout the 1992 presidential election campaign, Clinton had stated his support for 

intervention in Bosnia, advancing more principled interpretations. During the first presidential 

debate, Clinton had argued that while there was no room to commit troops to Bosnia, the US does 

“have interests there”.408 He advocated lifting the arms embargo and enforcing the UN-imposed 

no-fly zone.409 Specifically, he argued that he would do “whatever it takes to stop the slaughter of 

civilians” and that “History has shown us that you can’t allow the mass extermination of people 

and just sit by and watch it happen”.410 There was a need for the US to “be a force for freedom and 

democracy”.411 Powell noted that during a transition briefing with the President-elect in December 

1992, Clinton had pushed the issue of intervention in Bosnia through the use of airstrikes.412 

Significantly, Clinton surrounded himself with Carter-era foreign policy advisors — including his 

National Security Advisor, Anthony Lake. However, when Clinton took office in January 1993, 

his focus was much more on domestic issues. For Clinton, foreign policy was not a priority.413  

 

As a former small-state Governor, Clinton had relatively little experience when it came to matters 

of foreign policy. This led to a level of naïve idealism on foreign policy matters, particularly during 

the campaign as he called for Bush to enforce the UN-imposed no-fly zone and lift the arms 

embargo on Bosnia. Colin Powell remarked upon his experience in foreign policy meetings within 

the Clinton administration, likening them to “graduate-student bull sessions” in which discussions 

were unstructured and had a tendency to meander.414 Yet, the realities of office would soon see 
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Clinton’s position on Bosnia shift from its more principled foundations towards one more in line 

with established foreign policy thinking, namely, the Powell Doctrine. However, it would not take 

long for tensions to emerge within the new administration between Powell and advocates of 

intervention, over the appropriate course of action in Bosnia as principled and cognitive ideas were 

used as weapons to contest interpretations of US interests.  

 

Many within the administration — including Vice President Al Gore, UN Ambassador Madeline 

Albright, and National Security Advisor Anthony Lake — advanced principled interpretations, 

arguing for the US to take up a bigger role in Bosnia. Lake recognised the scale of atrocities in 

Bosnia and saw a need for US involvement. However, he remained wary of becoming entangled 

in a prolonged “Vietnam-style” conflict.415 Lake stated in an interview with Elizabeth Drew 

“There’s tremendous comfort in not being emotional and numbing yourself — blinding yourself 

— to the human consequences of your decisions”.416 Yet, despite Lake’s acknowledgement of the 

potential risks of intervention in Bosnia, he sided with Albright and Gore. The excuse that warring 

factions had been killing each other for hundreds of years was not a good reason to justify doing 

nothing in Bosnia.417 Colin Powell, on the other hand, would push back. Given his success in the 

Persian Gulf campaign, Powell would command significant influence in the administration. As 

such, he would succeed to slowing down the decision-making resulting in little differentiation from 

that of the Bush administration as bureaucratic debates over “what works”418 once again acted to 

repress more principled interpretations of US interests. 

 

Many in the middle and lower levels of the State Department, including one outgoing foreign 

service officer, James Hooper, had been in favour of intervention during the Bush administration, 

complaining that their concerns rarely made it through to the Secretary of State, let alone to the 

President. Hooper, speaking at an open forum likened what he referred to as America’s “self-

indulging” faith in the peace process as being similar to their faith in the Allied forces before World 

War II.419  With the Clinton administration coming into office with a greater sense of optimism 
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regarding the US capacity to take action in Bosnia, many mid-level State Department officials 

were surprised with this new sense of possibility. Among these officials was Bosnia desk officer, 

Marcus Harris who reflected: 

Career officers, who had become conditioned to temerity through two years of Bush 

administration inaction … did not seem to realize that they could now speak openly and even 

favourably of military solutions.420 

The administration’s first big foreign policy decision on Bosnia would come on 5 February 1993 

following a meeting of the Principles Committee (PC). The PC is composed of the administration’s 

senior foreign policy advisors, in this case: UN Ambassador, Madeleine Albright, Secretary of 

State, Warren Christopher, Secretary of Defence, Les Aspin, National Security Advisor, Tony 

Lake, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Colin Powell, and Vice President Al Gore. During the 

meeting, Clinton argued: “If the United States doesn't act in situations like this, nothing will happen 

… A failure to do so (act) would be to give up American leadership”.421 However, many of the 

early decisions made by the administration were often more symbolic. For instance, the decisions 

that came out of the February 5th PC meeting included: agreement to participate in humanitarian 

assistance by way of providing food drops into Muslim held areas in Bosnia, tightening economic 

sanctions, and appointing an envoy to the negotiation being conducted by Cyrus Vance and Lord 

Owen422 in an effort to find a territorial settlement more acceptable to Bosnian Muslims.423 On 10 

February, Secretary of State, Warren Christopher, delivered a stern, principled statement outlining 

the administration’s position: 

This conflict may be far from our shores, but it is certainly not distant from our concerns. We 

cannot afford to ignore it … Bold tyrants and fearful minorities are watching to see whether 

ethnic cleansing is a policy the world will tolerate. If we hope to promote the spread of 
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freedom, if we hope to encourage the emergence of peaceful ethnic democracies, our answer 

must be a resounding no.424 

While Christopher’s response was far more direct than any statement delivered under the Bush 

administration, taking time to describe ethnic cleansing by Serbian forces, it lacked any means of 

enforcing the policy. It was a principled statement of disapproval, not a change of policy. This 

began to emphasise the realities of the situation. There would be no quick fix without putting 

American troops in harm’s way, potentially making a broken Bosnia an American problem. As a 

temporary measure, Clinton pushed for food drops over areas that had been particularly affected 

by the conflict. Yet, even this proved difficult to get approval from military leaders as Colin Powell 

continued to voice caution. In the space of a few short months, Clinton’s enthusiasm was being 

reeled-in by Powell’s more cognitive arguments. Clinton argued that the US had a limited ability 

to influence the outcome, but any action must be done through the United Nations or NATO.425 

 

Clinton argued that “the United States should always seek an opportunity to stand up against-at 

least speak out against inhumanity”.426 During the opening of the Holocaust Memorial Museum, 

Clinton stated that the US had “unique responsibilities” to “redeem in some small measure the 

deaths of millions whom our nations did not, or would not, or could not save”.427 Furthermore, he 

acknowledged that such hatreds had not yet disappeared, referring to “contemporary horrors like 

the slaughter of innocents in Bosnia”.428 During the address, Holocaust survivor, Elie Wiesel made 

an impassioned plea to the President, likening the violence to that of the Holocaust. “Mr President, 
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I cannot not tell you something, I have been in the former Yugoslavia last fall. I cannot sleep since 

what I have seen. As a Jew I am saying that. We must do something to stop the bloodshed in that 

country”.429 Despite this, Clinton was adamant that what was happening in Bosnia did not compare 

to the Holocaust.430 Outside of principled appeals that the US should do something, there was little 

understanding within the administration as to how to balance US interests in Europe with 

humanitarian concerns in Bosnia. 

 

Yet, members of Clinton’s administration sympathised with Wiesel, arguing that there was a 

capacity to undertake limited action. Throughout April and early May, Albright in collaboration 

with Anthony (Tony) Lake — the National Security Advisor, and Vice President Al Gore pushed 

for what they termed “lift and strike” action.431 “Lift and strike” sought to lift the arms embargo 

on arms shipments to Sarajevo, and threaten Serb forces with airstrikes to keep them at bay. It was 

not just Holocaust survivors that came out as advocates of US action. In both the Congress and the 

Senate, there were a growing number of forceful advocates. One particularly strong proponent was 

Congressman Frank McCloskey, a Democrat from Indiana. McCloskey made several trips to the 

region and would often pester colleagues on the Hill to support a bigger role for the US in the 

Balkans.432 Yet, McCloskey was often faced with resistance from his fellow Congressman as they 

responded, “My constituency isn’t interested in that”.433 Support for military action was mixed. 

Powell’s resistance remained strong as he never strayed from the position on intervention stated 

in his interview with the New York Times: “As soon as they tell me it is limited; it means they do 

not care if we achieve a result or not. As soon as they tell me ‘surgical’, I head for the bunker”.434 

 

Clinton’s administration remained divided with regards to the US’s role in Bosnia throughout 

debates in the PC in May 1993. Perhaps the most significant variation in opinions was between 

outgoing Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Colin Powell, and National Security Advisor, 
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Madeline Albright. Powell had attained a great level of credibility for his handling of the Gulf War 

crisis, and when asked about military options in Bosnia, in line with his doctrine of overwhelming 

force, would argue that the costs of any form of military action far outweighed the benefits to 

America’s vital security interest. Powell’s position had not budged with a change of 

administration. As such, he vehemently opposed almost any form of intervention as “No American 

President could defend to the American people the heavy sacrifice of lives it would cost to resolve 

this baffling conflict”.435 Providing a “presence” was not enough for Powell to support action. 

“Symbols” — even moral ones — were pointless in his eyes unless there was a clear set of 

objectives and a reasonable chance of success. This was not the case in Bosnia according to Powell. 

Without a clear set of achievable objectives, Powell was dug into position. 

 

On the other end of the spectrum, Madeline Albright sympathised with the suffering of Bosnian 

Muslims. Perhaps having been born in 1937 in Czechoslovakia into a family forced to repress their 

Jewish background made her especially sympathetic in her push for action. Albright stated that of 

the various foreign policy challenges she faced in the Clinton administration — Bosnia was 

perhaps the most captivating. Her affinity for the region was based on her having lived there, her 

brother being born there, and her father having served there on two occasions.436 As such, Albright 

would serve as a powerful voice pushing the “Never Again” analogy. Thus, even as the Holocaust 

analogy subsided at times during Clinton’s administration, Albright’s presence never allowed it to 

be forgotten. 

 

Between Powell and Albright, there were significant tensions between principled and cognitive 

interpretations when it came to Bosnia policy. Where Powell would continue to advance cognitive 

interpretations in calling for restraint, Albright would advance principled interpretations 

recognising “parallels” between Bosnia and the Holocaust.437 Following a briefing by Powell in a 

National Security Council meeting, in which Powell conducted his usual in-depth analysis as to 

why military action in Bosnia was an impossibility, Albright remarked, “What are you saving this 

superb military for, Colin, if we cannot use it?”.438 Powell remarked in his memoirs that Albright’s 

                                                      
435 Powell, My American Journey, pp. 577-578. 
436 Albright, Madam Secretary, p. 179. 
437 Albright, Madam Secretary, p. 179. 
438 Albright, Madam Secretary, p. 182. 



 103 

comment nearly gave him an “aneurysm” and he felt compelled to explain to her the role of 

America’s military.439 Despite fierce opposition from Powell, Albright remained steadfast in her 

belief that limited military operations could be conducted, and that Powell’s opposition was a 

product of overlearning the lessons of Vietnam.440 Powell commanded enormous respect and was 

rarely challenged on military matters by anyone other than Albright.441 As such, his pragmatic, 

cognitive ideas were held in high regard as he continued to slow down the decision-making 

process, thus, avoiding changes to the administration’s policy. As one key foreign policy official 

stated, “Colin Powell has made the point about the need for a set of objectives, but he’s not against 

the grain. He recognizes that there are consequences of doing nothing”.442 What is significant here 

is that while Clinton had initially favoured intervention, Powell’s warnings of potential quagmire 

saw him lean more in a conservative direction. In this way, Clinton went against the principled 

preferences of his own team — specifically, Albright, Lake, and Gore — siding with Powell on 

the matter of potential risks of intervention. 

 

In May 1993 Clinton tasked Secretary of State, Warren Christopher, with pitching the “lift and 

strike” policy to the Europeans and Russians. However, Christopher faced significant resistance 

as most of the European allies, particularly those with ground troops in Bosnia were vehemently 

against the policy.443 They worried that allowing air strikes against Serbian positions would put 

their own troops at risk, and two, lifting the arms embargo would exacerbate the situation. One 

senior British diplomat stated, “We told them (Americans) that until we were blue in the face. We 

said we can’t do ‘lift and strike’, especially lift”.444 The French were explicitly against lifting the 

arms embargo but suggested that they would be open to airstrikes if the US were willing to send 

in ground troops.445 This was a proposition Clinton would not be willing to entertain. Whilst 

Christopher was away, Powell and Secretary of Defence, Les Aspin, went to the Capitol to test 

support for the policy. What they found was at best only limited support.446 Given the time to 
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consider the potential fallout of the potential new policy, Clinton was beginning to have serious 

doubts himself. Before Christopher arrived back from his trip, Clinton called Aspin and Powell 

into the Oval Office. Whilst Clinton felt that inaction was immoral, he had come to the belief that 

military intervention was simply untenable — especially given the significant resistance from 

European allies. Upon arriving, Clinton informed the pair that — on Powell’s recommendation — 

he had been reading Robert Kaplan’s book Balkan Ghosts. Hearing this, Aspin reacted, “Holy shit! 

He’s going south on ‘lift and strike’”.447 Following the meeting, Aspin phoned Anthony Lake 

stating, “We have a serious problem. We’re out there pushing a policy the President's not 

comfortable with. He’s not on board”.448 “Lift and strike” was dead. 

 

Explaining the administration’s position, Secretary of State, Warren Christopher would frame the 

conflict as one stemming from deep ethnic tensions stating:  

The hatred between all three groups … is almost unbelievable. It’s almost terrifying, and it’s 

centuries old. That really is a problem from hell. And I think that the United States is doing all 

we can to try to deal with that problem.449  

He would cast the situation as “a humanitarian crisis a long way from home, in the middle of 

another continent”.450 For Christopher, having failed to secure European support for the “lift and 

strike” policy, Bosnia would be cast aside into the too hard basket. 

 

This position of non-commitment ran through much of the Clinton administration as officials 

attempted to play down the notion from Congressional leaders that genocide may be taking place. 

Whenever the issue of genocide emerged the administration’s position was that there were 

egregious acts of violence but cast the question of whether genocide was taking place as being 

legally ambiguous. These sentiments were echoed by Aspin during testimony before the House 

Foreign Relations Committee, in which he suggested that Bosnian Muslims were guilty of 

atrocities too. “It’s easy to analogize the Holocaust, but I never heard of any genocide by the Jews 
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against the German people”.451 Clinton recalled feeling that the situation was too complex when 

other factors were against him having any real impact on policy. In his biography, Clinton noted: 

My own options were constrained by the dug-in positions I found when I took office … I was 

reluctant to go along with Senator Dole in unilaterally lifting the arms embargo, for fear of 

weakening the United Nations … I also didn’t want to divide the NATO alliance by 

unilaterally bombing Serb military positions, especially since there were Europeans … soldiers 

on the ground with the UN mission.452  

This suggests that, when Clinton took office, given the institutionalised approach to foreign policy, 

he felt constrained in his capacity to make broad adjustments to these cognitive interpretations of 

the US’s Bosnia policy. The success of the Powell Doctrine in framing the debate made the thought 

of using of military force to end the conflict seem unfeasible. This view was reinforced by Stan 

Greenberg — a Democratic pollster. Greenberg pointed out that public support for action in Bosnia 

was on the rise. However, there was no support for unilateral action. More importantly, however, 

was Greenberg’s observation that public opinion on Bosnia was able to be manipulated leaving 

the administration with the ultimate power to interpret and convey the message as to what was 

happening.453 One high-level official remarked that the numerous meetings in the Situation Room 

were not so much about policy-making, rather it was “group therapy”.454 As such, there was no 

significant change to the US policy on Bosnia during Clinton’s first months in office as principled 

interpretations being pushed by Albright, Gore, and Lake were repressed by more cognitive, 

strategic concerns pushed by Powell. 

 

In July 1993, the city of Sarajevo came under heavy artillery fire and looked almost certain to fall. 

Despite this unrelenting assault, the administration’s ambivalence grew. Yet, when asked about 

the crisis, Christopher argued: “That’s a tragic, tragic situation in Bosnia, make no mistake about 

that. It’s the world’s most difficult diplomatic problem I believe. It defies any simple solution. The 

United States is doing all that it can consistent with our national interest”.455 Clinton was caught 
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between advocates of intervention in Lake, Albright and Gore, and those against, including Powell, 

which would leave him questioning his initial position for intervention. As a result of the disunity 

within the administration, the idea that what was happening in Bosnia constituted a crisis to US 

foreign policy interests — warranting intervention — failed to overcome more cognitive 

interpretations which sought to avoid a quagmire. As such, repressive conversion would see such 

principled ideas repressed, thus limiting their affective influence. As a result, the Clinton 

administration too would find itself constrained in terms of possibilities regarding the use of force 

in a similar way to the Bush administration. With the exception of brief pushes for limited military 

engagement, principled calls for action failed to gain traction. The Clinton administration would 

put caution before principle, as Clinton deemed that any support for intervention would not survive 

American casualties.  

 

Throughout 1993, Clinton’s position on Bosnia shifted from the idealistic vision of a presidential 

candidate to that of a President more aware of the implications of foreign intervention and the costs 

of the use of force. Where the administration had entered office believing in a responsibility to 

provide protection for vulnerable Bosnian Muslims, their position had shifted to one in which the 

conflict was classed as being too hard. Furthermore, like their predecessors, the Clinton 

administration adopted the view that violence was a result of hostilities on both sides of this civil 

war. Whilst acknowledging the horrific nature of the crisis, he recognised that any attempt at 

decisive action in Bosnia might lead America into a Vietnam-like quagmire. Even as many 

prominent Americans called for action, others pushed for restraint. Many top democrats, relieved 

to finally have a Democrat in the Oval Office after more than a decade were concerned that a focus 

on Bosnia and foreign policy more generally, would hinder their ability to initiate domestic 

reforms. One of Clinton's long-time pollsters, Dick Morris, made his view clear: “You don’t want 

to be Lyndon Johnson, sacrificing your potential for doing well on the domestic front by a 

destructive, never-ending foreign involvement”.456 With the administration increasing the distance 

between campaign promises the longer they were in office, their non-commitment to revitalizing 

the US’s Bosnia policy became an entrenched position of non-involvement. The Holocaust 

analogy disappeared as repressive conversion ensured the conflict was viewed as one base on an 
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irreconcilable ancient ethnic hatred. Given this repression of principled sources of information, 

US interests in relation to the conflict were interpreted with reference to cognitive ideas about the 

balance of power, and efforts to avoid a quagmire. 

 

Clinton’s restraint would be cemented following the downing of two US Army Blackhawk 

helicopters in Somalia457 at the start of October 1993.458 From the campaign primaries to the 

election, Clinton had advanced a principled interpretation of US foreign policy, which saw it in 

America’s interests to stand up for American values abroad. Yet, the realities of office soon set in 

as principled notions of “what’s right”459 would yield to cognitive efforts to shut out interventionist 

voices in an effort to avoid entrenchment in a foreign conflict. Given the consistent effort by Colin 

Powell to actively slow down the decision-making process just as he had done in the previous 

Bush administration, Clinton felt the constraints on any potential action. For Powell, no military 

operation could be justified in the absence of clear, achievable objectives. In any operation, US 

forces needed to be virtually invincible, and there had to be a clear exit strategy.460  

 

Colin Powell left the administration in September 1993 – yet even when out of office, Powell 

continued to be a vocal opponent of intervention in Bosnia. He would describe the conflict as 

“baffling” and not worth the risk.461 Sidney Blumenthal — a former advisor to President Clinton 

— stated: “At no other previous time in his career did Powell have as much influence as he had in 

1993”.462 The Powell Doctrine had a decisive influence on the Clinton administration’s capacity 

to develop a policy towards Bosnia. However, if there were any chance of a genuine change in the 

US’s Bosnia policy, those chances would soon be dashed following the deaths of eighteen US 

soldiers during America’s peacekeeping operation in Somalia. 463 
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4.4 Narrative Displacement — Srebrenica and Principled Reinterpretations  

Despite resisting intervention for two and a half years, 1995 would prove to be a turning point. 

Bosnia continued to frustrate the Clinton administration. The crisis sapped much of the 

administration’s time and energy on foreign policy throughout the 1990s. Significantly, it 

continued to highlight the tensions that had emerged between the US’s vital security interests and 

values — the principled and cognitive types of ideas. In a radio address to the nation on 24 

December 1994, Clinton spoke of the tragedies that had taken place in Rwanda and Bosnia but 

constructed visions of America’s positive involvement in the pursuit of peace around the world:  

[O]ur efforts to build peace have contributed to progress in solving what once seemed to be 

unsolvable problems … there are still many people, from Bosnia to the refugee camps in 

Rwanda, who are plagued by violence and cruelty and hatred … To them, America is a beacon 

of hope. They admire our values and our strength. They see in us a nation that has been graced 

by peace and prosperity. They look to us for leadership …464  

He acknowledged that continuing loss of life and ethnic cleansing were detrimental to US interests 

and that it was important to prevent the conflict from spreading.465 Yet, Clinton continued to 

repress principled sources of information, remaining cautious of becoming overly entangled in 

Bosnia. As such, he would continue to push back on those arguing for greater US involvement. 

On June 5, 1995, he argued: 

I know it’s frustrating to everyone, as it is to me, that we can’t completely solve all of the 

world’s problems and that more progress toward peace hasn’t been made in Bosnia. 

Sometimes we have to do what is appropriate to minimize disasters that we confront, while we 

work over the long run on resolving them through diplomacy.466  

Throughout the course of the Bosnian conflict, both the Bush and Clinton administrations were 

bombarded with stories of civil war and murder. While both administrations spoke out against the 
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violence, calling for peace, neither would be willing for the US to take an active role in ending the 

violence as the hangover of the Powell Doctrine lingered. The perception was that this conflict 

was the result of ancient ethnic tensions dating back a thousand years, so any involvement would 

almost certainly lead to a quagmire. Yet, as I will highlight in the second part of this chapter, when 

faced with images of suffering following the fall of Srebrenica — one of the last remaining Muslim 

enclaves in Bosnia — the Clinton administration would accept the potential risks of failure and 

significantly change their policy on Bosnia. The fall of Srebrenica would serve to reframe the 

debate on Bosnia by providing a moment of crisis, and spurring principled interpretations yielding 

narrative displacement which would override more refined cognitive interpretations. In this way, 

the Clinton administration would view foreign policy interests in more principled ways leading to 

a shift in policy, and intervention. No longer was conflict in the Balkans simply a viewed as ancient 

ethnic rivalries, irreconcilable by Western influence. Instead, it would be framed in terms of 

Holocaust-style atrocities, reshaping debate in more principled terms. 

 

4.4.1 The Fall of Srebrenica 

The pivotal moment came in July 1995 when Srebrenica, one of eastern Bosnia’s last remaining 

Muslim enclaves, came under siege. The fall of Srebrenica would prove to be decisive in bringing 

about a change in the Clinton administration’s policy. Srebrenica was one of six remaining 

enclaves heavily populated with Bosnian Muslims. These “safe areas”467 were lightly guarded by 

the minimal forces the UN could muster for their Security Council sanctioned peace-keeping 

operation. Throughout much of the conflict in Bosnia, these enclaves had been left alone by 

Serbian forces. However, as the conflict dragged on Serb forces became increasingly aggressive. 

Sensing the West’s rising skittishness following disastrous peacekeeping missions in Somalia and 

Rwanda468 — in which peace-keepers had been killed — Serbian forces began aiming their sniper 

rifles at UN soldiers with increasing frequency.469 On 26 May 1995, 400 Blue Helmets had been 
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taken hostage to be used as human shields in the event of any further NATO bombing efforts.470 

This was yet another humiliating setback for the international community as vision emerged of 

peacekeepers chained to television poles.471 By June 1995, there were calls to withdraw UN troops 

from Bosnia and it became increasingly clear that they were there for little more than to provide a 

presence.472 

 

Clinton had grown increasingly frustrated with the administration’s inability to develop a cohesive 

Bosnia policy. Through the first years of his presidency, proposals for increased US engagement 

surfaced only to be quashed as the risks of potential entanglement were spelled out. As a result, 

meetings on Bosnia policy had become little more than therapy sessions in which tempers flared 

but no substantive change to policy occurred. In early 1995, recognising that ineffective Bosnia 

policy had damaged the US’s global standing, Lake sent a confidential memo to Clinton describing 

Bosnia as “a cancer” on the administration’s foreign policy “spreading and eating away at its 

credibility”.473 Gore described it as “the issue from hell … It’s driving us into a brick wall”.474 

Clinton was aware by this stage that his policy towards Bosnia had been largely ineffective and 

reactionary. Specifically, he had begun to realise that such a flaccid response in Bosnia was 

adversely affecting other aspects of US foreign policy. It was not possible to hold such a lacklustre 

approach to Bosnia and lead effectively in a commanding, creative manner towards another 

issue.475 

 

In an effort to overcome these reactionary tendencies, Lake had begun to develop what he termed 

the “Endgame Strategy”. Its purpose was to move away from the day-to-day improvisation that 

had represented the administration’s Bosnia policy, and determine what a positive outcome might 

be down the line. The questions Lake sought to answer were: How we get there? And, what risks 

could be taken to get there?476 The “Endgame Strategy” sought to work towards a diplomatic 
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settlement, but would first require additional pressure on Serbian ground forces. However, this 

would still require the use of the US air force. In this way, it faced the same barriers to effective 

action as previous policy offerings had in that others in the administration — in particular, Defence 

Secretary Bill Perry477, Secretary of State Warren Christopher, and, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 

John Shalikashvili — were against the use of US forces.478 

 

Given the general lack of willingness among members of the administration, particularly from the 

Department of Defence, to entertain policies of intervention, Lake took the "Endgame Strategy" 

directly to Clinton in June 1995. Lake's plan presented a significant risk for Clinton who was 

already getting into the mindset to contest re-election. As Lake outlined the premise of the plan to 

Clinton, he emphasised that such a strategy would require a willingness to use force in a far more 

decisive way. He made it clear that it could go wrong, stating: “Mr President, tell me if you don't 

want to do this, stop me now because the risks are very clear”.479 Clinton told Lake to go ahead 

and get his plan on paper.  

 

Then in July, Serbian forces took a decisive step. On July 6, General Ratko Mladic’s480 forces 

began shelling the UN “safe area”, Srebrenica, in an all-out offensive effort. Five days later, 

Srebrenica fell. Soon, Albright received word from Shashi Tharoor, Under Secretary-General of 

the UN: “we’re facing a humanitarian disaster of historic proportions. There are reports of mass 

killings in Srebrenica”.481 On July 13, 1995, Clinton addressed the emerging crisis in Srebrenica, 

voicing concern at the humanitarian emergency. Significantly, he stated: “the United Nations 

should go back in there and re-establish the safe area, and the people should be able to go home. 

But we have to deal with the humanitarian crisis”.482 Having learned of some of the atrocities, 

Clinton argued before his national security team that the administration’s current position on 

Bosnia was doing “enormous damage to the United States and to our standing in the world. We 
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look weak … The only time we’ve made progress is when we geared up NATO to pose a real 

threat to the Serbs”.483 Yet, he was also aware that involving America in any armed military 

intervention would make Bosnia American’s problem. Prior to approving Lake’s proposal, he 

stated: “I’m risking my presidency”.484 

 

On July 14, additional details about the Serb takeover of Srebrenica began to emerge. Significantly, 

some 15,000 people — most of whom were women, children, and elderly — were taken from their 

homes and forced to leave.485 Clinton had become furious. Yet, this fury provided what Lake saw 

as an opening. In an interview with Bob Woodward, Lake stated that when Clinton became “livid”, 

policy could change.486 Between 11–22 July more than 8,000 Bosnian Muslim men and boys were 

slaughtered in a horrific act of ethnic cleansing.487 The massacre would be the worst single act of 

ethnic cleansing in Bosnia since Clinton took office. More importantly, it would be a critical 

turning point in the administration’s Bosnia policy. 

 

Following the slaughter, images of Bosnian Muslim victims made their way onto the front page of 

major newspapers throughout the United States. These images would prove particularly powerful, 

renewing calls for a review of the administration’s policy on Bosnia as narrative displacement saw 

more principled interpretations of interests begin to emerge. In particular, one story ran in the 

Washington Post which described a photo of a young Bosnian woman who had committed suicide. 

The story read: 

The young women died with no shoes on. Sometime Thursday night she climbed a high tree 

near the muddy ditch where she had camped for 36 hours. Knotting a shabby floral shawl 

together with her belt, she secured it to a branch, ran her head of black hair through the 
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makeshift noose and jumped … She had no relatives with her and sobbed by herself until the 

moment she scaled the tree.488 

The sight of Eastern Europeans dying, and pleading for their lives, would provide a powerful 

narrative. A particularly symbolic moment in the development of this more principled debate 

occurred when Al Gore spoke of his twenty-one-year-old daughter who – having seen the 

devastating photo of the young Bosnian women - questioned her father as to how the 

administration could justify doing nothing. Gore would speak to Clinton of his daughter’s shock 

at the horrors faced by everyday people in the conflict. He urged Clinton that the policy of 

“acquiescence” could no longer stand.489 Two days after Srebrenica fell, the foreign policy 

principals met in the Oval Office. Gore spoke candidly before the other principals, “My 21-year-

old daughter asked about that picture … What am I supposed to tell her? Why is this happening, 

and we’re not doing anything?”.490 The presentation of this more principled narrative proved to be 

a pivotal moment in turning the administration’s policy towards Bosnia. As these principled ideas 

emerged, narrative displacement saw the administration succumb to more principled 

interpretations of interests as they sought to avoid further bloodshed. 

  

While all polls demonstrated that Americans were against putting troops on the ground, the photos 

of horrific bloodshed had affirmed the support for far more robust use of airpower.491 Furthermore, 

for the first time during the Bosnian conflict, both Gore and Clinton were on the same page. 

Srebrenica was not just about genocide; it was about the very fabric of the West.492 Lake summed 

up the feeling in the room, “Bosnia has become, and is the symbol of US foreign policy”.493 

Responding to the massacre in Srebrenica had become a question of  “what’s right” based on value-

laden interpretations. Adding to the issue of urgency was the concern that Serbian forces may 

strike other safe areas. Zepa and Gorazde were also in danger, and the administration would not 
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tolerate another massacre, but there was little to suggest that they would be spared by Serbian 

forces. As many as 65,000 in Gorazde were at risk of being subjected to the same fate.494 

 

The mindset of the administration had shifted — Bosnia was now understood in a new light. The 

goal of US policy was no longer to contain the conflict to prevent destabilisation of the region. 

The same conflict with the same levels of human rights abuses had become a matter of establishing 

human dignity. US policy was no longer about balance of power considerations — it had become 

a question of values and leadership. Bosnia was no longer viewed in terms of cold calculated 

strategic interests. Bosnia had become a test of American values.   

 

Even members of the administration who had been sceptical about any intervention by American 

forces, including Secretary of Defence, Bill Perry, and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, John 

Shalikashvili were shocked by what they saw coming out of Srebrenica. Marking a significant 

shift, Perry became an advocate of robust airpower, “not a bomb or two, not a pinprick, but a 

massive air campaign”.495 Likewise, John Shalikashvili had been wary of intervening in Bosnia. 

Shalikashvili shared a common approach to matters of military engagement with his predecessor, 

Colin Powell. 496 When Shalikashvili commenced his tenure as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff in the spring of 1993, he, like Powell before him, was not enthusiastic about US involvement. 

Furthermore, he was disdainful of those who posited that the use of airpower would make a 

decisive difference. As such, he was against “lift and strike” given his understanding that airstrikes 

needed to be coordinated with tactical units on the ground. Given the complexities of the terrain, 

however, Shalikashvili viewed the mission as almost impossible even with highly trained 

soldiers.497 Yet, the images coming out of Srebrenica would see a softening of this approach. For 

Shalikashvili, Srebrenica could not only not be ignored. It changed everything.498 On the back of 

this, Shalikashvili began to push for a massive air campaign in an effort to cripple Serb forces 

should they attempt further assaults against defenceless targets.  
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On top of the general change of heart from those in the administration who had initially opposed 

notions of intervention, Clinton came under pressure following renewed calls from the Senate and 

the Congress to lift the arms embargo. Senate Majority Leader, Bob Dole, pushed through 

legislation demanding that the US lift the arms embargo so as to allow Bosnian Muslims to defend 

themselves.499 The bill had bipartisan support, with twenty-one Senate Democrats breaking ranks 

with the Clinton administration, siding with forty-eight Republicans. Californian Democratic 

Senator, Dianne Feinstein stated: “For me the turning point was the attack on Srebrenica, that 

weekend with all the missing people … One image punched through to me: that young woman 

hanging from a tree. That to me said it all”.500 Some of the votes represented a significant switch 

in position, including Georgia Democrat Senator, Sam Nunn, and Virginia Republican Senator, 

John Warner, both of whom had previously supported presidential prerogatives on matters of 

foreign policy.501 

 

In the aftermath of the atrocities in Srebrenica, Clinton would commence a renewed push for a 

diplomatic solution to the conflict, warning that, “I do not believe it is right to impose peace on 

people, I don’t think in the end you get a lasting peace”.502 Yet Clinton argued, “if we unilaterally 

lift the arms embargo, that means that the rest of the world will consider that we are responsible 

for what happens from then on …”.503 Clinton opposed the idea that the US should act unilaterally 

in opposition to mandates put forth by the UN, even when, as in the case of Bosnia, they failed to 

act to uphold safe areas they had vowed to protect. He outlined this position, and the inherent 

paradox of American hegemony in a post-Cold War world stating: “if we determine that in various 

parts of the world at the end of the cold war it is appropriate for other countries to take the lead … 
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we have to be willing to accept the fact that we may not be able to dictate the ultimate outcome of 

the situation”.504 He went on to assert the difficulty in that, the US is required to either take the 

lead or to clearly outline that “we’re absolutely not involved”.505 This change in the form of ideas 

saw a narrative displacement leading to more principled interpretations of the Bosnian crisis. Such 

principled interpretations led the Clinton administration to respond with greater emphasis on 

“what’s right”, rather than “what works”.506 

August would prove to be a decisive month for the administration’s Bosnia policy. Reeling from 

the reports of violence making their way out of Srebrenica, Lake’s “Endgame Strategy” emerged 

as the path forward. Clinton instructed Lake to go to Europe to sell the policy, highlighting all 

necessary measures the US would be willing to take to get the parties into peace talks. He 

emphasised to Lake that the allied parties should be made aware that Clinton was willing to veto 

Dole’s bill, but that a veto override may be imminent. This would be an important stick with which 

the allies could be motivated into more decisive action. Prior to Lake’s departure, Clinton gathered 

his foreign policy team to go over the “Endgame Strategy”. He stated, “We should bust our ass to 

get a settlement within the next few months … We should negotiate from a position of real 

strength, or otherwise, if we let the moment slip away … we’re history”.507 Albright had been in 

favour of taking decisive action from the moment the administration took office. The images 

flowing from Srebrenica compelled her to push even harder, despite ongoing reluctance from the 

departments of State and Defence. At a National Security Council meeting in August, Albright 

made her position clear. She argued, in line with Tony Lake, that America’s reluctance to assume 

a leadership role in the conflict was damaging to their claim to be global leaders. Furthermore, she 

argued that should the Serbs refuse to agree to reasonable terms, the UN mission should be 

withdrawn whilst arming the Bosnian military and backing them with NATO airpower.508 In a 

final meeting on 9 August, in a final revision of the plan, Clinton approved. Even Christopher, 

who had been sceptical of risking intervention stated, “I’m fully supportive of this”.509 Lake flew 

out to Europe where he had great success convincing Europeans to agree to the “Endgame 
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Strategy”. Even the Russian’s — whom Clinton felt would be more resistant to coercive measures 

by NATO — supported Lake’s proposals.510 Narrative displacement had seen principled 

interpretations of the Bosnian conflict supress more cognitive interpretations in the aftermath of 

the massacre at Srebrenica. This is significant because the national security arguments that had 

been put forth by Colin Powell remained formally unchanged. As such, it was these more 

principled narratives which played a decisive role in reshaping US interests in Bosnia. 

 

Madeleine Albright took the case to the Security Council. On the morning of 10 August, the 

Security Council gathered for a closed-door session. At the meeting, Albright distributed photos 

gathered by US intelligence agencies along with accounts from refugees from Srebrenica to tell a 

story of what had happened. The photos taken by US spy satellites showed approximately six 

hundred people standing together on a soccer field in the town of Nova Kasaba on July 13. The 

next photo taken on July 27 showed areas down the road where the ground had been upturned 

along with numerous sets of vehicle tracks.511 These were mass graves concealing the bodies of 

the hundreds of people seen weeks earlier. Before the Security Council, Albright declared, “The 

Bosnian Serbs have executed, beaten, and raped people who were defenceless. They have carried 

out a calculated plan of atrocities far from a battlefield and with the direct involvement of high-

level Bosnian Serb Army officials”.512 Albright’s photographic evidence was supported by two 

Bosnian refugees who had survived the massacre by hiding under the bodies of their fallen friends. 

Other eyewitnesses recounted similar stories: 

They took us off a truck and led us out into some kind of meadow. People started taking off 

blindfolds and yelling in fear because the meadow was littered with corpses. I was put in the 

front row, but I fell over to the left before the first shots were fired so that bodies fell on top 

of me … After a bulldozer driver walked away, I crawled over the dead bodies and into the 

forest.513 
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Following Lake’s successful effort to negotiate with European allies, Clinton sent a team led by 

Richard Holbrooke to Bosnia in order to make a final attempt to negotiate with the Bosnians and 

Milosevic.514 These negotiations were interrupted when three members of the negotiating teams 

were killed when their car rolled down the side of a steep mountain. Holbrooke flew back to the 

US with the three bodies.515 Following a funeral service for the three men, Holbrooke gave Clinton 

an hour-long briefing outlining the initial negotiations. He made it clear that the negotiations had 

gone nowhere.516 Yet, with the Europeans on board with Lake’s plan, the door for more decisive 

military action was open. 

 

4.4.2 Operation Deliberate Force  

On the day that Holbrooke’s team returned to Europe for the second time on 28 August, Serb forces 

chose once again to bomb civilian targets. The strikes killed thirty-seven civilians and left dozens 

more wounded in Bosnia’s capital, Sarajevo.517 This would prove to be the first test of the 

administration’s new Bosnia policy. Holbrooke was adamant stating, “We’ve got to bomb”.518 

Two days later on 30 August 1995, Operation Deliberate Force commenced. Sixty aircraft from 

bases in Italy and the USS Theodore conducted comprehensive airstrikes on Serb positions around 

Sarajevo, amounting to the largest NATO military operation to date.519 After years of restraint, the 

administration was finally seeking to exercise a greater degree of leadership as Clinton came to 

realise that the integrity, not only of the administration but of the United States as global leaders, 

came into question if they were not able to hold aggressors of such atrocities to account.  

 

The bombing proved to be exceptionally effective, taking out General Mladic’s communications 

centre, neutralizing the Serbs’ ability to move forces quickly. Overnight the Serbs had become 

blind and deaf on the battlefield.520 Within weeks Serb forces had largely lost control of territory 

they had formerly controlled. Following NATO’s extensive bombing campaign, Bosnians, 
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Croatians, and Yugoslavs agreed to a ceasefire.521 On November 4 talks began at Dayton, Ohio in 

an effort to achieve a permanent cessation of hostilities.522 After weeks of negotiating, Christopher 

called Clinton from Dayton to inform him that an agreement had been reached. On November 21, 

the Bosnian war had come to an end.523 The Dayton Agreement entered into force on December 

14. 

 

Getting the parties to the table proved to vindicate several principles obscured by early successes 

of the Powell Doctrine. First, American leadership was critical in leading “the forces of peace and 

freedom” which was not only necessary in ending the Bosnian war, but would also serve to 

advance “strategic interests” and “fundamental values”.524 Additionally, it proved that limited 

force – even just the use of airstrikes – could make a decisive difference.525 US interests with 

regards to atrocity prevention had been obscured since the end of the Cold War. It was only through 

a prolonged crisis in global leadership and repeated failures and missteps that the US arrived at an 

approach that enabled both caution and decisive leadership. 

 

By November 1995, Clinton would advance his principled interpretation justifying intervention in 

Srebrenica, stating that: “The violence done to those innocent civilians does violence to the 

principles on which America stands … Now our conscience demands that we act”.526 In an address 

to the nation he outlined the reasons for US participation in the peace process — and more 

formally, the need to commit US troops to oversee the implementation of the peace process. He 

argued:  

Generations of Americans have understood that Europe's freedom and Europe’s stability is 

vital to our own national security … When America's partnerships are weak and our leadership 

is in doubt, it undermines our ability to secure our interests and to convince others to work 
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with us … America has always been freedom's greatest champion … In Bosnia, this terrible 

war has challenged our interests and troubled our souls.527  

He emphasised that American troops were not going to fight a war. And if hostilities did emerge, 

American forces would be authorised to use “overwhelming force” in response.528 “By making an 

overwhelming show of force, they will lessen the need to use force”.529 Clinton’s shift in position 

can largely be put down to a reframing of the conflict as the form of ideas changed, becoming 

more focussed on America's core values as a pinnacle of human rights. Indeed, the US’s limited 

role, involving leadership in aerial missions, in which its “unique capabilities” could be utilised, 

prevented serious risk to US personnel. Perhaps just as importantly, these engagements were 

limited in scope, and specific in their goals.   

 

Madeleine Albright wrote in her memoir that there were several factors needed to end the Bosnian 

war. The massacre at Srebrenica proved to be pivotal in shifting the narrative by giving 

interventionists in the administration the ammunition to displace existing technocratic 

narratives.530 Albright noted, “The psychological balance had changed”.531 The focus shifted from 

notions of “what works” to “what’s right” and, as the ideas came in different forms, Clinton would 

interpret US interests to a greater extent through principled types of ideas. Vision of mass graves, 

dead and dying Bosnian Muslims in Sarajevo and Srebrenica would serve as powerful images 

displacing the narrative of Vietnam, instead, reminding the administration of the dangers of 

complacency with regard to genocide. That is to say, images of mutilated, dead bodies, along with 

pictures of human despair and suffering in Srebrenica would see principled interpretations 

supersede more cognitive deliberations, a herald a fundamental shift in the Clinton administration's 

policy towards Bosnia.  
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4.5 Conclusion 

Across these two presidential administrations, policy towards Bosnia shifted dramatically. Having 

examined both the Bush and Clinton administrations’ responses to the conflict in Bosnia, I have 

highlighted how shifts between cognitive and principled interpretations assist in explaining the 

variation between their policies, even as balance of power considerations remained formally the 

same. Importantly, this adaptation of discursive institutionalism highlights the ways in which tried 

and tested approaches to foreign policy — which becomes viewed by agents as “what works” — 

can blind leaders to principled types of information necessary to adapt policy and advance their 

interests. 

 

Given the success of the Powell Doctrine in the Persian Gulf conflict, the Bush administration 

would adopt a similar set of criteria in assessing the potential for the use of military force in Bosnia. 

Yet, the administration soon determined that the conflict was fuelled by “ancient, ethnic 

animosities”, and that the US “did not have a dog in the fight”.532 As Bosnia continued to come 

under Serbian assault, Bush would play down principled calls for action by invoking the Powell 

Doctrine as a means of slowing down the decision-making process, thus, intellectually refining 

interests to “we do deserts, not mountains and jungles”.533 In this way, repressive conversion 

would see principled calls for action repressed as more cognitive ideas saw interests intellectually 

refined.  

 

Even as the Clinton administration came to office promising to change America’s policy towards 

Bosnia, Clinton too would find difficulty moving beyond Vietnam-era memories embodied in the 

Powell Doctrine’s cognitive tendencies. Differences in opinion were rife through the 

administration. This was particularly clear between Albright and Powell. Albright would advance 

principled interpretations, drawing parallels with the Holocaust, while Powell highlighted the 

potential costs of intervening where the outcome was unknown. Given that no solution could match 

the strict institutionalised criteria of the Powell Doctrine, Clinton would come to initially repress 
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principled calls for intervention. As such, US foreign policy towards Bosnia would remain 

fundamentally unchanged until the massacre in Srebrenica in 1995. 

 

Following the massacre at Srebrenica in July 1995, images of slaughter would propel more 

principled interpretations of the conflict — advanced by Albright, Lake and Gore — reframing the 

crisis as genocide. Significantly, the conflict was seen in a different light as the administration 

came to realise that “Bosnia [had] become a symbol of US foreign policy”,534 and that it was doing 

“enormous damage to the US’s standing in the world”.535 Images of the slaughter displaced 

existing cognitive interpretations towards the more symbolic principled narrative summed up by 

Al Gore’s appeal, “what should I tell my daughter”.536 Significantly, such images altered the 

interpretations of Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, John Shalikashvili, and Secretary of 

Defence, Bill Perry, both of whom had been adamantly against intervention. These principled 

interpretations would lead to narrative displacement as US interests were reinterpreted.  

 

The key change here was not structural or ideational. Therefore, rationalist arguments, that there 

must be a change to the material or ideational basis of state interests for there to be a change in 

preferences does not demonstrate how preferences can be interpreted in different ways leading to 

different approaches. Just as discursive institutionalists such as Vivien Schmidt highlight the ways 

in which interests can be interpreted to varying degrees through principled and cognitive types of 

ideas, this chapter has highlighted how different types of ideas saw interpretations of the Bosnian 

conflict vary.  
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Chapter 5: Terrorism and US Foreign Policy — From “Wag the 

Dog” to 9/11 and Iraq 

 

 

5.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I trace variations of decisions to use force in response to acts of terrorism across 

the Clinton and George W. Bush administrations. Whilst the 9/11 attacks serve as a “most likely” 

case, they clearly shows the shift between principled interpretations and the more refined cognitive 

interpretations.537 Unlike attacks on foreign embassies or military vessels, an attack on the World 

Trade Centre in the middle of Manhattan using passenger aircraft as flying bombs was bound to 

spark a more principled response. This chapter is divided into three sections. First, I examine the 

cognitive responses to acts of terrorism during the Clinton administration, focussing on responses 

to the 1998 Embassy bombings, and the bombing of the USS Cole specifically. In this way, I show 

how cognitive interpretations would see repressive conversion as the Clinton administration 

interpreted US interests towards terrorism through more institutional, cognitive types of ideas. As 

such, principled calls from the Project for the New American Century for a more forward-leaning 

defence of US foreign policy interests would be repressed. That is to say, the administration 

responded to the attacks with regard to utilitarian styled concerns for "what works", seeking to 

target terrorist groups specifically. In this way, the fight against terrorism was broadly cast as a 

second-tier threat. As such, the attacks against the World Trade Centre in 1993, US Embassies in 

Africa in 1998, and the bombing of the USS Cole in 2000 failed to gain traction with the American 

public. Even as the Clinton administration would grow to recognise the wider potential dangers 

posed by terrorism broadly, and al Qaeda specifically, the responses to their attacks were 

restrained, and largely reactive. As such, threats to national security, including al Qaeda and 

terrorism in general, would be viewed as a second-tier threat.538    
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Second, I show how principled interpretations by the Bush administration following the attacks of 

September 11 saw narrative displacement led to the construction of the War on Terror. When Bush 

took office in January 2001, he sought a foreign policy grounded in restraint and cognitive 

interpretations of foreign policy interests. Yet, the events of September 11 would see narrative 

displacement spur principled interpretations which would consume the Bush administration, 

resulting in principled efforts to advance American values in the War on Terror. Importantly, this 

moment in time highlights the tensions between principled conceptions of interests and more 

refined cognitive ideas. Where early consensus saw intervention in Afghanistan to remove the 

Taliban regime, Colin Powell argued against more principled conceptions of expanding the war, 

as put forth by Rumsfeld and Wolfowitz who sought to commence operations in Iraq. Yet, amid 

ongoing suspicion of Saddam Hussein’s state sponsorship of terrorism and ongoing defiance of 

UN Security Council resolutions to provide proof of disarmament, Rumsfeld, Cheney, and 

Wolfowitz’s principled calls to expand the War on Terror to Iraq would be realised in 2003. 

 

5.2 Repressive Conversion — Terrorism as a Second Tier Threat 

Prior to the attacks of September 11, 2001, terrorism had not been viewed as such a critical threat 

to the national security of the United States. This is not to suggest that terrorism was not an issue 

of concern. However, given the complexity of managing threats posed by non-state actors, the 

threat was examined in cognitive terms. Terrorism was viewed as an ongoing threat to be managed 

over the long-term. While efforts were made to mitigate threats and punish perpetrators of terror, 

there was neither appetite nor perceived need to go to war against a faceless enemy. During the 

Cold War, the focus had been on maintaining the balance of power against a tangible enemy in the 

Soviet Union. Yet the fall of the Soviet Union would leave the US with no obvious threat. Even 

the execution of several terrorist attacks through the 1990s would see only limited adjustment to 

US policy towards terrorism. 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, when Clinton assumed the presidency, he did so seeking to 

advance a domestic agenda. Terrorism was not high on the administration’s list of priorities. 

Indeed, Clinton was poll sensitive and keen to avoid any situation which might see his approval 

rating diminished.539 For Clinton, the big foreign policy challenges were to continue to encourage 
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the democratisation of former Soviet territories and managing the ongoing conflict in Bosnia. Yet, 

al Qaeda would perpetuate three attacks against the US during Clinton’s presidency. Even as it 

became clear that al Qaeda was becoming a more significant threat after declaring war on America 

in 1998, the Clinton administration would maintain restrained efforts in their pursuit of the terrorist 

network. Terrorism would not be seen as the top-level threat facing the US. Thus, more principled 

efforts advanced by think-tanks such as the PNAC, such as calling for a more forward-leaning 

defence, would fail to take hold given the lack of belief that the US faced an imminent threat. 

 

5.2.1 Bombing of the World Trade Centre (1993) 

The first attack came on February 26, 1993, when a truck bomb was detonated in the basement of 

the World Trade Centre, destroying several floors, killing six people, and injuring over a thousand 

others. The attack was carried out by Ramzi Yousef, an attendee at al-Qaeda training camps in 

Afghanistan.540 The intention had been for the bomb to destroy the foundations of one of the 

towers, causing it to topple into the other, with the intent of killing in excess of 250,000 people in 

the towers and surrounding area.541 Yet, the attack was not treated as one of a significant, faceless 

foreign enemy. Instead, it was viewed as a tragic explosion, failing to draw comment from 

President Clinton until the next day. During a radio broadcast, Clinton briefly addressed the 

“explosion” that had hit the WTC the day before, and then continuing to outline his economic 

program. Clinton did little to suggest any sense of urgency after the attacks and urged the public 

not to overreact.542 Following the attack, it quickly became apparent to the administration that this 

was the work of an international terrorist group. While Clinton was concerned that free societies 

such as the US might be susceptible to more of these types of threats, he took a very restrained 

approach, preferring not to chase threats without clear evidence. This highlights how terrorism was 

not viewed as a dire threat at this point in time. Rather, while attacks may occur from time to time, 

it was not believed that a catastrophic attack might occur. 
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5.2.2 1998 Embassy Bombings and Principled Calls of Neo-conservatism 

Throughout the early to mid-1990s, the US had been gathering intelligence on Osama bin Laden, 

the leader of al Qaeda, and a wealthy Saudi Arabian who had been expelled from his country in 

1991, and had his citizenship stripped in 1994.543 In 1996, bin Laden declared war on America, 

arguing that the US had remained in Saudi Arabia for years after the end of the Gulf war. He 

argued, “Terrorizing you, while you are carrying arms in our land, is a legitimate right and a moral 

obligation”.544 In February 1998, Osama bin Laden issued a “fatwa”545 calling for attacks against 

the US military, and civilian targets throughout the world.546 As a result, the US issued a global 

warning of the growing threat posed by bin Laden.547 Significantly, towards the end of 1998, bin 

Laden’s attacks against the US began to escalate. 

On 7 August 1998 US embassies in Nairobi, Kenya, and Dar es Salaam, Tanzania were attacked 

when two truck bombs exploded. The attacks killed 257 people and injured in excess of 5,000.548 

Among the fatalities were twelve Americans.549 Clinton’s response to the attacks was immediate 

but still restrained. The day of the attacks, Clinton addressed the nation, stating, “I hope you will 

understand why I feel the need to comment on the fact that early this morning bombs exploded 

outside two of our American Embassies in Africa … These acts of terrorist violence are abhorrent; 

they are inhuman. We will use all the means at our disposal to bring those responsible to justice, 

no matter what or how long it takes”.550 The response did little to draw focus from the political 

circus around the impeachment hearings. The following week, CIA Director, George Tenet 

confirmed that Osama bin Laden and al Qaeda was responsible.551 On 20 August, seventy-nine 

cruise missiles launched hitting an al-Qaeda training base in Khost, Afghanistan and a 

pharmaceutical factory outside of Khartoum, Sudan, suspected of manufacturing a chemical used 

in the development of VX Nerve Gas. Operation Infinite Reach inflicted significant damage to al-
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Qaeda training camps and a number of al-Qaeda operatives were killed. When announcing the 

strikes Clinton stated: 

Our target was terror; our mission was clear: to strike at the network of radical groups affiliated 

with and funded by Usama bin Ladin … A few months ago, and again this week, bin Ladin 

publicly vowed to wage a terrorist war against America, saying, and I quote, “We do not 

differentiate between those dressed in military uniforms and civilians. They’re all targets” … 

our battle against terrorism did not begin with the bombing of our Embassies in Africa, nor 

will it end with today’s strike … The risks from inaction, to America and the world, would be 

far greater than action, for that would embolden our enemies, leaving their ability and their 

willingness to strike us intact. In this case, we knew before our attack that these groups already 

had planned further actions against us and others.552 

In his response, Clinton sought the assistance and support of other states. This was emphasised by 

Madeleine Albright and Sandy Berger on August 20 during a press briefing on the day of the 

strikes. During the briefing, Albright stated “the United States is asking every nation to stand 

publicly against those who perpetrate, finance or otherwise support terrorism … we recognize that 

this is a long-term struggle … but we recognize as well that it is a struggle we must win”.553 Even 

though bin Laden had departed from the Afghani camp hours before the missile strikes, the 

response demonstrated that the Clinton administration would not stand for such attacks against US 

outposts, nor its citizens. However, Africa was a long way from US home soil resulting in only 

limited public interest. Significantly, the strike was limited and targeted. At no stage was there any 

consideration that the US should become engaged in a long-term, drawn-out War on Terror. 

Instead, the administration sought to engage states in a multilateral way to condemn and prevent 

terrorism from flourishing within. Such efforts reflect cognitive interpretations to mitigate the 

threat of terrorism within existing institutional constraints. 
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Albright recalled, “Most members of Congress applauded the mission, but public reaction was 

generally muted”.554 The attacks did little to inspire fear within the public or the administration 

that the threat of terrorism might be about to escalate. The attacks were simply too far away to 

make most Americans fear for their safety. What is equally significant, however, is that some 

critics viewed the action as a Wag the Dog555 style ploy to distract the Congress and public from 

Clinton's ongoing impeachment proceedings. In particular, Pennsylvanian Senate Republican, 

Arlen Specter stated: “There’s an obvious issue that will be raised internationally as to whether 

there is any diversionary motivation”.556 Adding to the critical response, the Republican Senator 

of Montana, Dan Coates said following the bombings, “there is a cloud over this presidency”.557 

This scepticism was born of the facts that the mid-term elections were due and that Clinton had 

confessed that he had misled the public about his relationship with Monica Lewinsky just three 

days earlier.558 

 

Despite a minority within Congress displaying scepticism of the authenticity of the threat, the 

strikes had overwhelming support. House Speaker, Newt Gingrich stated, “I think the President 

did exactly the right thing … By doing this we’re sending the signal that there are no sanctuaries 

for terrorists”.559 Others, including Senate Majority Leader and Mississippi Republican, Trent Lott, 

called the strikes “appropriate and just”.560 Indeed, Congress believed that al Qaeda may pose a 

threat to the national security of the United States, but attacks in faraway lands would not stir 

public support for any sort of a sustained campaign.  

 

In the months following the embassy attacks, George Tenet made principled appeals to the Clinton 

administration in an attempt to “aggressively increase” the level of resources from the government 
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to fight terrorism.561 Specifically, on two occasions, Tenet wrote to Clinton in an effort to acquire 

increased funding. However, he recalled that he could never attain sustained funding to deal with 

the threat.562 

 

While the attack on the US Embassies was an attack against the US, there was little public interest 

or appetite for military action. Few foresaw the growing threat of terrorism, seeing it rather, as a 

distant threat in foreign lands. In summary, the embassy attacks failed to resonate with a deeper 

set of US values in a way that would displace existing interpretations of interests. While most 

members of the Congress, as well as the Clinton administration, had begun to view al Qaeda as a 

rising threat, the lack of a principled connection made it difficult to take decisive action in the face 

of limited intelligence. The CIA did initiate an operation in 1999, which included training 60 

Pakistani commandos to undertake an operation to enter Afghanistan to capture bin Laden. The 

plan was ultimately quashed on account of the military coup taking place in Pakistan.563 Though 

operations to infiltrate al Qaeda, and improve intelligence capabilities were substantially increased, 

there was no sense of impending crisis that would lead the administration to overcome existing 

institutional preferences to limit the use of force given the absence of clear targets and 

objectives.564 Specifically, there was no inclination within the Clinton administration to shift 

towards a preventive type of foreign policy by pursuing alleged state sponsors of terrorism. 

 

While most members of Congress and the administration were content with existing efforts to 

advance and protect US national security interests, some groups called for more decisive responses 

to these types of threats. In particular, members of the Project of the New American Century 

(PNAC)565 — including Donald Rumsfeld and Paul Wolfowitz566 — had been pushing for a more 

forward-leaning approach in order to secure US interests, especially against states they believed 
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to be a threat to US interests.567 The PNAC was formed in 1997 by William Kristol and Robert 

Kagan following growing discontent among conservatives with both the Clinton administration's 

foreign policy and the Republican Party’s lack of direction on foreign affairs. Specifically, 

members of the PNAC were critical of Clinton's resistance to topple Slobodan Milosevic in the 

Balkans, fearing that such muted responses might suggest to the rest of the world that the US was 

unwilling to uphold and defend their interests.568 Simply put, the neoconservative movement of 

the PNAC sought to advance a forward-leaning foreign policy. This would see efforts to “rally 

support for American global leadership” advancing “preventive efforts” to protect US interests.569 

In this light, the PNAC had been particularly vocal with regards to Iraq’s continued provocation, 

aggression, and general disregard of UN mandates. In January 1998, after repeated failures to 

comply with UN mandates to disarm, the PNAC wrote a letter to President Clinton arguing: “The 

only acceptable strategy is one that eliminates the possibility that Iraq will be able to use or threaten 

to use weapons of mass destruction”.570 Saddam’s ongoing disregard for the UN and endless 

abuses of human rights had not been unnoticed by members of the former security community.  

 

Iraq had been an ongoing source of antagonism for the US since Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait in 

1991. Besides a history of aggression towards their regional neighbours and his own people, 

Saddam’s regime had been viewed as a consistent threat to US foreign policy interests. From 1990, 

Iraq had been on the State Department’s list of state sponsors of terrorism.571 Wolfowitz had been 

concerned about the relationships between terrorist groups and regimes that had been openly 

hostile to the US. In this context, he had questioned intelligence officials about possible links 

between the 1993 bombing of the World Trade Centre and Iraq.572 It was not lost on US 

policymakers that Saddam had sought to acquire materials for the production of nuclear weapons. 

Yet, despite numerous UN resolutions since 1991 demanding cooperation and proof of 

disarmament, Saddam refused to comply.  
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By October 1998, regime change became the official US policy on Iraq. The Congress, for the 

most part, endorsed the letter sent by former national security staffers, passing the Iraq Liberation 

Act declaring that US policy should be “to remove the regime headed by Saddam Hussein from 

power”.573 The act passed the House 360-38 and passed the Senate without dissent.574 That 

December, in response to growing domestic pressures and continued threat and provocation by the 

Iraqi regime, President Clinton launched Operation Desert Fox. This four-day air campaign had 

the specific purpose of reducing Saddam’s weapons capability. Announcing the need for the strikes 

on 16 December 1998, Clinton stated: 

The hard fact is that so long as Saddam remains in power, he threatens the well-being of his 

people, the peace of his region, the security of the world. The best way to end that threat once 

and for all is with a new Iraqi Government, a Government ready to live in peace with its 

neighbours, a Government that respects the rights of its people … If Saddam defies the world 

and we fail to respond, we will face a far greater threat in the future. Saddam will strike again 

at his neighbours. He will make war on his own people. And mark my words, he will develop 

weapons of mass destruction. He will deploy them, and he will use them. Because we are 

acting today, it is less likely that we will face these dangers in the future.575 

Furthermore, in 1999, the US Intelligence Community made an assessment that Saddam may have 

reconstituted a number of his biological weapons programs.576 Critically, in 2000, a judgement by 

a National Intelligence Estimate on threats posed by biological weapons stated: “Iraq has BW 

(biological weapon) delivery systems available that could be used to threaten the US and Allied 

forces in the Persian Gulf region”.577 Saddam was viewed as a significant threat not only to the US 

but also to international peace and security as evident by the numerous UN resolutions against him 

and his regime. Yet, despite asserting the risks posed by Saddam's Iraqi regime as a serious threat 

to international peace and security, the fundamental human rights of Iraqis, and to US vital security 

interests generally, the Clinton administration refrained from decisive, pre-emptive action. Given 

the lack of imminent danger and uncertainty, cognitive efforts would see institutional preferences 
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concerning the balance of power upheld as even Saddam’s aggression failed to displace existing 

interpretations of interests. However, the US’s position on Iraq was particularly susceptible to 

change given the widespread principled discontent for Saddam. 

 

5.2.3 The USS Cole and the 2000 Presidential Election 

The final significant attack during the Clinton administration occurred a little over two and a half 

years later on October 12, 2000, less than one month before the presidential election. The USS 

Cole — a US Navy operated guided-missile destroyer — was attacked by a small boat manned by 

two suicide bombers during a refuelling stop in the port of Aden, Yemen. The attack killed 

seventeen US sailors and injured another thirty-nine.578 At the time, it was clear that this was an 

act of terror. Yet, it was unclear who the perpetrators were despite there being a strong suspicion 

that Al Qaeda and bin Laden were responsible. Following the attacks, Clinton remarked, “If, as it 

now appears, this was an act of terrorism, it was a despicable and cowardly act. If their intention 

was to deter us from our mission of promoting peace and security in the Middle East, they will fail 

utterly”.579 However, it was not until several weeks after Clinton left Office that the link to al 

Qaeda was confirmed to the Bush administration.580  

 

Clinton recalled that he was close to launching another missile strike in an effort to stop bin Laden, 

yet due to inconsistent intelligence about his whereabouts, and without complete certainty that Al 

Qaeda had indeed perpetrated the attack, Clinton withheld action.581 The administration held no 

interest in launching any type of military campaign in the closing days of the 2000 presidential 

election – and had no interest in handing off a military campaign to the new administration. In 

summary, the threat was not viewed to be of a level of significance that would warrant distraction 

from the presidential election — and Clinton was concerned about securing his legacy, trying to 

prevent further deterioration between Israel and Palestine.582   
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The attack on the USS Cole captured little of the public’s attention. In what was shaping up to be 

the closest presidential election in decades, the attack on a Navy vessel in a volatile region failed 

to spur a sense of urgency and was largely put down as a cost of being a superpower.583 Terrorism 

was a threat to be managed more than it was to be pursued. On the campaign trail mention of the 

bombing of the USS Cole was limited. Both candidates, Vice President Al Gore and Texas 

Governor George Bush used various issues in the Middle East to frame certain issues of foreign 

policy – with a particular focus on the cost of oil – but the bombing of the USS Cole did not become 

a talking point.584 During the final presidential debate on 17 October, the bombing of the USS Cole 

was mentioned on one occasion as both candidates extended their sympathies to the families of 

the victims.585 Again, this highlights how the attack was not viewed with any real urgency given 

that, like the Embassy attacks, it was in a faraway place against a military target. As such, the 

attack did little to “displace”586 existing interpretations of the terrorist threat. 

 

Adding to the issue of a close presidential election at home, CIA Director, George Tenet noted that 

there were no “inviting targets”, and “simply firing more cruise missiles into the desert wasn’t 

going to accomplish anything”.587Across these various attacks on the World Trade Centre in 1993, 

the Embassy bombings in 1998, and the bombing of the USS Cole in 2000, it was clear that 

terrorism was not a major consideration of US strategic policy. While each attack drew a response 

from the Clinton administration, there was a lack of resonance — certainly in the public sphere — 

to suggest that the US should go after terrorism in a crusading manner. Terrorism was recognised 

as a challenge that would require vigilance and ongoing commitment. But at no point was the 

threat of terrorism tied to the imagination of either the administration or the public. As a result, the 

administration would not seek to advance a more comprehensive campaign to neutralise terrorist 

networks. 
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Across the three major terrorist attacks perpetrated by al Qaeda, the Clinton administration offered 

more cognitive interpretations in its responses. George Tenet noted that the Clinton administration 

understood the nature of the threat posed by bin Laden, and the issue of terrorism “fully engaged 

the highest levels” of government.588 Yet, the attacks took place in faraway lands and failed to 

resonate more broadly. As such, principled appeals advanced by the PNAC to calling for a more 

forward-leaning approach to rising foreign policy threats simply had no bearing given the lack of 

imminent danger to the American people. The events failed to displace more refined institutional 

preferences leading to cognitive, institutional efforts to maintain the balance of power. In this way, 

repressive conversion would see institutional preferences to avoid extensive military involvement 

upheld. Following the 1998 bombing of the US Embassies, US policies towards terrorism would 

be refined within the administration in an effort to infiltrate al Qaeda and enhance their ability to 

gather intelligence. 

 

5.3 From 9/11 to Iraq — Narrative Displacement in the Bush Administration 

Much like Clinton, Bush was wary about any fundamental change to US policy on terrorism. 

Moreover, Bush held little interest in foreign policy generally, let alone engaging in the complex 

task of seeking out threats and peacekeeping. Indeed, there was little in the way of public appetite 

for excessive crusading, especially when the threat of terrorism seemed peripheral and overly 

complex. To the average American the attacks in Yemen and against the two US embassies seemed 

so far away. Even those in Congress were sceptical as to the extent to which the US should pursue 

various international terrorist groups. Yet, the events of September 11, 2001 would fundamentally 

reshape not just the administration's position regarding prevention, but also the public perception. 

Absent of guideposts in a world with an intangible enemy, the administration would advance 

principled interpretations of interests to justify the War on Terror. This would stand for a number 

of reasons, not least of which was that images of buildings disappearing from the New York 

skyline would rekindle memories of Pearl Harbor. Such images coupled with clouds of uncertainty 

would see narrative displacement leading to more principled interpretations of US foreign policy 
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interests. Significantly, these principled interpretations would become reinforced589 given the 

ongoing sense of urgency. 

 

5.3.1 Promises of Campaign Restraint 

Throughout the 2000 presidential campaign, Governor Bush pledged to lead the country with 

‘Compassionate Conservatism’ at home, and advance strong American values in foreign policy. 

When Bush announced his candidacy he argued: “I will have a foreign policy with a touch of iron 

— driven by American values and American interests”.590 Yet, Bush sought to focus efforts at 

home, developing relations within the region, and checking the rise of China, arguing in contrast 

to President Clinton that China was a “competitor”, not a “strategic partner”.591 

 

During the first months of his presidency, Bush, too, exercised restraint in relation to terrorism. 

The investigation into the bombing of the USS Cole the previous year had confirmed that al Qaeda, 

and Osama bin Laden, were, in fact, responsible for perpetuating the attacks. Yet the 

administration took no action. Richard Clarke, the National Coordinator for Security, 

Infrastructure Protection and Counter-terrorism said of a meeting with Condoleezza Rice, at the 

time the Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs, that when they first met in January 

2001, he got the impression that she did not know of al Qaeda.592 Significantly, Rice downgraded 

the position of the National Coordinator for Counterterrorism so that they reported to the deputies, 

not to the Principles.593 George Tenet noted that the incoming administration did not possess the 

same sense of vigilance towards the issue of terrorism that the Clinton administration had 

developed. Even with the bombing of the USS Cole etched in recent memory, Tenet noted that 

within the top-tier of decision-makers there was a loss of urgency.594 He noted, “[U]nless you have 

been on the receiving end of a 4:00 A.M. phone call telling you that one of your embassies or one 
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of your ships has just been attacked, it is hard to fully fathom the impact of such a loss…there is 

nothing like being there when the bomb goes off to get your undivided attention”.595  

 

Such a view advanced the notion that terrorism needed to be significantly reframed in order to 

alter interpretations in a shift away from existing institutionalised interpretations. However, when 

the Bush administration came to Office, because they had not been responsible for decisions during 

previous attacks, it was difficult to maintain the sense of danger perceived in the Clinton 

administration. This is not to suggest that the Bush administration ignored the rising threat of 

terrorism. While the administration did not possess the same level of urgency as their predecessors, 

Bush had requested in March 2001 that Tenet develop a strategy for dismantling the al Qaeda 

network. However, this strategy was focused on targeting the organisation specifically.596 

 

Up until the attacks of 9/11, the Bush administration saw terrorism in the same terms as the Clinton 

administration. That is to say, while terrorism was recognised as a threat, there was a general belief 

that the way to manage the threat was to wait until actionable intelligence surfaced about the 

location of terrorist cells and their intentions. Significantly, Richard Clarke, the counterterrorism 

coordinator who had been a holdover from the Clinton administration, had petitioned Condoleezza 

Rice in January 2001, arguing that “we urgently need” a cabinet-level review of the threat posed 

by al Qaeda. He wrote in his memo to Rice “al Qida[sic] is not some narrow, little terrorist issue 

that needs to be included in broader regional policy … We would make a major error if we 

underestimated the challenge al Qida [sic] poses".597 However, vision and reports of attacks in 

distance lands — even against American targets — failed to spark fear that US vital security 

interests might be at risk leading the administration to maintain its existing approach to terrorism. 

Similarly, the public was virtually despondent in the face of the threat leaving the administrations 

with no direction from the public. Tenet noted that for the most part, the public did not recognise 

the growing threat terrorism posed to the country, suggesting “It will take some ‘seminal event’ 

… to awaken the public”.598 The events of 9/11 would set in motion a series of events that would 

see principled interpretations displace more refined, cognitive interpretations of preferences as 
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sustained uncertainty regarding the threat of future attacks persisted. For the Bush administration, 

this made the costs of insufficient action become clear and spurred a dramatic shift in institutional 

preferences. 

 

5.3.2 The September 11, 2001 Attacks 

While sitting in his office in the West Wing on the morning of September 11, Cheney’s secretaries 

rushed in saying that a plane had just flown into the north tower of the World Trade Centre. As he 

turned on the TV, Cheney muttered to himself “Boy, it’s going to be a bad day at the FAA today 

… this is a tragedy”.599 President Bush had flown down to Florida for a day trip during which he 

would make a visit to school children. Bush’s National Security Advisor, Condoleezza Rice, 

recalled that around 9 a.m. she was at her desk in the White House when her assistant informed 

her of the first plane hitting the World Trade Centre (WTC). Rice's initial reaction, like others in 

the administration, was to believe this to be an unusual accident, not terrorism.600 “Not too long 

before, golfer Payne Stewart had died in a crash when the cabin depressurised and knocked the 

pilot unconscious. That was the kind of scenario that immediately came to mind”.601  

 

Even Bush himself, who was on his way into an elementary school classroom recalled: “That plane 

must have had the worst pilot in the world”.602 What is perhaps most significant from these 

memoirs of the day is the fact that the gut reaction when the first news of the attacks broke was 

not to call them terrorism as the prospect of an attack on US soil seemed so distant. However, 

when the second plane hit, it became abundantly clear that this was an act of terror. Shortly after, 

Andrew Card, Bush’s Chief of Staff, in front of a class of children informed Bush: “A second 

plane has hit the second tower, America is under attack”.603 
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As the second plane hit, every news station was running stories about the “explosion”604 at the top 

of the WTC with sporadic reporting that it had been a plane that had hit the tower. Yet, as reporters 

scrambled to confirm reports live on air, the world bore witness as the second plane hit the second 

tower. Shortly after the second plane hit, reports emerged of a third plane heading for Washington. 

Cheney was rushed out of his office to the Presidential Emergency Operations Centre (PEOC) in 

order to ensure the continuity of government should anything happen to Bush.605 The White House 

was immediately evacuated in case of a direct attack. Meanwhile, President Bush was rushed to 

the airport and on to Air Force One without a destination in mind. Soon after taking off Bush 

received a threat that “Angel is the next target”.606 Bush told Cheney to give the Air Force the 

order to shoot down any plane that failed to respond to air traffic control or that appeared 

threatening.607 Shortly after the order was given, reports emerged of a flight that had crashed in 

Pennsylvania.608 Upon hearing news of the crash, Bush asked Cheney “Did we shoot it down, or 

did it crash”?609 There was no immediate answer. As a result, for several hours Bush and Cheney 

did not know if they had just ordered a commercial airliner to be shot down.  

 

In the period that followed images of the attacks would be replayed over and over. The horror and 

uncertainty spurred by the attacks would spur narrative displacement, yielding principled 

interpretations of US foreign policy interests with regards to terrorism. Significantly, as these 

images pushed the administration to view the threat of terrorism in a new light, the threat would 

be interpreted almost immediately through principled types of ideas.  

 

Dick Cheney, Bush’s Vice President, recalled:  

We were in a new era and needed an entirely new strategy to keep America secure. The first 

war of the twenty-first century wouldn’t be a conflict of nation against nation, army against 

                                                      
604 ABC 7. 2001, ABC September 11, 2001, 8:31-9:12am. Available at: 
https://archive.org/details/abc200109110831-0912. Accessed 5 July 2018. 
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army. It would be first and foremost a war against terrorists who operated in the shadows, 

feared no deterrent, and would use any weapon they could get their hands on to destroy us.610 

After hours of flying aimlessly over the countryside, stopping only to refuel and establish contact 

with his administration from highly secure military bases, Bush ordered the plane to return to 

Washington to address the nation. When the smouldering remains of the Pentagon came into view 

as Bush arrived back in Washington that evening, Bush recollected that he believed he was viewing 

the aftermath of a “modern-day Pearl Harbor”.611 “We had suffered the most devastating surprise 

attack since Pearl Harbor. An enemy had struck our capital for the first time since the War of 

1812”.612 Back at the White House Bush addressed the nation from the Oval Office, laying the 

initial foundations for what would be a radical change in American foreign policy stating: “We 

will make no distinction between the terrorists who committed these acts and those who harbor 

them”.613 Under the Clinton administration, terrorism had been cast as a peripheral issue, but there 

had been little in the way of efforts to punish nations providing terrorists with safe haven and 

resources. Bush’s approach, on the other hand, would have the US confront such threats overseas 

before they could manifest on US soil.  

 

Bush viewed the attacks in narrative form, as a “modern-day Pearl Harbor”.614 As such, the attacks 

would serve as a symbolic indication that the US was no longer “protected by oceans”.615 Prior to 

9/11, al Qaeda was viewed by the American people — those who had heard of them — as a second-

tier threat. But an attack of this magnitude on US soil was unconscionable. More importantly, the 

events of the days spurred principled interpretations and narrative displacement as the “fog of 

war”616 surrounded the Bush administration. However, given Al Qaeda was a faceless enemy and 
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the attacks were of a nature not previously experienced in that they were committed by an 

unaccountable, non-state actor, these principled interpretations brought on by narrative 

displacement would bring about principled responses. The administration fell into an almost 

perpetual reactionary mode. Their primary concern was to prevent another attack by any means 

necessary. 

 

5.3.3 Constructing the War on Terror 

Prior to the terrorist attacks of 9/11, the US had not come under attack since the Japanese attack 

on Pearl Harbor. 9/11 would have a similar impact on US foreign policy as narrative displacement 

saw principled interpretations replace more refined cognitive ones resulting in the Bush 

administration shifting from a restrained, realist foreign policy towards principled crusading as he 

declared a War on Terror.617 Facing some domestic opposition, as well as resistance from his 

Secretary of State, Colin Powell, Bush would press for decisive action in the face of ongoing 

uncertainty. Significantly, Bush would be persuaded by principled ideas advanced by his Vice 

President Richard (Dick) Cheney, and Secretary of Defence, Donald Rumsfeld. Rumsfeld had been 

critical and highly dissatisfied with much of Clinton’s foreign policy through the 1990s. During 

Bush’s presidential transition when Rumsfeld was still under consideration for Secretary of 

Defence, he commented that Clinton’s natural reaction was a “reflexive pullback” when 

challenged or attacked and that this could not be the standard of the Bush administration.618 

Cheney, too, was a strong advocate of decisive action. The day after the attacks at a meeting of the 

National Security Council, Cheney — with the support of Rumsfeld — argued for a new approach, 

one that recognised that the US was at war with terrorism. “We were embarking on a 

fundamentally new policy … We were going to bring down their networks and go after the 

organizations, nations, and people who lent them support”.619 

 

                                                      
617 George W. Bush. 2001b. “Address Before a Joint Session of the Congress of the United States Responses to the 
Terrorist Attacks of September 11”, The American Presidency Project, 20 September. Available at: 
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response-the-terrorist-attacks. Accessed 18 December 2018. 
618 Woodward, Bush at War, p. 20. 
619 Cheney, In My Time, p. 332. 
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In the days that followed the attacks, a series of events transpired that would all but ensure a 

continuation of principled interpretations of US foreign policy interests as the Bush administration 

attempted to regain control of national security. First, the following day during a meeting with 

Congressional leaders, Bush declared that “This is the beginning of war in the twenty-first century. 

It will require a new strategy … We will answer the bloodlust of the American people that is rightly 

at boil”.620 During the meeting, Bush was offered bipartisan support as many Democrats, including 

by House Minority Leader, Richard Gephardt, who agreed that politics needed to be put aside so 

that the government could commit to keeping the country safe.621  

 

Second, on September 14, Bush travelled to New York to visit the WTC site and give thanks to 

first responders. While there, he was faced with a highly emotional public demanding action. 

Onlookers yelled, “Make ‘em pay, George … Whatever it takes”.622 As Bush was about to address 

the crowd, a retired fireman, Rocco Chierichella said to him: “Mr President, look what they have 

done to us. You can’t let them get away with this”.623 The public was in shock and demanded 

action. Indeed, there was a national demand for revenge spurring a communicative624 push for 

action. For Bush, this reinforced his belief that his administration must stop at nothing in order to 

prevent another attack.  

 

During this time, Bush convened the National Security Council (NSC) at Camp David for a series 

of strategy meetings. During the first meeting at Camp David on 15 September, there was a broad 

consensus that Afghanistan had been the place from which the attacks had been planned and, 

therefore, needed to be among the first targets of the War on Terror.625 Tenet had been developing 

plans to dismantle the al Qaeda network since March 2001. These plans were refined in the days 

that followed 9/11 to advance an offensive strategy against Afghanistan’s Taliban regime. The 

ruling Taliban regime had been particularly oppressive on matters of human rights and had 

provided safe-haven for al-Qaeda.626 Significantly, the attacks had been planned from Afghanistan 
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and between 1996 and 2001, around ten thousand terrorists had been trained in camps throughout 

Afghanistan.627 Rice — an expert on Soviet politics — displayed some caution, recognising that 

Afghanistan was “the place where great powers go to die”. 628 However, she ultimately agreed that 

al Qaeda must be pursued, and Afghanistan was the place with the best chance of confronting the 

threat.  

 

Colin Powell shared this view. In the days immediately after the attack, Powell had been putting 

together a coalition for the war to come. Knowing that Afghanistan’s Taliban regime would be the 

focus, Powell contacted President Musharraf of Pakistan with a set of non-negotiable demands.629 

Pakistan could support the US, primarily by not allowing Pakistan to become a safe haven for al 

Qaeda and cutting diplomatic relations with the Taliban regime. This was seen as being vital for 

the potential successful venture into Afghanistan. However, there was division in the 

administration over the scope of the impending War on Terror. 

 

Some members of the administration, including Deputy Secretary of Defence, Paul Wolfowitz, 

and Donald Rumsfeld wanted to explore a more expansive War on Terror. Specifically, they 

advanced principled interpretations, indicating that the campaign against terror should be 

expanded to include other state sponsors of terrorism. In this case, Iraq was their primary goal. As 

members of the PNAC during the 1990s, Wolfowitz and Rumsfeld had been vocal critics of what 

they viewed as timid foreign policy by the Clinton administration, which left US interests 

vulnerable.630 Wolfowitz was particularly forceful.631 He suggested that there was a 10 to 50 per 

cent chance that Saddam Hussein’s Iraqi regime, having a history of state sponsorship of terrorism, 

was involved in the attack.632 Following the attacks, countries around the world offered their 

support and sympathy. Iraq was one exception. In an official statement, Saddam Hussein’s Iraqi 

government stated, “The American cowboys are reaping the fruit of their crimes against 
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 143 

humanity”.633 Furthermore, Iraq, unlike Afghanistan, had numerous targets. Wolfowitz argued that 

hitting these targets could send a strong message that the administration was taking the war 

seriously.634 Rumsfeld argued, “Dealing with Iraq would show a major commitment to 

antiterrorism”.635 However, they provided no evidence that Iraq had been involved in the attack. 

Yet, this position was not a random request. Days earlier, on September 12, Bush has asked 

Richard Clarke, the National Coordinator for Security, Infrastructure Protection and Counter-

terrorism, to see if there was any link between Iraq and the attacks.636 However, the prospect of 

such an expanded campaign was controversial.    

 

Powell and Rice immediately pushed back on the idea. Powell cautioned against expanding the 

scope of the war. Having taken the lead on building an international coalition, he feared that “No 

one will understand or support us doing anything but going after those who attacked us”.637 He 

elaborated, “If we want to do Iraq, we should do it at a time of our choosing. But we should not 

do it now, because we don’t have linkage to this event”.638 Rumsfeld rebutted, arguing that if the 

coalition would not hold together in a fight against Iraq, “maybe it is not a coalition worth 

having”.639 Cheney eventually stepped in, suggesting that, “If we go after Saddam Hussein, we 

lose our rightful place as the good guy”.640 These tensions were significant and would ultimately 

set the groundwork for the invasion of Iraq eighteen months later. However, the early focus would 

be Afghanistan. 

 

By September 16, Cheney was on the offensive, giving interviews in which he doubled down on 

Bush’s September 11 statement arguing: “If you provide sanctuary to terrorists, you will face the 

full wrath of the United States of America”.641 That afternoon Bush delivered inadvertent remarks 
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stating, “This crusade, this War on Terror is going to take a while”.642 However, these off-the-cuff 

remarks — specifically the use of the word “crusade” — would carry overtones of thirteenth-

century religious wars that would colour many Muslims’ perception of the War on Terror. On 

September 17, the NSC reconvened in Washington. Bush informed the Council of his intentions. 

This included providing Afghanistan's Taliban regime with an ultimatum. End support for al 

Qaeda, handover their senior operatives, and close down their training facilities, or face an attack 

from the US.643 At the same time he announced this decision to attack Afghanistan should they not 

comply, he also stated that the time was not right to go after Iraq as Wolfowitz and Rumsfeld had 

suggested. Having consulted with Richard Clarke, Bush determined that at this stage there was not 

enough compelling evidence to go after Iraq. Doing so would likely alienate allies who had already 

signed onto the coalition against terrorism. Bush remained suspicious of Saddam and asked CIA 

Director, George Tenet, to report on any links between Iraq and Al Qaeda going forward.  

 

On 18 September, the US Congress voted overwhelmingly to approve to give the President 

permission to use all “necessary and appropriate force” against those he deemed to be the 

perpetrators who “planned, authorised, committed, or aided” the attacks.644 The resolution was 

passed with bipartisan support; 420–1 in the House, and 98–0 in the Senate.645 

 

In his first major address on 20 September, speaking to a joint sitting of the Congress, President 

Bush declared that the US, along with "the civilised world" was at war with terrorism. In Truman-

esque fashion, Bush’s rhetoric was definitive leaving no middle ground.646 Significantly, in the 

Bush administration's pursuit of securing the nation, they would seek to establish a new foreign 

policy doctrine to face the challenges of terrorism. There was now “clear and present danger” to 

American interests that had otherwise been absent in a post-Cold War world. As such, the battle 
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to follow would seek out terrorism, and terrorist sympathising regimes in an effort to extinguish 

the threat. Bush likened this newfound threat to “all the murderous ideologies of the 20th century” 

declaring “they will follow that path all the way, to where it ends, in history’s unmarked grave of 

discarded lies”.647 

 

In justifying a War on Terror, he declared: 

This war will not be like the war against Iraq a decade ago, with a decisive liberation of 

territory and a swift conclusion … Our response involves far more than instant retaliation and 

isolated strikes. Americans should not expect one battle but a lengthy campaign, unlike any 

other we have ever seen … We will starve terrorists of funding, turn them one against another, 

drive them from place to place until there is no refuge or no rest. And we will pursue nations 

that provide aid or safe haven to terrorism. Every nation, in every region of the world, now has 

a decision to make: Either you are with us, or you are with the terrorists. From this day forward, 

any nation that continues to harbor or support terrorism will be regarded by the United States 

as a hostile regime … This is the world’s fight. This is civilization’s fight. This is the fight of 

all who believe in progress and pluralism, tolerance and freedom.648 

Significantly, Bush identified al Qaeda as the perpetrators of the attacks, pointing to Afghanistan 

as the place in which they found safe haven. Keeping with his statement on September 11, that the 

US would not distinguish between terrorists and the states who provided them safe haven, Bush 

issued the Taliban regime with an ultimatum: 

Deliver to United States authorities all the leaders of al Qaeda who hide in your land. Release 

all foreign nationals, including American citizens, you have unjustly imprisoned. Protect 

foreign journalists, diplomats, and aid workers in your country. Close immediately and 

permanently every terrorist training camp in Afghanistan, and hand over every terrorist and 
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every person in their support structure to appropriate authorities. Give the United States full 

access to terrorist training camps, so we can make sure they are no longer operating.649 

Meanwhile, the CIA and FBI were flooded with intelligence suggesting that another attack was on 

the way. Given the uncertainty, and surprise of the 9/11 attacks, all threats were treated as serious 

as previous risk assessment frameworks seemed void. Cheney, in particular, became increasingly 

concerned by the prospect of a biological attack, which had appeared numerous times in his 

intelligence briefings.650 Cheney consulted a number of experts, including retired air force Colonel, 

Randall Larsen.651 Cheney asked what a biological weapon would look like. Larsen proceeded to 

pull a test tube containing what he described as a weaponised power from his pocket, stating “it 

looks like this … And by the way, I did just carry this into your office”.652  

 

The perceived threat of a major biological attack was reinforced in early October when a number 

of letters containing the lethal bacteria, anthrax, were mailed to several news outlets, as well as the 

Office of Senator Tom Daschle.653 At least seventeen people were infected. Five died.654 The Bush 

administration viewed the anthrax attacks as a “second wave” and feared that such biological-types 

of attacks could have far-reaching devastation across the country.655 The attacks caused 

widespread panic. This was not helped by copycat pranksters mailing flour and talcum powder, 

which simply exacerbated the public’s fears.656 Then, on October 17, during Bush’s first post-9/11 

overseas trip, Cheney contacted Bush to inform him that one of the White House bio-detectors had 

detected traces of botulinum toxin.657 According to the early reports they had, there was a good 

chance that both Bush and Cheney had been exposed. For nearly twenty-four hours, Bush and 

Cheney awaited the results of a lab test, which ultimately came back negative. However, given the 

uncertain state of security, the exposure scare did little to quell the nerves of the administration. 
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Among the most concerning intelligence was the suggestion that al Qaeda was in pursuit of black-

market fissile material in an effort to produce their own crude nuclear device. In October, Tenet 

briefed Bush, Cheney, and Rice on an investigation into two Pakistani scientists with whom bin 

Laden had been in contact. Cheney responded to the briefing stating, “If there’s a one per cent 

chance that Pakistani scientists are helping Al Qaeda build or develop a nuclear weapon, we have 

to treat it as a certainty in terms of our response”.658  By this point, the CIA had substantially 

altered the way in which it assessed threats. Tenet noted that, in order to get “real-time reporting 

from the field … we threw out the book”.659 In mid-September Tenet had sent a memo throughout 

the intelligence community reading: “There can be no bureaucratic impediments to success. All 

the rules have changed. There must be an absolute and full sharing of information, ideas, and 

capabilities”.660 

 

Capping off the year’s paranoia, on December 22, an Al Qaeda follower, Richard Reid, attempted 

to ignite explosives in his shoes whilst on a flight to Miami, only to be subdued by fellow 

passengers.661 Bush recounted “The foiled attack had a big impact on me. Three months after 9/11, 

it was a vivid reminder that the threats were frighteningly real”.662 Coupled with the hundreds of 

threats the intelligence services continued to receive, this attempted attack was a startling reminder 

of the potential consequences. Bush recounted that between the attacks of September 11 and mid-

2003, the CIA was reporting an average of 400 “specific threats” every month.663 Condoleezza 

Rice recalled that the constant flow of threats “had a huge impact on our psyches”.664 Tenet 

likewise admitted that he could not read anything that came across his desk “and be anything other 

than scared to death”.665 

 

By the end of 2001, the Bush administration would find themselves in a state of near-perpetual 

uncertainty. Their challenge was to deal with a faceless enemy with no sovereignty to lose, and no 
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accountability. Bush provided a stark assessment, recounting, “To stop the enemy, we had to be 

right 100 per cent of the time. To harm us, they had to succeed only once”.666 The result would be 

the casting aside of traditional risk assessment frameworks as incoming intelligence viewed all 

threats as serious, and genuine. The administration’s primary focus had become the prevention of 

further attacks. The shock of the attacks, coupled with ongoing threats, and a new form of enemy 

resulted in narrative displacement as the Bush administration attempted to interpret interests in a 

way that would enable them to combat this newly established enemy. Such displacement of 

interests saw renewed approaches to existing challenges, including declarations of “we will make 

no distinction between the terrorists who committed these acts, and those who harbour them”, and 

“either you are with us, or you are with the terrorists”.667 The US had entered a new era of 

uncertainty whose shape would be dictated by fear and the search for “imperfect solutions for new 

problems” for which there was “no guidebook or roadmap” to follow.668 As such, narrative 

displacement and greater reliance on principled interpretations of interest saw significant changes 

to Bush’s foreign policy decision-making. These principled interpretations would see the 

construction of the War on Terror and the invasion of Afghanistan to overthrow the Taliban regime 

for their protection of al Qaeda operatives, and ultimately, the war in Iraq. 

 

5.3.4 State of the Union and the ‘Axis of Evil’ 

During Bush’s 2002 State of the Union Address, he doubled down on the crusading impulses 

outlined in his September 2001 speech.669 He argued that shutting down terrorist training camps 

and preventing terrorists and regimes who sought weapons of mass destruction (WMDs) was 

imperative not only to the security of the US but to the world. He would argue that states that 

sought to assist terrorists and threaten the US and its allies, including Iraq, Iran, and North Korea, 

constituted an “axis of evil”.670 Specifically, Bush painted a picture of the Iraqi regime as one 

which was heartless and destructive, even of its own people, including women and children. 
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Specifically, he argued that this was a regime that had plotted to develop WMDs for more than a 

decade. Speaking vehemently against the behaviour and perceived intentions of states in this so-

called “axis of evil”, Bush argued: 

America will do what is necessary to ensure our Nation’s security … I will not wait on events 

while dangers gather. I will not stand by as peril draws closer and closer. The United States 

will not permit the world’s most dangerous regimes to threaten us with the world’s most 

destructive weapons … We have known freedom’s price. We have shown freedom’s power. 

And in this great conflict, my fellow Americans, we will see freedom’s victory.671 

Bush had begun laying the groundwork for a broader campaign in the name of American interests. 

Clinton had been particularly clear in his position that American could not be the policeman of the 

world. However, 9/11 would see a significant shift in the way in which US interests would be 

interpreted. Significantly, despite the perception of a “clear and present danger” in the rise of 

terrorism, this newly emerged threat would prove to be far more ambiguous and difficult to 

counter. Despite his efforts to capture and kill Osama bin Laden in the late-1990s, Clinton 

remarked, in an interview on The Late Show with David Letterman on 11 September 2002, that 

prior to 9/11 the American people did not have a sense of the threat terrorism presented. He pointed 

to the fact that prior to 9/11, the biggest terrorist attack on US soil was the Oklahoma City bombing 

on 19 April 1995.672  

 

The attacks of 9/11 proved to be a pivotal moment in the development of Bush’s foreign policy. 

Bush recalled that it was during the aftermath of the attacks that he and his team developed the 

strategy that became known as the Bush Doctrine. In short, this doctrine would become the basis 

for lowering the acceptable threshold of risk when it came to interpreting risks highlighted by 

intelligence, emphasising a strategy of pre-emption. The Bush Doctrine comprised of four prongs; 

first, make no distinction between terrorists and any nation that provides support to them; second, 

take the fight to the enemy overseas; third, confront threats before they fully materialise; finally, 

advance liberty and hope as alternatives to oppression.673  
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5.3.5 Constructing the War in Iraq  

The 9/11 attacks and subsequent threats would see a fundamental shift in the way the Bush 

administration interpreted foreign policy interests. In this section, I highlight the Bush 

administration’s principled construction of the war in Iraq as narrative displacement saw a 

reinterpretation of state interests. I show that this reinterpretation of interests further saw foreign 

policy realists, including Colin Powell and Condoleezza Rice, who argued for restraint, sidelined 

as foreign policy hawks, including Dick Cheney and Donald Rumsfeld, saw their influence 

strengthen. Specifically, I turn to debates within the administration between the foreign policy 

Principals to demonstrate that, as intelligence emerged suggesting that Saddam was in possession 

of WMDs and had contact with al Qaeda, more refined cognitive ideas would be cast aside as the 

threat was interpreted in more principled terms. Such principled interpretations would see the 

administration cast the Iraqi regime as an imminent threat to the US's national security and 

fundamental values, citing links to al Qaeda, as well as the use of torture and chemical weapons 

against his own population. In doing so, Bush argued, “If this is not evil, then evil has no 

meaning”.674  

 

Efforts to contain Iraqi aggression had crumbled throughout the 1990s. Most notably, Saddam 

sought to increase the country's air defence and radar capabilities, a direct violation of the UN's 

no-fly zones. The no-fly zones had been put in place in order to provide protection for the Kurds 

in the north, and the Shia in the south. Both groups had been subjected to brutal repression by the 

regime.675 This was coupled with some two thousand attempts to shoot down US military aircraft 

between January 2000 and September 2002.676 Moreover, US allies in the region had lambasted 

the US’s timid response to Saddam’s ongoing taunts and threats. 
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The regime's hostility towards the US was clear, and their violation of US values added to calls 

for decisive action to be taken against the regime. Yet, prior to 9/11, there was little to spur the 

belief that more decisive action was needed. However, the attacks would have the effect of 

significantly lowering the Bush administration's threshold of acceptable risk.677 As such, Bush 

would increasingly pay attention to Saddam’s breaches of Security Council resolutions — 

especially given his historical links to terrorism — as principled interpretations of interests 

consumed the Bush administration in a post-9/11 world.  

 

Bush recalled that in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks “The focus of my presidency, which I had 

expected to be domestic policy, was now war”.678 Much like Truman’s construction of the “ways 

of life” in 1947, Bush would paint a picture defining the “war” as one in which the US’s vital 

security interests and principles were at stake.679 In particular, Iraq drew a great deal of attention 

as a result of previous attempts to attain WMDs and a history of defiance towards Security Council 

resolutions demanding disarmament. Yet, it was difficult for the administration to agree on the 

best course of action. While the issue of Iraq first resurfaced in the immediate aftermath of 9/11, 

Bush — prompted by more cognitive arguments advanced by Powell and Rice — decided that 

launching an expansive campaign against terrorism would see the US’s legitimacy questioned. 

Bush remained suspicious of the Iraqi regime. At the end of 2001, he asked Rumsfeld to review 

battle plans for Iraq, arguing that they needed to pursue a more effective “coercive diplomacy”.680 

The perpetual state of uncertainty had seen the administration become increasingly wary of 

potential threats to the national security — particularly in relation to Iraq. 

 

By July 2002, the administration had received intelligence that, despite a series of UN resolutions, 

Saddam had “Managed to preserve and in some cases enhance the infrastructure and expertise 

necessary for WMD production”.681 Further intelligence suggested that Sunni-extremist, Abu 

Musab al-Zarqawi, an al Qaeda affiliated terrorist, had set up a chemical weapons laboratory in 
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the mountainous terrain of north-eastern Iraq.682 Significantly, he had spent two months in 

Baghdad receiving medical treatment. During this time, the CIA had requested assistance from a 

major Arab intelligence service to assist in extraditing al-Zarqawi. However, Saddam refused to 

cooperate.683 

 

Following what George Tenet described as “solid evidence” that al Qaeda-affiliated terrorists were 

in Iraq along with “credible reporting”684 that they were seeking Iraqi assistance in the 

development of WMDs, the debate over military action in Iraq recommenced. Specifically, Cheney 

and Rumsfeld advocated for a plan to bomb a camp in northern Iraq believed to be Zarqawi's base 

for developing biological weapons.685 Cheney had grown increasingly cautious of the Iraqi regime. 

While advocating restraint in the immediate aftermath of 9/11, given the intelligence purporting 

to show links between Iraq and al Qaeda, and the overarching threat of WMDs, Cheney’s view 

shifted: “We could not ignore the threat or wish it away, hoping naively that the crumbling 

sanctions regime would contain Saddam”.686 For Cheney, having established these “credible” 

links, not pursuing the Iraqi regime would be to undercut the doctrine of pursuing terrorism 

wherever it was found.687 Similarly, Rumsfeld’s position was reinforced by the revelations. Again, 

Powell and Rice advised against the use of military force, reiterating their concerns that such 

actions might disrupt efforts to lock down a coalition to isolate Saddam's regime.688  

 

In August 2002, Powell reasserted his cognitive arguments regarding the risks of using military 

force against Iraq. In discussion with Bush, he pointed out that fighting against the regime would 

not be difficult. The regime was relatively weak, and the war in 1991 had demonstrated that the 

Iraqi military was no match for US forces. Instead, Powell emphasised that getting into Baghdad 

was not an issue; “I know how to do that”. The issue was what happens next? On this point, he 
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emphasised, “… if you break it, you own it. You need to understand that 28 million Iraqis will be 

standing there looking at us, and I haven’t heard enough of the planning for that eventuality”.689  

 

Powell was among the most sceptical in the administration of military intervention in Iraq and 

would often voice his concerns to Condoleezza Rice, asking her to convey his concerns to the 

President.690 During a meeting in early August in the White House residence, Powell continued 

his push for diplomacy over force. Again, he warned that an invasion would make the US “the 

proud owner of 28 million people”, arguing the US “will own all their hopes, aspirations and 

problems”.691 Putting it in more political terms Powell stated: "This will become the first term".692 

In this light, Powell advanced institutional, cognitive interpretations of preferences pushing Bush 

to get the UN on-board, and assembling a broad coalition to put pressure on Saddam. Assembling 

a coalition may not result in an outcome “as clean as just going in and taking the guy out” but it 

may avoid war.693 Powell’s efforts were similar to his caution during the first Gulf War in 

advancing restraint. His efforts stemmed from more refined cognitive types of ideas as he was 

wary of the possible unintended consequences of an invasion that lacked a clear end strategy. 

However, the forces were against Powell and Rice as Cheney and Rumsfeld played on insecurities 

and uncertainty surrounding the War on Terror. 

 

Initially, after the meeting with Rice and Powell, Bush was persuaded by Powell’s cognitive calls 

for restraint, agreeing that diplomacy had to be the first course of action. He suggested that whilst 

he despised Saddam, he would regretfully accept that Saddam would have to stay if a diplomatic 

solution could be reached.694 However, while Powell warned of the dangers of an invasion and 

what the costs of instigating a war with Iraq could be, Dick Cheney and Donald Rumsfeld had 

their own assessment of the consequences of inaction, which would ultimately push Bush towards 

military action. Specifically, they warned that continuing on a diplomatic path would just give 

                                                      
689 Powell recounting his conversations with President George W. Bush on specifics for conflict in Iraq in, Jason M. 
Breslow. 2016. Colin Powell: UN Speech “Was a Great Intelligence Failure”, Frontline. Available at: 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/article/colin-powell-u-n-speech-was-a-great-intelligence-failure/. 1 May 2017. 
690 Bob Woodward. 2004. Plan of Attack, New York: Simon & Schuster, p. 148-151. 
691 Powell quoted in Woodward, Plan of Attack, p. 150. 
692 Woodward, Plan of Attack, p. 150. 
693 Woodward, Plan of Attack, p. 150, p. 151. 
694 Bush, Decision Points, p. 237. 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/article/colin-powell-u-n-speech-was-a-great-intelligence-failure/


 154 

Saddam more time to become an even greater threat.695 Cheney made his concerns clear regarding 

the threat Saddam posed in a speech to the Veterans of Foreign Wars on 26 August 2002, arguing 

that Saddam had “made a science out of deceiving the international community”.696 The 

administration soon perceived deliberations at the UN to be heading south. Yet, the 

administration’s appetite for action was growing as they felt a need to do something.697 This was 

perhaps fuelled by the perception that most Iraqis would see the Americans as liberators should 

Saddam’s regime be toppled.698 

 

Citing the NATO intervention in Kosovo in 1999 during the Clinton administration, Cheney and 

Rumsfeld argued that if the US needed to act unilaterally in Iraq, without a specific UN resolution, 

they could.699 Clinton had done it to remove President Milosevic from Serbia in 1999, and there 

were already sixteen resolutions calling for Iraq to comply.700 Saddam had continued to defy them. 

In particular, UN Resolution 689, adopted in 1991, specified that Iraq must not commit or support 

terrorism.701 Following 9/11, Tenet stated before the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, 

“We have solid evidence of the presence in Iraq of al Qaeda members, including some that have 

been in Baghdad”.702 He went on to suggest that there was “credible reporting” that al Qaeda was 

seeking Iraq’s support in the development of WMDs.703 On top of this, Saddam had been providing 

$25,000 payments to relatives of Palestinian suicide bombers leading the intelligence community 

to believe that “Baghdad’s links to terrorists will increase”.704 Cheney and Rumsfeld argued that 

Saddam had been given a chance to disarm and comply with the Security Council’s demands. As 

such, they felt that seeking additional resolutions risked becoming tied down in bureaucratic 

process giving Saddam time to become more dangerous.705 Given that narrative displacement had 

seen a dramatic reinterpretation of interests, culminating in a lowering of the acceptable threshold 
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of risk, Saddam’s continued failure to comply gave the administration a strong belief that they 

needed to act decisively. Indeed, reports that Saddam might be re-establishing terrorist links, and 

may have the capacity to provide them with WMDs did little to mitigate the sense of urgency. 

 

As the case against Saddam grew, principled ideas advanced by Cheney, Rumsfeld, and Wolfowitz 

were acting as powerful weapons to displace existing interpretations of the threat of Iraq and 

terrorism. Powell and Rice, along with many international allies, including British Prime Minister 

Tony Blair, and Australian Prime Minister John Howard, continued to advance more cognitive 

types of ideas so as to not break existing alliances. They argued that a specific UN resolution would 

help garner public and international support.706 Indeed, the debate surrounding the prospect of war 

with Iraq had spread with Brent Scowcroft, President George H.W. Bush's former National 

Security Advisor; writing in the Wall Street Journal that war should be avoided if diplomatic 

measures can succeed.707 Bush was conflicted; risk the reputation of the US by acting unilaterally, 

or do nothing knowing that potential future attacks might have been stopped? Powell echoed the 

ghost of Vietnam. On the other hand, Cheney and Rumsfeld advanced more principled ideas, 

emphasising not only the necessity of decisive action to protect and advance US interests but that 

such action was legitimate. In this way, Powell and Rice lead efforts to slow down decision-making 

by offering more cognitive interpretations, while Rumsfeld and Cheney led the effort to play up 

urgency, calling on principled types of ideas regarding the need to take control of the US’s national 

security interests. Given the sustained reinforcement of narrative displacement as uncertainty 

grew, these principled types of ideas gained more and more legitimacy in the administration. 

 

During the annual address to the UN General Assembly on 12 September 2002, Bush sought to 

muster broader international pressure to coerce Saddam's regime into compliance. In the weeks 

leading up to the speech, there was a great deal of deliberation in the administration regarding how 

to bring the issue of Iraq up. Cheney fiercely petitioned Bush to use the speech to challenge the 

UN to enforce its resolutions and hold Saddam accountable. Given Saddam’s track record and the 

repeated chances he had been presented with, this appeared a rational course of action. Bush did 
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just that, arguing: “We want the resolutions of the world’s most important multilateral body to be 

enforced. And right now those resolutions are being unilaterally subverted by the Iraqi regime”.708 

Bush went on to advance a principled case for military force, arguing that the continued brutality 

of the regime towards its own people demonstrated that the regime had lost legitimacy. He made 

the case that if the Security Council's resolutions were not upheld, the danger would continue to 

gather as Saddam would move closer and closer to acquiring WMDs and the Security Council 

itself would lose legitimacy: 

The United States has no quarrel with the Iraqi people. They've suffered too long in silent 

captivity. Liberty for the Iraqi people is a great moral cause and a great strategic goal. The 

people of Iraq deserve it; the security of all nations requires it. Free societies do not intimidate 

through cruelty and conquest, and open societies do not threaten the world with mass 

murder.709 

On 7 October 2002, the US Congress passed a resolution giving Bush authorization to use military 

force against the regime if necessary. The resolution cited concerns about Hussein’s continued 

disregard of UN Security Council resolutions. Specifically, it pointed to the lack of cooperation in 

relation to providing proof of disarmament and that any nuclear material had been destroyed. The 

resolution also highlighted concerns regarding Hussein’s record of human rights abuses: 

Neither the people and Government of the United States nor the world community will be 

satisfied with a cosmetic change at the top of the regime resulting in the replacement of 

Saddam Hussein by a similarly bloody-minded relative or general. The people and 

Government of the United States hope that the Iraqi people will achieve in the near future a 

full measure of human rights and that Iraq will take its rightful place in the world. The 

Committee believes that Saddam should be held to account for his many horrific crimes.710 
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The resolution passed in the House by a comprehensive margin of 296 to 133. Shortly after, the 

Senate passed the resolution 77 to 23.711 The resolution had bipartisan support, with members from 

both sides of the aisle agreeing that the time had come for decisive action to be taken. John Kerry 

stated at the time: “When I vote to give the president of the United States the authority to use force, 

if necessary, to disarm Saddam Hussein, it is because I believe that a deadly arsenal of weapons 

of mass destruction in his hands is a threat, and a grave threat”.712 Narrative displacement brought 

about by the September 11 attacks had not only changed the way that the administration viewed 

the threat of terrorism but had altered the way in which the Congress and public viewed threats to 

the national security. In this way, the administration’s more principled interpretations faced little 

opposition as existing cognitive interpretations advanced by Powell and Rice no longer seemed to 

address the administration’s view of “what’s right”. 

 

Bush, pushed by Cheney and Rumsfeld, had grown tired of waiting on the UN for permission to 

protect America’s vital interests. However, at the insistence of members of his administration and 

close allies, he agreed to follow through with the UN’s process. Yet, Bush had come to the 

conclusion that the only course of action was for Saddam to be removed from power. Failure by 

the UN to reach this determination would prove it to be impotent, leaving Bush with no choice but 

to act unilaterally.713 Building on Saddam’s long history of aggression towards the US and its 

allies, the ongoing brutal repression of his people, continued non-compliance with UN resolutions, 

a lowered threshold of risk following the attacks of 9/11, and rising domestic support for his 

removal, the Bush administration would advance a principled case for invasion. In November 

2002, the US delegation to the Security Council tabled what would become resolution 1441. 

Resolution 1441, from the US perspective, provided Saddam’s regime with one last chance to 

disarm and allow weapons inspectors to conduct their duty in the state.714 Resolution 1441 would 

give Saddam a “final opportunity to comply” and prove that he had disarmed or face “serious 

consequences”.715 To the administration’s surprise, the resolution passed with a unanimous 15-0 

vote.716  

                                                      
711 Ibid. 
712 John Kerry quoted Bush, Decision Points, p. 240.  
713 Woodward, Plan of Attack, pp. 307-8. 
714 United Nations Security Council. 2002. Security Council Resolution 1441, 8 November, New York, S/RES/1441. 
715 UNSC, Resolution 1441. 
716 Bush, Decision Points, p. 241. 



 158 

 

On December 7, Saddam submitted over twelve thousand pages in an effort to appease the UN’s 

demands for proof. This would ultimately be deemed “irrelevant paperwork”.717 This view was 

echoed by Hans Blix, leader of the UN inspections team who called the submission “rich in volume 

but poor in information”.718 Senator Joe Lieberman referred to it as a “twelve-thousand page, one-

hundred-pound lie”.719 Bush himself was convinced, based on the intelligence his team had 

gathered, that the regime must possess WMDs. Bush recalled, “If Saddam doesn’t actually have 

WMDs, why on earth would he subject himself to a war he will almost certainly lose?”720 For 

Bush, Saddam’s submission constituted further evasion and deceit. On 21 December 2002, during 

a meeting to discuss Saddam’s defiance, Bush asked George Tenet what the likelihood was that 

Saddam had WMDs. Tenet responded, “It’s a slam dunk”.721  

 

By this stage, Bush was increasingly of the opinion that military invasion of Iraq would be the 

only way to ensure that no WMDs fell into the hands of al Qaeda, or any other terrorist group. 

Significantly, amid a growing sense of uncertainty, more of his advisors came to view military 

action as the only way to ensure US interests did not come under threat. Even Condoleezza Rice, 

who had consistently argued for restraint, stated, when asked by Bush “if the man won’t comply, 

you don’t have any other choice”.722 In January 2003, the Bush administration deemed Saddam to 

be in material breach of Security Council resolution 1441.723 Yet, while the administration was 

convinced that Saddam would only succumb to the use of force, they were facing staunch 

resistance from abroad. In particular, France and Germany were against military action in Iraq. 

The French foreign minister, for instance, argued that there was no existing justification to go to 

war in Iraq.724 
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Likewise, Powell remained sceptical that war was the right path. But at no point did he suggest 

that going after Iraq was off the table. He was the last in the administration to issue his support 

following a meeting with Bush on 13 January 2003.725 Powell’s shift was important for a number 

of reasons. Most importantly was the fact that he carried great credibility throughout the 

international community. Given France and Germany’s resistance to the notion of intervention, 

Bush requested that Powell present the administration’s case for war to the UN. Powell spent much 

of the time in the lead up to his speech sifting through raw intelligence in an effort to make a 

convincing case for the need to topple Saddam’s regime. Though he found the murkiness of much 

of the evidence concerning, his effort to advance cognitive preferences could not subdue the 

principled belief calling for action that was being felt throughout the country. Therefore, he could 

not suppress the rise of more principled ideas, especially given Saddam’s past behaviour.726 In 

particular, Powell came to accept Cheney’s interpretation when he argued “Why in the world 

would he [Saddam] subject himself for all those years to UN sanctions and forgo an estimated 

$100 billion in oil revenue? It makes no sense!”.727  

 

After several days sifting through raw intelligence at CIA headquarters, Powell delivered his 

findings to the UN Security Council. Accepting the various intelligence and principled arguments 

put forth by Cheney, Powell, too, succumbed to more principled interpretations, making the 

argument for Saddam’s removal. During his Security Council speech Powell declared: 

The facts on Iraq’s behaviour demonstrate that Saddam Hussein and his regime made no effort 

– no effort- to disarm as required by the international community. Indeed, the facts and Iraq’s 

behaviour show that Saddam Hussein and his regime are concealing their efforts to produce 

more weapons of mass destruction.728  

He went on to highlight the apparent link between Iraq and al Qaeda was “potentially much more 

sinister”, suggesting that while these two may seem like unlikely allies, “Ambition and hatred are 
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enough to bring Iraq and al Qaeda together”.729 This was the Bush administration's effort to sell 

their principled interpretations to the broader international community who remained wary of the 

prospect of using force against the Iraqi regime. None of the senior members of the Bush 

administration believed that they needed a second UN resolution to justify intervention, especially 

given the broad language within resolution 1441. Despite efforts to provide a clear rationale for 

war, the administration failed to persuade key members of the Security Council to support their 

proposed resolution. As such, the administration pulled the draft resolution, hoping to justify war 

through resolution 1441 alone.  

 

By March 2003, amid ongoing defiance by Saddam Hussein’s regime, Bush argued that the US 

was ready and willing to ensure that American security was upheld, arguing, “when it comes to 

our security, we really don’t need anybody’s permission”.730 Bush would advance principled 

appeals stating, “… there’s a lot more at stake than just American security and the security of 

people close to Saddam Hussein. Freedom is at stake as well …”.731 Saddam was issued with an 

ultimatum, disarm, or the US will seek regime change by force, with or without the support of the 

Security Council.  

 

Bush had become sceptical about the effectiveness of the Security Council in responding 

decisively to threats and was not about to wait for their consent to defend the national interest. The 

uncertainty surrounding the potential for further attacks saw principled interpretations of the 

foreign policy interests — brought on by narrative displacement — sustain principled efforts to 

fight terrorism in a way that could not be maintained during the 1990s. In this way, early efforts at 

restraint would be overridden, and more refined cognitive efforts to maintain the balance of power 

and promote the integrity of international alliances and institutions would subside in favour of the 

effort to eradicate terrorism. Adding to Bush’s desire to see Saddam gone, Bush recounted that, in 

conversation with Elie Wiesel, author of Holocaust Survivor, Wiesel had compared Hussein’s 
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brutality to that of the Nazi genocide and argued that there was a “moral obligation to act against 

evil”.732  

 

By the middle of March 2003, Bush was ready to invade. Having threatened action at the Security 

Council should the body fail to enforce previous resolutions, Bush had become convinced that the 

threat posed by the regime — along with the regime’s oppression of its own people — was enough 

to warrant action.733 As the deadline on Bush’s ultimatum passed with Saddam failing to leave, 

Bush pushed forward with military operations.734 On 19 March, Bush announced to the American 

people that military operations against the Iraqi regime had commenced. He stated, “America faces 

an enemy who has no regard for conventions of war or the rules of morality … We have no 

ambition in Iraq except to remove a threat and restore control of that country to its own people”.735 

The mission to Iraq was painted with two broad justifications; removing WMDs from Saddam to 

ensure America’s ongoing security, and liberating the Iraqi people from an oppressive regime. 

Based on Saddam’s history of aggression, past administration’s condemnation, and the heightened 

threat interpreted from narrative displacement following the attacks of September 11, the 

administration interpreted interests in principled terms viewing Saddam’s Iraqi regime as an 

imminent threat to US interests. 

 

The administration’s decision to invade Iraq was based on the construction of threat based on 

principled interpretations of foreign policy interests. From the restrained, cognitive types of ideas 

applied to foreign policy decision-making in the later years of the Clinton administration, the 

uncertainty spurred by the attacks of September 11 displaced existing interpretations of interests 

leading the administration to the belief that potential threats needed to be confronted before they 

emerged. This displacement of existing institutional interpretations was made possible by the 

perceived danger and uncertainty the administration faced, providing a ground upon which more 

principled ideas regarding “what’s right” overcame more cognitive efforts to interpret interests 

                                                      
732 Bush, Decision Points, pp. 247-8. 
733 Bush did claim that previous Security Council resolutions, including Resolution 1441, gave the US a right to use 
military force for the purpose of enforcing their mandates. 
734 George W. Bush. 2003c. “Address to the Nation on Iraq”, The American Presidency Project 17 March. Available 
at: https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/address-the-nation-iraq. Accessed 5 May 2017. 
735 George W. Bush. 2003d. Address to the Nation on Iraq, 19 March. Available at: 
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/address-the-nation-iraq-0. Accessed 5 May 2017.    

https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/address-the-nation-iraq
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/address-the-nation-iraq-0


 162 

based on “what works”.736 In this way, more refined cognitive ideas, which had been built on the 

need for caution given the risks of overextension — such as in Vietnam — no longer restrained 

the administration as fears emerged that continued restraint might lead to another attack. In doing 

so, members of the administration would draw on past unilateral interventions, constructing the 

need for the US to take the leading role in the global War on Terror and to liberate oppressed 

peoples from their tyrannical leaders.   

 

5.4 Conclusion 

The shift in interpretations of US foreign policy interests towards terrorism across the Clinton and 

George W. Bush administrations represents a “most likely” case. However, in the examination of 

the two administrations’ responses to terrorism, this case has highlighted with the greatest clarity 

how interpretations shift from more refined, cognitive types of ideas – to more principled ones as 

narrative displacement saw interests reinterpreted in light of uncertainty and crisis. In the space of 

just one day, US foreign policy interpretations of the threat of terrorism shifted from viewing it as 

a second-tier threat, to be the defining issue of US foreign policy in the Bush presidency. Even as 

the threat of terrorism emerged through numerous attacks during Clinton’s presidency, including 

the bombing of the WTC, the US Embassies in Uganda and Tanzania, and the attack on the USS 

Cole, the administration maintained a restrained approach in efforts to capture al Qaeda’s leader, 

Osama bin Laden. Such attacks would fail to displace existing interpretations of interests with 

regard to the rising threat of al Qaeda. In the same way, when the George W. Bush administration 

came to the White House, the issue of international terrorism — in particular, the recent bombing 

of the USS Cole — would be seen as a second-tier threat. As such, cognitive interpretations 

initially saw more principled influences of information repressed across both the Clinton and Bush 

administrations.   

 

Yet, as the WTC collapsed leaving a hole in the lower Manhattan skyline, narrative displacement 

would see a fundamental reinterpretation of US interests towards terrorism. Specifically, the 

uncertainty and sense of crisis saw principled interpretations displace US foreign policy interests 

with respect to terrorism. The attacks represented the largest assault on US soil since Pearl 

                                                      
736 On “what’s right” and “what works”, see Widmaier, Economic Ideas in Political Time, p. 15. 
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Harbour, lowering the Bush administration’s threshold for acceptable risk to the national interest. 

Significantly, as a result of the attacks, the Bush administration’s sole focus turned to preventing 

another attack in an effort to preserve American lives. Yet, given the uncertainty surrounding 

incoming intelligence regarding the possibility of another attack, all of the risk assessment 

frameworks were thrown out. Given the displacement of more refined institutional preferences 

following the attacks, the Bush administration would adopt principled interpretations, which would 

ultimately result in a reinterpretation of the threat of terrorism, and by state sponsors of terror, 

including Saddam Hussein’s Iraqi regime. Efforts by policy-makers including Powell to repress 

principled reactions from the decision-making process would be overcome the more principled 

interpretations by those seeking decisive retaliation against this new threat. Such principled efforts 

would see President Bush define a War on Terror as he developed a new doctrine, just as Truman 

had done during the Cold War. Bush’s doctrine, and view that “you are either with us, or you are 

with the terrorists”737 created principled, black and white distinctions between right and wrong. A 

clear divide between “us and them” was created making way for principled decisions to enter a 

pre-emptive war with Iraq and topple Saddam Hussein's regime, which they believed possessed 

WMDs, in 2003. However, such principled interpretations would see the administration overstate 

the threat of WMDs and Iraq’s links to terrorism. Significantly, it would see them overlook tribal 

tensions which would fuel domestic instability, complicating efforts to install democratic 

institutions. The result would be a drawn-out conflict in which US forces would become 

entrenched. Speaking on the issue years later, Donald Rumsfeld noted, “If it were a fact, it wouldn’t 

be called intelligence”.738 This suggests that principled interpretations following 9/11 saw a 

lowering of the risk assessment, which might have seen such intelligence viewed in more critical 

terms.  

 

                                                      
737 George W. Bush. 2001b. “Address Before a Joint Session of the Congress on the United States Response to the 
Terrorist Attacks of September 11”, The American Presidency Project, 20 September. Available at: 
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/address-before-joint-session-the-congress-the-united-states-
response-the-terrorist-attacks. Accessed 20 March 2018. 
738 This quote was given during an interview in 2016 on The Late Show with Stephen Colbert in reference to 
challenges on gathering intel on WMDs in Iraq. Stephen Colbert. 2016. “Interview with Donald Rumsfeld”, The Late 
Show with Stephen Colbert, 26 January. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4Z3z7DvoA-M&t=321s. 
Accessed 12 May 2017.  

https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/address-before-joint-session-the-congress-the-united-states-response-the-terrorist-attacks
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/address-before-joint-session-the-congress-the-united-states-response-the-terrorist-attacks
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4Z3z7DvoA-M&t=321s
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In the following chapter, I examine variations in the decisions to use force in the Obama 

administration in Libya and Syria. Whilst there remain some similarities between the Obama and 

Bush administrations, much of the Obama administration’s foreign policy agenda cannot be 

understood outside of the pursuit of restraint following the overstretch of the Bush administration 

in the War on Terror. Focussing on Obama’s efforts to reel in and balance the crusading impulses 

of the Bush administration, while seeking to avoid humanitarian oversights like Rwanda, Obama 

too would find inefficiencies in attaining foreign policy goals in efforts in Libya and Syria. 
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Chapter 6: The Obama Administration and Responses to Mass Atrocities — 

From Saving “Cockroaches” to Reassessing “Redlines”  

 

 

6.1 Introduction 

Upon assuming the presidency in 2009, President Obama outlined a foreign policy encompassed 

by restraint. The US was in the midst of an economic recession and struggling to exit two costly 

wars in the Middle East. Throughout the campaign, Obama had emphasised the need to reel in the 

crusading overstretch of the Bush administration. This theme of restraint carried through the early 

years of his presidency, highlighted at major international addresses at Cairo University, as well 

as his Nobel Prize Acceptance speech in 2009. During these engagements, Obama would stress 

the need for restraint, multilateralism, and burden-sharing in efforts to rid the world of evil.739 In 

this way, Obama sought to advance a foreign policy grounded in the premise that one of the jobs 

of the President is simply “don’t do stupid [stuff]”.740 Despite these efforts, Obama’s position on 

the use of force would vary through his presidency. These are important cases as they represent 

significant variation in decisions to use force in response to mass atrocities abroad within the same 

administration.  

 

This final empirical chapter proceeds as follows. First, I outline the professed foreign policy set 

forth by the incoming Obama administration. Indeed, throughout the campaign of 2008, Obama 

made a concerted effort to distinguish his foreign policy from that of the outgoing Bush 

administration. Through continued appeals, Obama would argue that America was a force for good 

in the world and needed to continue to support human rights and dignity. However, there was a 

need to recognise the limits of US power, and that it was in the US's vital interests not to 

overstretch, but a reversion to isolationism was not the answer to America's security challenges. 

                                                      
739 Barack Obama. 2009. Nobel Lecture, 10 December. Available at: 
https://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/2009/obama-lecture_en.html. Accessed 21 January 
2017; Barack Obama. 2009a. “Obama’s Speech in Cairo University”, The New York Times (online), 4 June. Available 
at: http://www.nytimes.com/2009/06/04/us/politics/04obama.text.html?mcubz=3. Accessed 21 January 2017. 
739 Goldberg, The Obama Doctrine. 
740 Obama quoted in Goldberg, The Obama Doctrine. 

https://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/2009/obama-lecture_en.html
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Furthermore, when democratic uprisings began in the Middle East in 2010, the administration 

would adopt this same restrained, cognitive approach. 

 

Second, I argue that despite attempts to reel-in crusading impulses of the previous administration, 

when faced with the prospect of mass atrocity, Obama would succumb to principled types of ideas, 

becoming drawn into the conflict in Libya in 2011. Despite efforts to avoid entering another 

Middle Eastern conflict, the belief that Libya was on the verge of mass atrocity would see narrative 

displacement allow more principled interpretations of the US’s role to emerge. Even as Secretary 

of Defence, Robert Gates advanced more cognitive ideas, arguing that Libya was of “no strategic 

interest”,741 the belief that Libya was on the verge of mass atrocity would see these cognitive ideas 

yield to principled interpretations advanced by Samantha Power, Susan Rice, and Hillary Clinton. 

Each advanced principled arguments regarding failed or non-existent humanitarian interventions 

of the 1990s with a particular focus on the failure to respond to genocide in Rwanda. Given this 

heightened sense of urgency, Obama would pursue decisive action in the Security Council, pushing 

for a resolution for the protection of Libyan civilians “by all necessary measures”.742  

 

In the final section, I turn to the Obama administration’s decision to not use force during the 

chemical weapons crisis in Syria. First, I acknowledge that Libya and Syria each represent 

significantly different geostrategic challenges. Syria is not Libya. However, these strategic issues 

tell only a part of the story as Obama initially adopted a principled interpretation, gearing up for a 

military strike in the aftermath of sarin gas attacks in August 2013. During a press conference in 

2012, Obama suggested that the use of chemical weapons would constitute a “red line”, 743 serving 

as a justification for military action. Upon receiving confirmation in August 2013 that Assad’s 

forces had in fact used chemical weapons, Obama’s administration moved onto a war footing. Yet, 

a day before the military strike was scheduled, Obama relented, seeking a diplomatic, more 

cognitive path. Through negotiations with Russian President, Vladimir Putin, Obama was able to 

get the Assad regime to agree to surrender their chemical weapons. The Syrian crisis would largely 

                                                      
741 On Libya being of no strategic interests see Gates, Duty, p. 511. 
742 United Nations Security Council. 2011a. United Nations Security Council Resolution 1973, 17 March, S/Res/1973. 
743 Barack Obama. 2012. “Remarks by the President to the White House Press Corps”, The White House, 20 August. 
Available at: https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2012/08/20/remarks-president-white-
house-press-corps. Accessed 26 April 2019. 

https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2012/08/20/remarks-president-white-house-press-corps
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2012/08/20/remarks-president-white-house-press-corps


 167 

be framed in cognitive terms of the normative taboo regarding the use of chemical weapons. In 

this way, repressive conversion would see the Obama administration interpret the crisis in Syria 

in more cognitive terms in an effort to avoid a quagmire. Yet, such cognitive interpretations would 

lead the Obama administration to repress744 more principled sources of information as they 

focussed on the task of ridding Syria of chemical weapons. In this way, interests in avoiding 

atrocity in Syria were refined to preventing atrocities using chemical weapons specifically. 

 

This chapter highlights the extent to which interests are interpreted to varying degrees through 

principled and cognitive types of ideas by the same agents. Variation in the Obama 

administration’s foreign policy decisions to use force in response to mass atrocities against 

civilians shows, with greater insight, the ways in which action is determined by principled versus 

cognitive interpretations.  

 

6.2 Repressive Conversion — A Call for Restraint 

Throughout the 2008 presidential campaign, Obama had been a fierce critic of President Bush's 

declaration of a War on Terror. For Obama, Bush’s War on Terror represented a significant 

overstretch in America’s capabilities. He had been an early critic of the war, criticising the effort 

in 2002, while still a State Senator in Illinois, arguing that while he was not against all wars745, he 

was “against dumb wars”.746 These sentiments were reiterated in 2007, shortly after announcing 

his candidacy for President.747 He was especially critical of the Bush administration for essentially 

writing a blank cheque for a war of undetermined length and undetermined cost. This was 

something many in Congress had come to resent. More significantly, it represented a critical 

overstretch in American power and excessive hubris in the belief that America alone could bring 

an end to terrorism and evil in the world.  

 

                                                      
744 I use “repress” as a substitute for the mechanism repressive conversion for stylistic purposes. 
745 Obama noted that he was not against the American Civil War, the Second World War, or the War in 
Afghanistan. See Richard Wolffe. 2009. Renegade: The Making of Barack Obama, Edinburgh: Random House, p. 
241. 
746 Barack Obama. 2007. “Obama: Time to bring this conflict to a responsible end”, The American Presidency 
Project, 20 March. Available at: https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/291288. Accessed 10 August 2017. 
747 Obama, Obama: Time to Bring This Conflict to a Responsible End. 

https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/291288
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On the fifth anniversary of the declaration of the war on Iraq on 19 March 2008, Obama used the 

occasion to emphasise his belief that any decision to go to war should not be ideologically based. 

Instead, he argued that it is necessary for such decisions as grave as this to be rooted in fact. Thus, 

decisions to enter wars are based on “pragmatic judgements to keep our country safe”.748 Obama 

was clear that the limits of American power had to be recognised the need to “understand that 

there’s a lot of cruelty around the world. We’re not going to be able to be everywhere all the 

time”.749 Obama was clear that he was not a pacifist, and that war would sometimes be necessary 

for the cause of peace. Specifically, he would point to the Rwandan genocide and the Holocaust 

arguing that no one could suggest that there was not a moral obligation to take action. Importantly, 

of the three Democratic contenders remaining after January 2008, Obama was the only one to have 

opposed the Iraq war from the beginning.750 It was clear that Obama recognised the foreign policy 

overstretch of the Bush administration. As such, he would present himself as recognising that 

sometimes, the use of force was necessary, but so too was restraint.  In this way, he advocated for 

the exercise of restraint with a specific focus of drawing down the seemingly unresolvable conflicts 

already underway in Iraq and Afghanistan. 

 

During the campaign, Obama revealed a keen admiration for “foreign policy realism”, stating that 

he had “enormous sympathy for the foreign policy of George H. W. Bush”.751 Even members of 

the administration noted the affinity in Obama’s worldview for the foreign policies and foreign 

policy ideas of members of the George H.W. Bush administration. For instance, White House 

Chief of Staff, Rahm Emanuel stated to a reporter: “Everyone always breaks it down between 

idealist and realist. If you had to put him [Obama] in a category, he’s more realpolitik, like Bush 

41”.752 Dennis McDonough also said that: “[Brent] Scowcroft is someone the president really 

                                                      
748 Barack Obama. 2008. “Obama: We Must End the War in Iraq to Address Our National Security Priorities”, The 
American Presidency Project, 19 March. Available at: https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/291290. Accessed 10 
August 2017. 
749 Presidential Candidates Debate. 2008. “Presidential Debate at Belmont University in Nashville, Tennessee”, The 
American Presidency Project, 7 October. Available at:  
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/284295. Accessed 10 August 2017. 
750 Wolffe, Renegade, pp. 241-242. 
751 David Brooks. 2008. Obama Admires Bush, The New York Times (online), 16 May. Available at: 
https://www.nytimes.com/2008/05/16/opinion/16brooks.html. Accessed 3 August 2018.  
752 Peter Baker. 2010. “Obama Puts His Own Mark on Foreign Policy Issues”, The New York Times (Online), 13 April. 
Available at: https://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/14/world/14prexy.html. Accessed 3 August 2018. ‘Bush 41’ 
refers to President George HW Bush – the 41st President of the United States. 

https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/291290
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/284295
https://www.nytimes.com/2008/05/16/opinion/16brooks.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/14/world/14prexy.html
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admires”.753 Obama’s admiration of the George H.W. Bush administration’s handling of matters 

of foreign policy was laid out in his book, The Audacity of Hope. 754 Susan Rice, who at the time 

was an informal foreign policy advisor to the aspiring presidential candidate, had to remind Obama 

that — as a fellow Democrat — he should include praise for President Clinton’s foreign policy to 

balance the praise of Bush and Scowcroft.  

 

During the campaign, Obama proposed that a way to advance this type of foreign policy realist 

approach was to engage with the Iranian regime — something neither the George W. Bush 

administration nor his presidential primary contenders had considered. Yet, this push for greater 

diplomacy was a major part of Obama’s professed approach to foreign policy. With regards to 

meeting America’s adversaries, Obama stated: 

… the reason is this: that the notion that somehow not talking to the countries is punishment 

to them — which has been the guiding diplomatic principle of this administration — is 

ridiculous. Now, Ronald Reagan and Democratic presidents like JFK constantly spoke to the 

Soviet Union at a time when Ronald Reagan called them an evil empire. And the reason is 

because they understood that we may not trust them and they pose an extraordinary danger to 

this country, but we had the obligation to find areas where we could potentially move 

forward.755 

In this way, Obama advanced a path for a foreign policy that involved reeling in the threat of the 

use of force in an effort to promote foreign policy interests. Despite facing significant pushback 

on the idea of negotiating with America’s enemies — in particular from Democratic rival Hillary 

Clinton — Obama tooled a vehement defence. Drawing on President John F. Kennedy's 1961 

inaugural address756, Obama argued, “Let us never negotiate out of fear, but let us never fear to 

                                                      
753 Quoted in James Mann. 2012. The Obamaians: The Struggle Inside the White House to Redefine American 
Power, New York: Penguin Group. 
754 For Obama on the foreign policy of George HW Bush, see Barack Obama. 2006. The Audacity of Hope, New 
York: Crown Publishers, p. 290; See also Goldberg, The Obama Doctrine. 
755 Obama quoted in Wolffe, Renegade, pp. 242-243. This answer was given at a Democratic primary debate in 
Charleston, South Carolina on July 23, 2007. 
756 John F. Kennedy. 1961. “Inaugural Address”, The American Presidency Project, 20 January. Available at: 
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/inaugural-address-2. Accessed 21 May 2019. 

https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/inaugural-address-2


 170 

negotiate”.757 Soon after his swearing-in, Obama would begin to send signals to the Iranian regime 

in an effort to gauge their willingness to open a dialogue with the US. In early June, a cable was 

sent to US embassies and consulates urging them to invite Iranian diplomats to the upcoming 

Fourth of July celebrations.758 These early assertions would set the tone for Obama’s approach to 

foreign policy to avoid the use of military force and use diplomacy. 

 

Upon assuming office in 2009, President Obama would advocate for a foreign policy based on this 

realist type of approach. During the presidential campaign, Obama had argued fiercely “against 

dumb wars”759 and had been particularly critical of President Bush for having written a blank 

cheque for a war of undetermined length and cost, suggesting that “You Can’t Just Promise to 

‘End Tyranny’ in the World”.760 Given the backdrop of ongoing recovery from the Global 

Financial Crisis (GFC), the worst economic recession since the Great Depression, and drawn-out 

efforts to exit costly wars in the Middle East, Obama was even more motivated to maintain his 

preferred, restrained approach to foreign policy.  

 

One major aspect of the administration’s foreign policy platform was acknowledging the need to 

rebuild relations with the Muslim world. In an effort to repair relations after the damage done by 

the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, Obama emphasised the need for restraint and a “new beginning” 

during his speech at Cairo University on June 2009.761 On the issue of Iraq, Obama suggested that 

there were lessons the US could draw from their experience. He stated: 

… events in Iraq have reminded America of the need to use diplomacy and build international 

consensus to resolve our problems whenever possible. Indeed, we can recall the words of 

                                                      
757 Barack Obama. 2007a. “Remarks in Washington, DC: ‘The War We Need to Win’”, The American Presidency 
Project, 1 August. Available at: https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/remarks-washington-dc-the-war-we-
need-win. Accessed 16 July 2018. 
758 Mark Landler. 2009. “A New Iran Overture, with Hot Dogs”, The New York Times (online), 1 June. Available at: 
https://www.nytimes.com/2009/06/02/world/02diplo.html. Accessed 16 July 2018. 
759 Barack Obama. 2007b. “Obama: Time to bring this conflict to a responsible end”, The American Presidency 
Project, 20 March. Available at: https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/291288. Accessed 10 August 2017. 
760 Obama quoted in conversation with Ben Rhodes prior to delivering his address at Cairo University. See Ben 
Rhodes. 2018. The World as It Is: Inside the Obama White House, Random House: London, p. 59. 
761 Barack Obama. 2009a. “Obama’s Speech in Cairo University”, The New York Times (online), 4 June. Available at: 
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/06/04/us/politics/04obama.text.html?mcubz=3. Accessed 21 January 2017. 

https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/remarks-washington-dc-the-war-we-need-win
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/remarks-washington-dc-the-war-we-need-win
https://www.nytimes.com/2009/06/02/world/02diplo.html


 171 

Thomas Jefferson, who said: “I hope that our wisdom will grow with our power, and teach us 

that the less we use our power the greater it will be”. 

Obama acknowledged that America, along with the international community, had a duty to respond 

where they could to prevent acts of violence against innocent peoples. However, in an effort to 

balance America’s vital interests with their closest ideals, Obama’s professed doctrine was 

primarily to avoid doing “stupid [stuff]”.762 As such, where Obama would remain rhetorically 

supportive of continuing the spread of democracy, the pursuit of democracy and human rights 

would be less of a feature of his early foreign policy.  

 

In key addresses during his first year in office, Obama had sent a clear message that America could 

not right every injustice in the world. Obama would maintain this view throughout much of the 

Arab Spring.763 During this time, he called for “reform” rather than “revolution” or “regime 

change” as democratic movements emerged in Bahrain, Egypt, and Yemen.764 Significantly, 

Obama sought stability, particularly in countries in which the US had diplomatic and military ties. 

By encouraging “reform”, he was making the argument that it was in the US’s interests to remain 

allies with these countries; however, it was in these countries’ interests to reform. Yet, the 

administration adhered to this strategy with little in the way of consistency between countries as 

they sought to stabilise relationships with key allies. At one point, Deputy National Security 

Advisor, Dennis McDonough stated that the administration was not making decisions “based on 

consistency or precedent. We make them based on how we can best advance our interests in the 

region”.765 

 

In the following section, I show how the impending threat of mass atrocities in the Libyan crisis 

of 2011 saw cognitive ideas yield to principled ones. Specifically, the impending threat of mass 

                                                      
762 Goldberg, The Obama Doctrine. 
763 The “Arab Spring” comprised of a series of democratic uprisings and revolutions throughout the Middle East in 
Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, and Syria, among others. The uprisings resulted in changes in government, constitutional 
reforms, and civil wars in the pursuit of democratic reform. The term has historical reference to the democratic 
European Revolutions of 1848, sometimes called the “Springtime of Nations”. 
764 Mann, The Obamaians, p. 273. 
765 Joby Warrick and Michael Birnbaum. 2011. Questions Mount as Bahrain Stifles Revolt”, Washington Post, 15 
April. Available at: https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/as-bahrain-stifles-protest-movement-uss-muted-
objections-draw-criticism/2011/04/14/AFziTofD_story.html?utm_term=.4a6ae70d1921. Accessed 2 June 2019. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/as-bahrain-stifles-protest-movement-uss-muted-objections-draw-criticism/2011/04/14/AFziTofD_story.html?utm_term=.4a6ae70d1921
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/as-bahrain-stifles-protest-movement-uss-muted-objections-draw-criticism/2011/04/14/AFziTofD_story.html?utm_term=.4a6ae70d1921


 172 

atrocities would revitalise memories of US inaction in Rwanda. This would serve as a powerful 

narrative on which to make the case for intervention, despite cognitive calls for restraint. In this 

instance, principled beliefs about “what’s right”766 came to inform policy options resulting in a 

narrative displacement as the Obama administration’s interpretations were shaped by principled 

ideas.  

 

6.3 Narrative Displacement — Principled Intervention in Libya 

Despite ongoing efforts to exercise restraint, the administration’s resolve would again be tested as 

Libya began its descent into chaos. This time Obama took action that few of his advisors, or indeed 

Obama himself might have foreseen. As the threat of mass atrocity appeared to be imminent on 

the back of Col. Gaddafi’s reference to Libyan rebels as “cockroaches” and “rats”,767 narrative 

displacement saw more principled interpretations highlight similarities between Libya and 

Rwanda. 768  This belief that bloodshed was imminent would result in a “displacement”769 of 

interests, which were interpreted with greater reliance on principled narratives and memories of 

past failures.  

 

Libya’s sudden decline into civil war prompted Obama, and many within the administration, to 

believe that an atrocity was imminent. Unlike realists within the administration, including Gates, 

Clinton, and Brennan, Obama would interpret interests in upholding human dignity as key to 

upholding American values, leadership, and prestige in the region. Specifically, memories of 

failure to prevent genocide in Rwanda in 1994 would permeate debate in the National Security 

Council (NSC), spurring fears of further failures should the world fail to stop Gaddafi. The 

following section examines in-the-room-debates that led the Obama administration to ultimately 

                                                      
766 Widmaier, Economic Ideas in Political Time, p. 15. 
767 Anne Barker. 2011. Raging Gaddafi orders forces to 'capture the rats', ABC News, 23 February. Available at: 
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2011-02-23/raging-gaddafi-orders-forces-to-capture-the-rats/1953788. Accessed 
19 November 2018. 
768 I am not suggesting that without intervention Libya would have experienced a widespread mass atrocity 
perpetrated by the Gaddafi regime. Indeed, there are many who claim the mass atrocity narrative was overstated. 
See Alan Kuperman. 2013. A Model Humanitarian Intervention?: Reassessing NATO's Libya Campaign, International 
Security, 38:1, pp. 105-136. Such a claim would require a counterfactual analysis which is not the purpose of this 
dissertation. The purpose is simply to highlight what agents saw and debated at the time. At the time, there was a 
belief that Libya was at risk of mass atrocity.   
769 For greater elaboration on “displacement”, see Mahoney and Thelen, A Theory of Gradual Institutional Change, 
pp. 15-16. 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2011-02-23/raging-gaddafi-orders-forces-to-capture-the-rats/1953788
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make the decision to temporarily depart from its foreign policy platform of restraint.  In doing so, 

I highlight how these principled ideas would see Obama push the US to become an integral part 

of the intervening force in Libya in 2011. Specifically, I turn to debates within the NSC as they 

discussed policy options for Libya to show that the more atrocities seemed imminent, the more 

parallels would be drawn with genocide in Rwanda. As such, I suggest that in Libya, the Obama 

administration’s perception that an unchecked Col. Gaddafi would potentially see thousands of 

innocents lost their lives saw narrative displacement spur principled interpretations and trump 

Obama’s previous preferred cognitive restraint. 

 

6.3.1 Background 

Muammar Gaddafi came to power in September 1969 following a coup d’etat which saw the 

overthrow of King Idris.770 A political revolutionary, Gaddafi consolidated power, settling into a 

reign spanning more than four decades. Throughout his reign, Gaddafi would antagonise the West, 

sponsoring terrorism and pursuing nuclear weapons causing President Reagan to refer to Gaddafi 

as the “mad dog of the Middle East”.771 Most notably, Gaddafi had been linked to the 1988 

Lockerbie bombing.772 Yet, following President George W. Bush’s declaration of the War on 

Terror, Gaddafi voluntarily surrendered materials that could be used in the production of weapons 

of mass destruction in May 2003.773 Bush hailed Libya’s voluntary handover of these materials as 

a “wise and responsible choice”.774 From that point, Libya made efforts to normalise relations with 

the West, largely flying under the radar. As a result, Libya would go relatively unnoticed until 

2011.  
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In early February, Libya appeared on none of the world’s various risk assessment frameworks, 

including Crisis Watch, as being on the brink of conflict.775 However, in mid-February pro-

democratic protests began and were immediately met with violent oppression from government 

forces on February 18.776 The outbreak of violence was startling. The international community was 

quick to respond with condemnation of the Gaddafi regime as the death toll — according to Human 

Rights Watch777 — passed 200. One Libyan resident, Adel Mohammed Saleh described the 

unfolding chaos stating:  

What we are witnessing today is unimaginable … Warplanes and helicopters are 

indiscriminately bombing one area after another. There are many, many dead … Our people 

are dying. It is the policy of scorched earth.778  

The UN Security Council and Human Rights Council immediately issued statements of 

condemnation, calling for “an immediate end to the violence and for steps to address the legitimate 

demands of the population”.779 Significantly, both the Arab League and the African Union joined 

calls for Gaddafi to cease acts of violence against his peoples with the Arab League suspending 

Libya’s membership on 22 February.780 These early reactions from international and regional 

bodies provided an indication of the potential threat Gaddafi posed to opposition forces. More 

importantly, it suggested how far Col. Gaddafi had gone in terms of losing legitimacy within the 

regional and international communities. Yet, the most concerning warnings would come from 

Gaddafi himself. In a rare televised appearance, Gaddafi spouted genocidal rhetoric, vowing to 

purify Libya “inch by inch, house by house, home by home, street by street, person by person, 
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until the country is clean of the dirt and impurities”.781 Such language, coupled with worsening 

violence, would advance principled interpretations perpetuated by Samantha Power, Susan Rice, 

and Hillary Clinton as they drew parallels between Libya and Rwanda. This response would serve 

as a powerful weapon as these interpretations would act to displace existing efforts to maintain 

restraint. 

 

6.3.2 Obama’s Principled Response 

Initially, Obama showed the same level of restraint in Libya he had towards earlier crises in the 

Arab Spring. He would respond by condemning violence against peaceful protesters without 

committing to decisive action, stating: “the Libyan Government has a responsibility to refrain from 

violence” and “to allow humanitarian assistance to reach those in need and to respect the rights of 

its people”.782 On 25 February, the UN Security Council adopted resolution 1970 imposing 

sanctions and travel bans on Libyan officials.783  

 

Yet, as calls for US action began to emerge, Robert Gates issued warnings to the Congress that 

even implementing a no-fly zone was a difficult task. Testifying before Congress in early March, 

Gates argued: “A no-fly zone begins with an attack on Libya to destroy the air defences. That’s 

the way you do a no-fly zone” and it would require “a big operation in a big country”.784 

Significantly, Gates suggested that deploying a large number of aircraft would see US resources 

in the region spread too thin.785 In this way, Gates sought to advance a cognitive interpretation of 

US interests in Libya, highlighting how involvement would likely work against US interests in the 

region. Specifically, he repressed principled sources of information in an effort to advance these 

more cognitive, institutional preferences.  
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Despite these warnings, a number of Senators, including John McCain, John Kerry, and Joe 

Lieberman, all argued for a no-fly zone, and for the US to be ready for further contributions if 

necessary.786 McCain even suggested that Gaddafi would never change his mind and leave Libya 

peacefully because “he’s insane”.787 At this stage of the conflict, Obama remained unconvinced 

that US engagement was either necessary or wanted. One senior administration official stated:  

There’s a great temptation to stand up and say, “We’ll help you rid the country of a dictator” 

… But the president has been clear that what’s sweeping across the Middle East is organic to 

the region, and as soon as we become a military player, we’re at risk of falling into the old trap 

that Americans are stage-managing events for their own benefit.788 

However, pressure for some kind of action continued to build. Even Anne-Marie Slaughter, who 

had served as the State Department's director for policy planning, criticised Obama's restraint. She 

tweeted: “The international community cannot stand by and watch the massacre of Libyan 

protesters. In Rwanda we watched. In Kosovo, we acted”.789 Even some within the White House 

could not hide their disgust at Gaddafi’s action. William Daley,790 the White House Chief of Staff, 

supported Gates in outlining the difficulty of conflict. Whilst he refused to state that intervening 

and removing Gaddafi was vital to the US’s national interests, he would suggest that it “was in our 

interest as human beings”.791 Even Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell, recognising that 

intervention in Libya was not in the vital security interests of the US, did argue that the US “ought 

to look for ways of being helpful to those seeking to overthrow dictators”.792 With US senators 

already calling for action and Gates pushing against it, there was a very early contestation between 

different types of ideas.793 While those outside the administration advanced principled types of 

ideas that there was a “human interest”, Secretary of Defence, Robert Gates advanced cognitive 
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interpretations in an effort to avoid involvement in a conflict he believed to be outside of the US’s 

vital foreign policy interests.  

 

By early March, reports began to emerge that Gaddafi had launched a counter-offensive on 

government opposition forces, which renewed calls for action. As the days passed, Gaddafi’s 

forces advanced towards Benghazi, Libya’s second-largest city, located 1,000kms to the east. On 

March 5, Benghazi had become the de facto capital following the National Transitional Council’s 

(NTC) declaration that they were the legitimate voice of Libya.794 As Gaddafi’s forces got closer, 

Mustafa Abdel Jalil, leader of Libya’s revolutionary council argued that if Gaddafi reached 

Benghazi “this would mean the death of half a million … People know if he comes back they will 

all die”.795 The fate of those residing in Benghazi appeared increasingly dim. 

 

Obama became more concerned as he perceived the situation to be rapidly deteriorating. He would 

continue to condemn the regime as early efforts by the international community failed to quell 

Gaddafi’s oppression. As perceptions of the Libyan crisis worsened, Obama became increasingly 

vocal. Significantly, he began to refer to instances of past crises requiring intervention, arguing 

that the United States and the international community “has an obligation to do what it can to 

prevent a repeat of something like what happened in the Balkans in the nineties, what occurred in 

Rwanda”.796 Yet, even as he recognised the threat Gaddafi posed to the people of Libya, Obama 

remained cautious of taking military action. However, all of the readily available options — 

including travel bans, arms embargos, asset freezes, and referral to the International Criminal 

Court — had been exhausted.797 
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As the administration came to believe the threat of mass atrocity was rising, the notion that Libya 

could deteriorate into a Rwandan-style humanitarian crisis began to emerge seeing a revival of 

narratives of failure, which would permeate and shape the debate in more principled ways. 

Specifically, narrative displacement saw interpretations of interests shift, allowing principled 

narratives of failure to perpetuate the threat of mass atrocity. French President, Nicolas Sarkozy 

was particularly active in pushing the international community to respond. In early March, Sarkozy 

indicated that he would bring a draft resolution to the UNSC calling for a no-fly zone.798 Adding 

further pressure, on 9 March, Sarkozy officially recognised the NTC — at the time based in 

Benghazi — as Libya’s legitimate government.799 At this point, the Obama administration had not 

taken this step, despite arguing that Col. Gaddafi had lost legitimacy to rule.800 The push from both 

the British and French governments cannot be underemphasised as an important factor 

contributing to the eventual decision by the Obama administration to support intervention. 

However, while French and British support was important, it does explain the decision on its own. 

While their support for action is not insignificant, coalitional support was also available early in 

the crisis in Bosnia in the early 1990s, yet this yielded only limited support. Similarly, the French 

and Germans were against President George W Bush’s pre-emptive strikes in Iraq. As such, 

coalitional support, while important, only provides a partial explanation. Likewise, realist 

assumptions regarding the material incentives, necessary for state action, struggle to account for 

the apparent altruism in the decision to participate in intervention in Libya. Libya, after all, fell 

outside the realm of vital security interests.801  

 

Yet, Obama’s administration was divided. Secretary of Defence, Robert Gates, Secretary of State, 

Hillary Clinton, Homeland Security Advisor, John Brennan, and Vice President, Joe Biden, were 

highly sceptical toward any notion of US intervention. Gates had been brought into the Bush 

administration in 2006 as they sought new ways of managing the seemingly irreconcilable conflicts 

in Iraq and Afghanistan. A foreign policy realist, Gates had a reputation for caution and restraint. 

In many ways, he shared a similar view of the criteria for the use of military force as Colin Powell. 

In particular, Gates was of the opinion that lives should not be risked unless vital security interests 
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were at stake.802 For Gates, Libya held little strategic value. Recalling the Libya debates in his 

memoir, Gates’ argument was clear:  

I opposed the United States attacking a third Muslim country within a decade to bring about 

regime change, no matter how odious the regime. I worried about how overstretched and tired 

the military was, and the possibility of a protracted conflict in Libya. I reminded my colleagues 

that when you start a war, you never know how it will go.803  

Similarly, Hillary Clinton was equally cautious, recognizing America’s overstretch in previous 

Middle Eastern ventures.804 Biden suggested that the notion of intervention was “madness”.805 

Adding to the sceptics’ camp, John Brennan, Obama’s Homeland Security Advisor, emphasised 

the risks of siding with a largely unknown group of rebels who may have Al Qaeda links. Together, 

the four put forth a strong case for restraint.806 Initially, Obama would side with the realists of the 

administration placing vital security concerns ahead of values in an effort to avoid overstretch and 

maintain balance in the region. Yet, others in the administration would vehemently support 

intervention. This internal support for intervention would spur narrative displacement, giving rise 

to narratives of failure to stop the genocide in Rwanda as more principled interpretations of 

interests consumed debate. These principled ideas would act as powerful weapons in debate and 

would ultimately convince Obama to intervene.  

 

For advocates of intervention, including Samantha Power and Susan Rice, the US had a moral 

obligation to prevent mass atrocities. They argued that if there was a chance that the US could stop 

an atrocity and prevent innocent people from dying, there was a duty to do so. Samantha Power 

had been a key foreign policy advisor to Obama dating back to his days as a Senator.807 Obama 
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had read Power’s Pulitzer Prize-winning book, A Problem from Hell.808 He subsequently offered 

her a position as a foreign policy advisor on his Senate staff.809 Power had been an outspoken critic 

of the US's perceived indifference to genocide and acted as a kind of institutional memory bank of 

failed efforts to respond to mass atrocity crimes during the 1990s. Along with Power, Obama’s 

then-ambassador to the UN, Susan Rice was a strong advocate of intervention in Libya.  

 

Unlike previous UN ambassadors, Rice held significant influence after Obama elevated the 

position to cabinet-level status, giving Rice direct reporting access to the President.810 Rice's 

advocacy of intervention would stem, in no small way, from her time serving as an advisor on 

African Affairs in the Clinton administration during the Rwanda genocide. In the years that 

followed, Rice had repeatedly apologised for not pushing harder for intervention. In an interview 

with Samantha Power in 2001, Rice stated: “I swore to myself that if I ever faced such a crisis 

again, I would come down on the side of dramatic action, going down in flames if that was 

required”.811 President Clinton had recognised his failure to respond to the genocide as one of the 

greatest regrets of his presidency.812 Both Power and Rice would serve as powerful institutional 

memory banks of failure to stop genocide, voicing concerns that inaction risked mass atrocity, and 

the administration falling on the wrong side of history.  

 

These different types of ideas came to a head during a meeting of the NSC on 15 March. As Gates, 

Panetta, Clapper, and Biden advanced more cognitive ideas, emphasizing the need for restraint, 

when it was Rice’s turn to speak she said clearly, “This is like Rwanda”, likening Gaddafi’s use 

of violence and rhetoric to that of someone preparing to commit genocide.813 This statement proved 
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a powerful means of advancing the case for more principled interpretations of the conflict. Obama 

not only had the opportunity to assist an oppressed people calling for a democratic revolution, but 

there was also a duty to uphold basic human rights from a brutal dictator. 

 

The final push toward intervention came following Hillary Clinton’s change of heart on the issue. 

Initially, she had been highly sceptical of sending US forces into another Middle Eastern conflict. 

However, in mid-March, Hillary Clinton met with Mohamad Jibril, a leader of Libya's NTC, in 

Paris. Jibril was adamant that Gaddafi was on the verge of committing mass murder on a grand 

scale. Already during a counter-offensive, pro-Gaddafi forces had successfully pushed rebels 

eastward and were quickly advancing on the rebels’ last remaining stronghold in Benghazi.814 Just 

days before meeting Jibril, Clinton had testified before Congress arguing that any unilateral action 

in Libya would be unwise, warning that the situation was highly volatile. Concerns of 

overstretching the military in another operation in the Middle East rang clear in Clinton’s 

testimony.815 Up until her meeting with Jibril, Clinton was sceptical of intervention, however, upon 

hearing Jibril’s argument, she became convinced that “hundreds of thousands of civilians in 

Benghazi were in imminent danger”.816 The prospect of mass civilian casualties quickly saw the 

re-emergence of failures in Rwanda and the Balkans.817 For Clinton, inaction was no longer an 

acceptable course of action; an intervention was vital. 

 

By mid-March, pro-Gaddafi forces were moving quickly toward Benghazi. Given the belief of 

impending atrocity, the administration had drawn the conclusion that thousands of innocent 

civilians appeared to be on the verge of bloodshed. Unlike earlier uprisings in the Arab Spring, 

where violence was more sporadic, violence in Libya appeared coordinated and mass atrocities 

seemed imminent. Indeed, Gaddafi did little to mitigate the perception of impending bloodshed. 

Spouting genocidal rhetoric such as “we are coming tonight”, he characterised the opposition as 
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“cockroaches” that would be “hunted down door to door and executed”.818 To the administration, 

Libya now had all of the markers of an atrocity about to take place. This context gave great weight 

to the principled ideas being pushed by Rice and Power, contributing to narrative displacement. 

As such, Obama felt that action was not only necessary, but a duty. Narratives of failure in Rwanda 

had spurred this sense of duty, overwhelming Obama’s will for restraint. Gaddafi’s rhetoric 

coupled with Clinton’s turn towards intervention would shape Obama’s “beliefs about how to meet 

needs”819 and displace820 interests. Coupled with advocacy within the administration, Obama also 

had support from the Congress who, just weeks earlier, had unanimously passed a resolution 

calling for a no-fly zone over Libya.821 Furthermore, the Arab League had been calling for a no-

fly zone, even offering to help enforce it; and France and Britain were fiercely advocating for 

action.822  

 

After listening to the various debates, Obama asked what impact a no-fly zone, such as the one 

Sarkozy was suggesting, would have. Their response was “none”.823 At this point, Obama grew 

frustrated: “So we’re debating an option that won’t even solve the problem … I want us to get 

back together … and look at some real options”.824 Following a short intermission, the NSC 

reconvened with a series of more decisive measures capable of halting Gaddafi’s advance. As the 

meeting drew to an end, Obama stated that he had made a decision. Obama wanted to pursue a far 

tougher resolution from the Security Council than merely a no-fly zone. He wanted a decisive 

resolution providing “all necessary measures” to protect civilians from Gaddafi’s forces.825 This 

represented a significant departure from his foreign policy platform of restraint.  

 

Obama rejected the draft French resolution previously posed by the French government as he felt 

that a no-fly zone would be ineffective.826 Instead, he tasked Susan Rice with selling the American 
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version which would go on to become Security Council resolution 1973. He stated: “I want to call 

everyone’s bluff up in New York. Go in tomorrow morning and say that we’re not going to support 

this resolution for a no-fly zone, we’re going to redo it to authorise the use of ‘all necessary 

measures’”.827 Not only was Resolution 1973 developed by the administration, but Obama was 

also willing for the US to take a leading role in having NATO enforce it. Intervention in Libya 

was supported by regional organisations, allies, and the UN. Yet, it was not until the day of the 

vote on what would become Security Council Resolution 1973828 — the updated, tougher 

resolution Obama has pushed for — that Obama settled on his decision to participate in 

intervention amidst vehement protests from Gates.829 After this final NSC meeting before the 

Security Council vote, Obama took Gates aside stating privately that the decision to intervene in 

Libya was a 51–49 call.830  

 

This was the first time during Obama’s presidency that he authorised the use of military force in a 

new conflict. More importantly, the use of force was explicitly for the protection of human lives. 

Ben Rhodes would affirm in an interview that inherent in the administration’s decision to intervene 

in Libya “There is a realist component, which is that a lot of what we have been trying to do is to 

essentially put forward a model of US leadership … if we are against mass atrocities and we are 

for collective action on behalf of global security issues, and then we don’t step up to the plate in 

Libya, it would have sent a signal that the US isn’t really a leader”.831  

 

On 18 March 2011, Obama justified the decision to participate in intervention on the basis that 

America would utilise its “unique capabilities” to enforce a no-fly zone, arguing: “Left unchecked, 

we have every reason to believe that (sic)Qadhafi would commit atrocities against his people. 

Many thousands could die. A humanitarian crisis would ensue. The entire region could be 

destabilized, endangering many of our allies and partners”.832 Whilst advancing this principled 
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case for intervention in Libya, Obama argued: “the burden of action should not be America’s 

alone” however, the US “should not be afraid to act”.833 Obama would refer back to the US 

invasion of Iraq stating that “we went down that road before … regime change there took 8 years 

… That is not something we can afford to repeat in Libya”.834 Obama argued: 

As I said when the United States joined an international coalition to intervene, we cannot 

prevent every injustice perpetrated by a regime against its people, and we have learned from 

our experience in Iraq just how costly and difficult it is to try to impose regime change by 

force – no matter how well-intentioned it may be. 

But in Libya, we saw the prospect of imminent massacre, we had a mandate for action, and 

heard the Libyan people’s call for help … And when (sic)Qaddafi inevitably leaves or is forced 

from power, decades of provocation will come to an end, and the transition to a democratic 

Libya can proceed.835 

Obama had become convinced of the need for not only decisive action but was consumed by 

memories of failure in Rwanda, which would push not only the intervention but also the eventual 

advocation of regime change.836 Indeed, this moment of crisis represented a significant policy 

departure for the Obama administration. In fact, the intervention in Libya would constitute an 

action that many, including Obama himself, had never thought he would undertake. Yet memories 

of failure emerged, narrative displacement would allow more principled ideas to shape policy 

debate and subvert Obama’s cognitive understandings as principled interpretations of interests 

regarding “what’s right”837, overtook realist restraint. Indeed, in the aftermath of the intervention, 
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and subsequent fall of the Gaddafi regime, Obama admitted that the intervention “didn’t work”, 

and that the coalition did not achieve what it had set out to do.838  

 

Rationalist approaches struggle to account for this variation — especially given Obama’s early 

restraint during the Arab Spring and the Green Revolution. Again, while support from the British 

and French governments cannot be disregarded, it provides only part of the story. The Obama 

administration’s development of a more decisive resolution than the “no-fly” zone tabled by the 

French cannot be explained as simply support for allies. In this case, it is important to identify the 

types of ideas at play during the decision making process. Senior members of the administration 

had labelled Libya as strategically unimportant and “not a vital national security interest of the 

United States”, and therefore, not worth putting American troops in harm’s way.839 Yet, as 

principled ideas consumed debate, Obama became increasingly convinced that Libya was “like 

Rwanda”.840 In the end, Gaddafi's genocidal rhetoric and systematic attacks on civilian targets 

convinced Obama that Benghazi would likely be the scene of a bloodbath and that the US needed 

to “take the lead at the UN and in organizing the military campaign”.841 

 

As commitments in the Libyan civil war wound down, the Obama administration would again 

return to its early pursuit of realist restraint in matters of foreign policy. However, the 

administration would be plagued by another, much more complex conflict as Syria too experienced 

democratic uprisings beginning in March 2011. Yet, unlike the conflict in Libya, uprisings in Syria 

were slow to escalate, with numerous opposition groups, and sporadic, yet consistent government-

backed violence.  

 

While it is important to recognise that the conflicts in Libya and Syria posed very different 

challenges in terms of how the US and the international community more broadly could respond, 

there is value in understanding how the Obama administration came to the decision not to 

intervene.842 Instead, they sought a diplomatic solution, involving the destruction of Syria’s vast 
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supply of undeclared chemical weapons. I recognise that there were geopolitical challenges in 

Syria that were not present in Libya. While intervention in the Syrian conflict may not have been 

an option as it had been in Libya, the Obama administration exercised a great deal of restraint in 

responding to the Syrian crisis and was on the verge of intervention despite these geopolitical 

challenges.  

 

6.4 Repressive Conversion — In Syria ‘There was no Benghazi to Be Saved’843 

Unlike Libya, in which narrative displacement saw principled interpretations alter the 

administration’s perceptions of interests, repressive conversion would see responses to the Syrian 

crisis calculated in more cognitive terms. Specifically, much of the success claimed by the Obama 

administration would be based on the agreement reached with the Assad regime to destroy vast 

quantities of their chemical weapons stockpiles. As such, the crisis would be based on the 

normative and legal framing of the use of chemical weapons which would ultimately see more 

principled sources of information repressed. In this way, while President Assad no longer utilised 

chemical weapons, Obama would become numb to the use of barrel bombs against civilian targets, 

no longer proposing the use of military intervention. By understanding the ways in which 

reframing the issue from atrocity prevention to a more legalistic approach enabled the 

administration to repress more principled influences from the decision-making process. 

 

6.4.1 Background 

Syria’s civil war started in a similar way to many of the conflicts in the Arab Spring, with the rise 

of discontent with the government and pursuit of a new, more democratic one. In March 2011, 

pro-democratic protests began in the streets of the Syrian capital, Damascus.844 The protests that 

preceded the Syrian civil war began in a similar way to previous uprisings during the Arab Spring. 

Conflict emerged in Syria following the arrest of a group of thirteen-year-old boys in the city of 

Daraa.845 The boys had been arrested for placing graffiti on a wall spelling the words “The people 

want the regime to fall”, a slogan which had been popular in other revolutions in Egypt and 
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Tunisia.846 A number of the boys were beaten and tortured. One boy, Hamza al-Khateeb had been 

beaten to death in custody, only to have his mutilated remains returned to his family on May 24.847 

In the weeks that followed, the Assad regime employed increasingly violent tactics in an effort to 

quell the uprising. By the end of May 2011, reports from within the UN estimated that at least 850 

protesters had been killed by government and pro-government forces while another 8,000 had been 

arbitrarily detained.848 

 

6.4.2 Obama’s Response 

The Obama administration was relatively quick to respond to actions taken by Assad's Syrian 

regime. Even before much of the fighting had emerged, the Obama administration placed sanctions 

on Assad's regime in May 2011.849 The sanctions were imposed on the back of mounting 

frustration regarding President Assad’s unwillingness to respond to international condemnation by 

not seeking a peaceful resolution to the popular uprising.850 Following the announcement of the 

sanctions, Obama, in an address to the State Department, stated: “The Syrian people have shown 

their courage in demanding a transition to democracy. President Asad[sic] now has a choice: He 

can lead that transition or get out of the way”.851 As in earlier democratic uprisings, Obama 

provided rhetorical support for democratic movements, condemning Assad's oppression. However, 

during this early phase of the conflict, there was no intention to become involved between 

competing factions in the conflict.  

 

By June 2011 significant armed insurgency had gotten underway despite UN efforts to implement 

a ceasefire. In August 2011, Obama, along with key European allies, was calling for Assad to stand 
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down.852 In a written statement Obama announced that “The future of Syria must be determined 

by its people, but President Bashar al-Assad is standing in their way … For the sake of the Syrian 

people, the time has come for President Assad to step aside”.853 This rhetorical escalation was 

backed by additional financial sanctions, aimed at crippling the Assad regime’s capacity to finance 

further conflict.854 As the crisis continued to unfold, the US supported draft Security Council 

resolutions on 4 October 2011, and 4 February 2012.855 Both of these draft resolutions called for 

“an inclusive Syrian-led political process conducted in an environment free from violence, fear, 

intimidation and extremism, and aimed at effectively addressing the legitimate aspirations and 

concerns of Syria’s population”.856 Furthermore, just as had Libya earlier in the year, Syria too 

had its membership in the Arab League suspended in November 2011. Significantly, at this time, 

the Arab League called for opposition groups to meet at the Arab League’s headquarters to discuss 

the path forward for Syria.857 It was clear that Assad had lost legitimacy, not only with his people 

who increasingly rose up against him, but with the international community. By the end of 2011, 

at least 5,000 Syrians had been killed in the conflict which showed no signs of subsiding.858 As 

Assad continued to show that he had no intention of surrendering power and refused to relent on 

the violence committed by his army against protesters and rebel groups, there seemed to be a strong 

case for intervention emerging. However, Obama would maintain restraint. Where he continued 

to rhetorically condemn the Assad regime, he was cautious of taking more decisive action.  

 

Just as deliberations regarding Libya had done, debate within the administration over what to do 

in Syria quickly resulted in divided opinions. Samantha Power, Susan Rice, and Hillary Clinton 
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urged for early action against Assad. Power went as far as to argue the US should arm the rebels 

so that they had a means of defending themselves.859 In Power’s appeal, she argued that Syrian 

rebels were citizens; farmers, doctors, and carpenters who deserved America’s enthusiastic 

support. As in the Libya crisis, Power was not shy about pushing her point about mass atrocities. 

Much in the same way as during Libya, Power would make her views known to the other Principals 

during meetings of the NSC. On several occasions, this included arguing with Obama during the 

meetings. At one point, Obama snapped back stating: “Samantha, enough, I've already read your 

book”.860 Obama, weary that US involvement in Syria could quickly turn into a quagmire, held a 

different view: 

When you have a professional army, that is well armed and sponsored by two large states who 

have huge stakes in this, and they are fighting against a farmer, a carpenter, an engineer who 

started out as protesters and suddenly now see themselves in the midst of a civil conflict … 

The notion that we could have — in a clean way that didn’t commit US. military forces — 

hanged the equation on the ground there was never true.861 

Others in the administration, including Secretary of Defence, Leon Panetta, and Director of 

National Intelligence, James Clapper, were starker in their assessment regarding the prospect for 

success in an intervention. In particular, they both noted that intervention in Syria posed a number 

of significantly greater obstacles than Libya had. Unlike, Libya, Syria had a formidable Air Force 

and air defence capabilities meaning the implementation of a “no-fly zone” would be more 

complicated, costly, and require a more significant force. Access to the country was more 

complicated than it had been in Libya.862 Furthermore, there were large stocks of chemical 

weapons ready to be utilised.863 Finally, Syria had no obvious opposition to back. While civilians 

had risen up en masse, they were not unified.864 Some of the groups allegedly had “unsavoury ties” 

to terrorist organisations.865 James Clapper, for instance, suggested that some of these groups were 
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“affiliated or allied with Islamic State (ISIS) in Iraq”.866 On this basis, it was difficult to know 

whom to support as there was little to no cohesion between the various factions.  

 

Despite these challenges, Panetta discussed a range of options with military planners to see what 

kind of a force might be required to capture the various stockpiles of known chemical weapons. 

Their assessments came back estimating that it would require seventy-five to ninety thousand 

troops to achieve this objective.867 This constituted roughly the same number of troops committed 

to fighting in Afghanistan at the time. This was considered by Panetta to be an impossible task. 

Indeed, when the notion was presented to Obama and his senior advisors, few saw benefit from 

direct military action.868 Despite Assad’s brutal violence, many within the Obama administration 

believed that intervention was not a feasible option. Syria had the backing of the Iranian regime 

and fell under Russia’s sphere of influence.869 Obama’s Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton referred 

to Syria as a “wicked problem” to which there was no viable option to help bring the conflict to an 

end: 

Do nothing, and a humanitarian disaster envelops the region. Intervene militarily, and risk 

opening Pandora’s box and wading into another quagmire, like Iraq. Send aid to rebels, and 

watch it end up in the hands of extremists. Continue with diplomacy, and run head-first into a 

Russian veto.870  

While Obama sought to avoid entanglement, Assad’s ongoing refusal to comply with 

international demands to cease acts of violence against the civilian population began to frustrate 

many within the administration. As such, existing divisions over the best course of action began 

to re-emerge. Obama presented a principled reaction during a press conference on 20 August 

2012 when asked about the possible use of chemical weapons by the Assad regime. During the 

press conference, Obama stated: 

We cannot have a situation in which chemical or biological weapons are falling into the hands 

of the wrong people. We have been very clear with the Assad regime but also to other players 
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on the ground that a red line for us is we start seeing a whole bunch of chemical weapons 

moving around or being utilised … That would change my calculus. That would change my 

equation.871  

This notion that the use of chemical weapons would “change his equation”, and that this would 

constitute a “red-line”, came about as a result of pent up frustration with the administration’s 

inability to influence events in Syria.872 Rhodes stated: “In the course of a presidency, a US 

president says millions of words in public. You never know which of those words will end up 

cementing a certain opinion”.873 Despite this initial principled response to the notion of chemical 

weapons attacks, Obama would return to more cognitive interpretations regarding the strain on US 

resources and the likelihood of success in future assessments of involvement in the Syrian conflict.  

 

6.4.3 Chemical Weapons and Shifting “Red Lines” 

Towards the end of 2012, the administration received reports of small-scale chemical weapons 

attacks.874 However, given the volatile situation, these reports were hard to verify with any 

certainty.875 Significantly, US intelligence was wary of making any grand statements that might 

overstate the case against the Assad regime. Clapper was particularly careful not to assert certainty 

where ambiguity existed. Specifically, he would avoid any phrasing reminiscent of George Tenet's 

“slam dunk” comment.876 Yet, many became critical of the Obama administration’s slow response 

to reports of chemical weapons attacks and the slaughter of innocent civilians. Anne-Marie 

Slaughter, who served in the State Department as the Director of Planning and Policy until 2011, 

advanced emotionally-laden, principled ideas, writing an opinion piece in The Washington Post 

suggesting that the administration should remember the horrors of Rwanda in their response to 
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Syria.877 Slaughter argued, “Obama must realize the tremendous damage he will do to the United 

States and to his legacy if he fails to act”.878 Indeed, Slaughter’s piece was not the only one to 

compare inaction in Syria to President Clinton’s inaction in Rwanda. In February 2013, Foreign 

Policy ran an article, “Has Syria become Obama’s Rwanda?” in which Obama was accused of 

“wilfully” disregarding the “systematic and appalling bloodshed in a faraway land”.879 

Significantly, Inboden suggested that Obama had misapplied the “lessons of history into paralysis 

and inaction”.880 This highlighted a growing domestic concern that the situation in Syria was fast 

deteriorating. 

 

Yet, given the difficulty of verifying the reports along with resistance from the intelligence 

community to make assumptions, it took until April 2013 to determine that chemical weapons had 

actually been used.881 Following confirmation that chemical weapons had indeed been used, 

Obama announced a plan to provide military support to the Syrian opposition.882 In June 2013, the 

White House announced its plan to increase aid to the Free Syria Army.883 For the first time, the 

US would be supplying arms and ammunition to factions of the Syrian opposition.884  

 

At this stage, there was no indication of chemical weapons being used in a systematic way against 

the civilian population. Attacks until this point had been limited, and there was little suggestion as 

to whether these weapons would be used again. Given this limited sense of impending atrocity,885 

coupled with uncertainty regarding whom to support, there was limited ammunition with which 

advocates of intervention could displace the more refined institutional interpretations of state 
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interests.886 As such, Obama would avoid engagement this time — in contrast to Libya — and 

repress more principally-laden sources of information coming out of Syria. 

 

While avoiding a military response following the attacks in December 2012, Obama was again 

confronted with the prospect of using force to enforce his “red line” when chemical weapons were 

once again utilised by Assad’s forces. On 21 August 2013, stories emerged of a large-scale 

chemical weapon attack in the suburbs of Ghouta region.887 The attacks killed some 1429 people, 

many of whom were non-combatants.888 The vision of the aftermath showed streets filled with 

bodies and walking wounded. Many photos included images of young children foaming at the 

mouth, a common effect the nerve agent, Sarin. Early reports confirmed with a “high confidence 

assessment” that the substance used in the attack was indeed sarin gas, and that the Assad regime 

was responsible.889 

 

Having confirmed that Assad-backed militants were behind the attacks, Obama began to lean in 

the direction of limited military strikes.890 Even Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Martin 

Dempsey, began to favour military strikes.891 This was an unusual position for Dempsey, 

especially as up until this point, he argued that intervening in Syria was a “slippery slope where 

there was little chance of success”.892 Indeed, most military action was taken only after the utmost 

consideration, especially following Vietnam, and reinforced by ongoing quagmire in Iraq. 

However, the vision of people dying of asphyxiation as clouds of sarin gas surrounded them would 

prove to be a powerful catalyst for more principled interpretations to emerge.893 Prior to the 

chemical weapons attack, the military leadership had been reluctant, but for the first time, there 

was broad agreement that a military response was appropriate and necessary.894 The toll of the 
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Syrian crisis had moved beyond an acceptable level. Obama’s administration felt that they could 

no longer ignore what was going on, nor could they continue to standby as the Security Council 

remained gridlocked by Russia and China’s veto.  

 

Denis McDonough,895 Obama’s Chief of Staff, was the most cautious in the administration when 

it came to the question of using force in response to the attacks. Given Obama’s “red line” 

comment the year before, McDonough knew that the issue of military strikes would emerge. 

Clapper noted that McDonough would “keep raising the evidentiary bar we needed to meet before 

he believed our reports”.896 Even as Clapper meet McDonough’s demands for greater assurances 

that the intelligence was accurate, Clapper refused to make any claim with absolute certainty.897 

During a meeting of the National Security Council, and despite overwhelming evidence, Clapper 

used air quotes as he uttered the words “slam dunk”. Obama responded, “Jim, no one asked you if 

it was a slam dunk”.898 Given the emotional impact of the images coming out of Syria, Obama was 

moving closer to a strike while still exercising caution that military strikes might incur further 

involvement in the conflict. John Kerry899 noted that inherent in Obama’s decision-making was a 

demand for “comprehensive analysis of potential unintended consequences”.900  

 

While not specifically opposing the idea of military action, Speaker of the House, John Boehner 

wrote to Obama on August 28 highlighting concerns held within the Congress over the potential 

for military action to lead to unintended consequences. He stated: 

Our nation’s response to the deterioration and atrocities in Syria has implications not just in 

Syria, but also for America’s credibility across the globe, especially in places like Iran. Even 

as the United States grapples with the alarming scale of the human suffering, we are 

immediately confronted with contemplating the potential scenarios our response might trigger 

or accelerate. These considerations include the Assad regime potentially losing command and 
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control of its stock of chemical weapons or terrorist organisations — especially those tied to 

al Qaeda — gaining greater control of and maintaining territory.901 

Boehner’s letter reflected the apprehension in Congress regarding the potential implications of the 

use of force. The letter contained fourteen questions relating to any implementation of the use of 

force. Specifically, Boehner requested additional information in relation to what happens should 

the regime lose control of chemical weapons stockpiles. At its core were questions regarding “what 

happens next?”. These cognitive types of ideas formed a base for repressing emotional sources of 

information, proving difficult to escape. While all viewed Syria as a humanitarian tragedy – these 

principled ideas struggled to advance the emotional appeal and urgency to enable narrative 

displacement and a reinterpretation of interests. That said, there were a number of members of the 

administration who vehemently supported immediate action. 

 

Secretary of State, John Kerry had become one of the strongest proponents for action. In a speech 

at the State Department on 30 August, Kerry argued: 

As previous storms in history have gathered, when unspeakable crimes were within our power 

to stop them, we have been warned against the temptations of looking the other way. History 

is full of leaders who have warned against inaction, indifference and especially against silence 

when it mattered most … It matters to our security and the security of our allies … It is directly 

related to our credibility and whether countries still believe the United States when it says 

something. They are watching to see if Syria can get away with it, because then maybe they 

too can put the world at greater risk.902 

Kerry’s appeals, driven by principled types of ideas, sought to frame the crisis in terms of 

America’s responsibility to the world. Specifically, what he outlined made it clear that American 

credibility might be damaged should action not be taken. Kerry’s argument has parallels with those 
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made by Al Gore in 1995 as he argued that a policy of appeasement of Bosnian Serbs was no 

longer a viable course of action. 

 

Obama appeared to agree, reiterating Kerry’s points, arguing: 

Make no mistake, this has implications beyond chemical warfare. If we won't enforce 

accountability in the face of this heinous act, what does it say about our resolve to stand up to 

others who flout fundamental international rules? To governments who would choose to build 

nuclear arms? To terrorists who would spread biological weapons? To armies who carry out 

genocide? We cannot raise our children in a world where we will not follow through on the 

things we say, the accords we sign, the values that define us.903 

In particular, Obama noted that the atrocity was in violation of, and “risks making a mockery” of 

the global prohibition of the use of chemical weapons.904 This reference to global prohibition 

norms of the use of chemical weapons would serve as an important reference point as the Obama 

administration began to shift the focus from atrocity prevention towards ridding Syria of chemical 

weapons. This became especially true as momentum for military action began to wane. Despite 

early enthusiasm immediately following Assad’s attack, Obama began to question the benefits of 

a potential strike as institutional preferences began highlighting the potential costs of engagement. 

At this time, more refined cognitive types of ideas began to take over as the emotional impact of 

the chemical weapons attack began to recede. 

 

Another major blow came following the failure of the British Parliament to authorise Prime 

Minister David Cameron to participate in strikes with the US. Following his phone call with David 

Cameron in which Cameron informed him that Britain would not be participating in any military 
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action against Assad, Obama’s confidence in the use of strikes was severely undermined905 and he 

began reassessing his options. 

 

Kerry noted that debate within the administration focussed less on the legitimacy of military strikes 

and more on the legality of doing so. Broadly speaking, there are three ways in which the use of 

force can be authorised: self-defence, acting pursuant to the request of a legitimate government of 

the nation, or with UN Security Council resolution.906 Given that response to Syria's chemical 

weapons attacks fell under none of these criteria, Obama sought Congressional support to conduct 

limited military strikes in retaliation so to deter further chemical attacks and uphold international 

norms.907 First, he was aware that the US could not strike chemical weapon stockpiles for fear of 

sending clouds of poison gas into the air. Second, he was concerned that a strike that hit military 

targets used to deploy chemical weapons, without ridding Syria of chemical weapons and leaving 

Assad in power would be seen as a victory over the US.908 By taking a legalistic approach, Obama 

began removing the emotional impact of the chemical weapons strikes, focussing on the complex 

issues of how to establish legal legitimacy.909  

 

Congressional opposition was building to the idea of US involvement in the Syrian civil war. This 

opposition was not limited to the Republicans, though their opposition seemed to be the loudest. 

The Republican Congressman for California, Devin Nunes argued, “The apparent chemical 

weapons attack by the Assad regime is an appalling, unconscionable act by a bloodthirsty tyrant. 

The “limited” military response supported by President Obama, however, shows no clear goal, 

strategy, or any coherence whatsoever, and is supported neither by myself nor the American 

people”.910 Even moderate Republican, Senator Susan Collins questioned whether there was a 
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difference between Assad bombing his people as opposed to using poison gas.911 Expressing 

similar sentiments, Democratic Congresswomen from Minnesota, Betty McCollum, argued: 

Unilateral US military action against the Syrian regime at this time would do nothing to 

advance American interests, but would certainly fuel extremist groups on both sides of the 

conflict that are determined to expand the bloodshed beyond Syria’s borders.912 

Recognising that there was only meagre political will within the Congress to respond to the 

atrocities and that there was little in the way of legal footing on which to base military action, 

Obama stated that he was ready to take out military strikes against the Assad regime but that he 

would seek congressional approval.913 On the evening of August 30, Obama met with his NSC 

following his discussion with McDonough. He informed them that they would not be initiating a 

strike the following day. Instead, he would refer the matter to Congress for authorisation. 

Domestically, there was no way to justify that any action would be in self-defence, and there was 

no UN resolution on the back of sustained Russian vetos.  

 

In a meeting with Congressional leadership over the next few days, John Boehner said that he was 

supportive of action, but would not act to rally votes in the Republican caucus. Senator Mitch 

McConnell would neither offer support, nor offer to push for Republican votes in the Senate.914 

Furthermore, some Republicans pulled up a quote from Obama during the campaign in 2007. In a 

questionnaire to then-candidate Obama, in The Boston Global, Obama stated, “The President does 

not have the power under the Constitution to unilaterally authorize a military attack in a situation 

that does not directly involve stopping an actual or imminent threat to the nation”.915 This coupled 

with public war fatigue both served as serious impediments to Obama’s belief that he could order 

action legitimately.  
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The French Prime Minister, Manuel Valls, had been concerned by earlier inaction, following word 

of Obama’s stand-down on a possible strike, Valls asserted, “By not intervening early, we have 

created a monster”.916 Senators John McCain and Lindsay Graham were also angered by news of 

the stand-down, having been promised action in a face-to-face meeting with the President. Yet, by 

slowing down the decision-making process and framing it in legalistic chemical weapons taboo 

terms, Obama overcame emotional arguments for military strikes, focussing on ridding the country 

of chemical weapons. In a private meeting with Ben Rhodes and a handful of other aides, Obama 

laid out his thinking: “It’s too easy for a president to go to war. That quote from me in 2007 — I 

agree with that guy … sometimes the least obvious thing to do is the right thing”.917  

 

Even former Secretary of Defence, Leon Panetta, remarked that “Assad’s action clearly defied 

President Obama’s warning; by failing to respond, it sent the wrong message to the world”.918 The 

Washington foreign policy establishment had moved to a war-like footing when Obama decided 

to pull back from the red line. Obama became increasingly focussed on the numerous factors that 

were aligning against intervention.919 Institutional realities mounted which would see repressive 

conversion give greater weight to cognitive types of ideas as emotional sources of information 

were repressed.  

 

In the days that followed the stand down from the use of force, Obama attended the G20 

Conference from 5-6 September in St Petersburg, Russia. While there, Obama would speak to 

Russian President, Vladimir Putin, on the sidelines of the conference in an effort to achieve some 

form of cooperation from his Russian counterpart in dealing with Assad. During the discussion 

with Putin, Obama sought to convince Putin to pressure Assad into giving up his chemical weapons 

and opening his borders to UN weapons inspectors. Specifically, Obama stated that if Putin could 

convince Assad to get rid of his chemical weapons, the US would be under no pressure to instigate 

a military strike.920 This represented a significant diplomatic step that might have represented the 

last ploy to avoid a military strike. Putin agreed to continue the discussion through John Kerry and 
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his Russian counterpart. Obama subsequently would stay in touch with Putin over the following 

days until Syria agreed to give up its chemical weapons.  

 

On September 9, Russia’s foreign minister, Sergey Lavrov, met with his Syrian counterpart, Walid 

al-Moallem, to introduce the notion of destroying Syria’s chemical weapons as a way of avoiding 

punitive action by the US.921 Moallem agreed to the proposal, moving the diplomatic process 

forward and averting military action. Following this news, on September 10, Obama requested that 

the Congress hold off on their vote while negotiations took place for international weapons 

inspectors to oversee the handover and destruction of Syria’s chemical weapons stockpiles. Within 

the White House, Obama remarked; “dropping bombs on someone to prove that you’re willing to 

drop bombs on someone is just about the worst reason to use force”.922 

 

On 24 September 2013, having received confirmation from Putin that Syria would agree to turn 

over its chemical weapons Obama outlined the US's position before the UN General Assembly. 

He stated: 

The United States of America is prepared to use all elements of our power, including military 

force, to secure our core interests in the region … But I also believe that we can rarely achieve 

these objectives through unilateral American action, particularly through military action. Iraq 

shows us that democracy cannot simply be imposed by force. Rather, these objectives are best 

achieved when we partner with the international community and with the countries and peoples 

of the region.923 

By September 27, the UNSC voted unanimously to mandate the destruction of Syria’s chemical 

weapons stockpiles and disclose the locations of their weapons to the UN. Syria was given until 

mid-2014 to have the last of the chemical weapons decommissioned.924 A year later in August 

2014, the Cape Ray completed the destruction of some of Syria’s most lethal chemical weapon 
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materials.925 Given the chemical weapons framing of the crisis, the destruction of these weapons 

provided the administration with a degree of success. Moreover, it would serve to mitigate 

emotional calls for action as the impending threat of mass civilian casualties subsided, despite 

ongoing government-sponsored bloodshed. 

 

Obama's approach to Syria was significantly different from Libya in one crucial way. While Libya 

would be viewed through a lens of mass atrocity from Rwanda, in Syria principle-laden sources 

of information were repressed as interests were interpreted in a legal manner. Specifically, Obama 

would seek Congress’s approval for a targeted strike and frame the issue in terms of international 

norms against the use of chemical weapons. The sense of urgency was also reduced in Syria in 

comparison with Libya. It was not clear where the next attack would be, or even if it would come 

at all. As Ben Rhodes noted, “There was no Benghazi to be saved from an advancing army”.926  

 

Due to its relatively slow development and the lack of urgency in the narrative given that “There 

was no Benghazi to be saved”,927 Obama resisted affective influences emphasising the need to 

prevent humanitarian atrocity, formulating a narrative based on weapons taboo and thereby 

reasserting cognitive types of ideas in response to ongoing violations. Speaking about the decision 

to hold off on a military strike, Obama stated: 

I’m very proud of this moment … The overwhelming weight of conventional wisdom and the 

machinery of our national-security apparatus had gone fairly far. The perception was that my 

credibility was at stake, that America’s credibility was at stake. And so for me to press the 

pause button at that moment, I knew, would cost me politically. And the fact that I was able to 

pull back from the immediate pressures and think through in my own mind what was in 

America’s interest, not only with respect to Syria but also with respect to our democracy, was 

as tough a decision as I’ve made — and I believe ultimately it was the right decision to make 

…928 
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Obama overcame principled reactions to the humanitarian crisis brought about by the chemical 

attacks in Syria, approaching the crisis from a legalistic vantage point. By doing so, Obama was 

able to control perceptions of the crisis and slow down the decision-making process by framing 

the crisis in terms of the international taboo against the use of chemical weapons. He would return 

to more cognitive interpretations of US interests, stating that America’s interests related to “the 

stability of its [Syria’s] neighbours, the elimination of chemical weapons, and ensuring that it does 

not become a safe haven for terrorists”.929 Keen to keep other powers on side, Obama sought 

procedural actions through the UN. In this way, it is clear that by slowing down the process of 

decision-making, Obama would be able to resist efforts to tie principled narratives to the crisis in 

Syria, instead, focussing on legalistic, reflective approaches to crisis management. While it may 

appear that Obama had backed down from his promise to act should Assad cross the “red-line”,930 

these conscious efforts to slow the decision-making process would see preferences shift from 

preventing bloodshed — as they had been in Libya — towards achieving legal backing using the 

international norm against the use of chemical weapons. 

 

6.5 Conclusion 

Across humanitarian crises in Libya and Syria, the Obama administration struggled to grapple with 

the issue of whether or not to use force. In responding to these events, the Obama administration 

relied to varying degrees on principled and cognitive interpretations of foreign policy interests. By 

understanding this variation in interpretations, it is possible to better understand the choices made 

by the Obama administration in response to crises in Libya and Syria. Unlike in the Bosnia and 

the War on Terror, this chapter highlights variation between reliance on different types of ideas 

within the same administration across two different cases.  

 

This chapter has provided an explanation for variation in decisions to use force in foreign policy 

by pointing to the ways in which ideas are delivered and received, leading to a varied interpretation 

of interests. Obama’s decision to intervene in Libya in 2011, and to actively suggest that there 
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could be no future for Libya with Gaddafi in power, represented a significant shift from the Obama 

administration’s self-professed, restrained doctrine of “don’t do stupid [stuff]”.931 Libya threatened 

to be a widespread massacre as the Gaddafi-regime sought to repress rebel forces and protesters 

with military force within days of the uprising. Given the belief that mass atrocities were imminent, 

memories of the international community's failure to intervene in the Rwandan genocide would 

permeate debate within Obama's administration. In this way, narrative displacement would see 

more cognitive interpretations of the crisis yield to more principled ones. Specifically, the voices 

of Susan Rice and Samantha Power, as institutional memory banks of genocide, became 

particularly prevalent as they highlighted America’s failure to prevent mass atrocities during the 

1990s.  

 

Given their fierce advocacy, and the sense that Benghazi would be a bloodbath, Obama interpreted 

interests to a greater degree through principled types of ideas. This saw realist voices — including 

Gates, Brennan, and McDonough who had issued more cognitive interpretations regarding US 

interests — pushed to the background as the lack of strategic interest in Libya was seen as a 

secondary issue in the face of a potential humanitarian crisis. Such interpretations led him to 

respond based on the position of “what’s right”.932 In doing so, he came to rely heavily on the will 

of European powers to maintain a force and rebuild following the initial strikes. In this way, 

principled types of ideas undermined Obama’s realist restraint leading to his participation in a 

conflict that he might have otherwise avoided. 

 

In a similar situation but with a markedly different outcome, despite ongoing bloodshed and 

perpetual atrocities in Syria, Obama ultimately advanced a restrained response following chemical 

weapons attacks in Syria in 2013. Obama would threaten military action during remarks on 20 

August 2012, suggesting that the use of chemical weapons by the Assad regime would constitute 

a “red line” and that it would “change the equation” on intervention. 933 Yet, when Assad did use 

chemical weapons the following year, Obama repressed principled calls for intervention, instead 

                                                      
931 Obama quoted in Goldberg, The Obama Doctrine. 
932 Widmaier, Economic Ideas in Political Time, p. 15. 
933 Barack H. Obama. 2012. Remarks by the President to the White House Corps, The White House, August 20. 
Available at: https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2012/08/20/remarks-president-white-house-press-
corps. Accessed 25 March 2018. 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2012/08/20/remarks-president-white-house-press-corps
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2012/08/20/remarks-president-white-house-press-corps


 204 

choosing a more restrained, cognitive response. Given that “there was no Benghazi to be saved”934 

and little sense that a mass atrocity was imminent with sporadic acts of violence throughout the 

country, Obama sought a diplomatic path. Unlike the crisis in Libya, advocates of intervention 

were silenced in their pursuit of more aggressive action to prevent human rights abuses by the 

Assad regime. However, given the belief that strikes against Assad would likely draw the US into 

greater commitment, and possibly quagmire, Obama slowed down the decision-making process. 

In doing so, he based his response on “what works”,935 negotiating with Russian President, 

Vladimir Putin, to cooperate in seeking the destruction of Syria’s chemical weapons stockpiles. 

The issue was thus framed in terms of getting rid of Syria’s chemical weapons stockpiles, as 

repressive conversion saw interpretations of interests focus less on the scope of mass atrocities, 

and more on preventing further attacks with chemical weapons.  

 

Understanding how interests can be interpreted in different ways provides invaluable insights into 

explaining decisions to use force in foreign policy. In particular, understanding the degree to which 

interests are interpreted to varying degrees through principled and cognitive types of ideas helps 

to explain why in Libya, for instance, Obama chose to intervene when his professed doctrine and 

realists in the administration were against it. By contrast, the decision not to intervene following 

chemical weapons attacks in Syria is equally significant, especially given the early principled 

construction of the “red line”, and the initial readiness to launch a military strike in the immediate 

aftermath of the attacks. These cases demonstrate how both principled and cognitive ideas were 

used as weapons during the debate, and further highlights the reliance on different forms of ideas 

in constructing responses. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion — Repression and Conversion in American Foreign 

Policy — Confounding Variations in the Use of Force 

 

 

7.1 Introduction 

This thesis sought to answer the question: What explains variation in foreign policy decisions when 

the material and social conditions of state interests remain formally the same? The purpose was 

to show how different types of ideas see agents interpret interests in principled or cognitive ways. 

Specifically, I have sought to understand the seemingly confounding variation in decisions to use 

force in American foreign policy. In doing so, I turned to Vivien Schmidt’s work on discursive 

institutionalism, highlighting the different types and forms of ideas. This work has provided a 

means for understanding how agents can interpret interests in different ways. However, the 

question of when and why agents’ interpretations come to rely on principled or cognitive types of 

ideas remained. Therefore, in order to understand the shift between principled, and the more 

refined, cognitive types of ideas, I drew on discursive institutionalist and constructivist insights in 

order to analyse the endogenous dynamics that bring about variation in agent interpretations of 

foreign policy interests. In doing so, I have attempted to provide a theoretical framework capable 

of explaining variation in foreign policy decision-making by highlighting how agents can turn to 

principled or cognitive types of ideas as they interpret “beliefs about how to meet needs”.936 Such 

variation has led agents to interpret interests in either principled terms based on how they feel,937 

or in line with a more refined, cognitive “interest-based logic”.938  

 

Interests are interpreted in different ways. Understanding variation in foreign policy has been a 

difficult task for scholars of IR. In IR theory, in particular, scholars employing rationalist 

assumptions posit that agents can interpret information efficiently. More formally, these scholars 

assume that state interests remain formally the same in the absence of “exogenous shocks” to the 

material and ideational bases of state interest. As such, while these approaches have provided 

                                                      
936 Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics, p. 130. 
937 Hopf, The Logic of Habit in International Relations, p. 539. 
938 Schmidt, Discursive Institutionalism, pp. 306-308. 
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important insights, there is scope for further understanding of the endogenous institutional 

dynamics which lead to variation in the way agents interpret interests with varying efficiency.  

 

7.2 Summary of the Theoretical Framework 

In an effort to redress the gaps in efforts to explain variation in foreign policy decisions to use 

force, I developed a three-part model to show how agents come to rely on principled or cognitive 

interpretations. First, building on Vivien Schmidt’s distinction between principled and cognitive 

“types”939 of ideas, this thesis has argued that ideas reduce uncertainty940 in principled and 

cognitive ways. Significantly, tensions emerge between these different types of ideas as principled 

beliefs tend to prefigure cognitive ideas, given that values are often “inspired and absorbed before 

being chosen”.941 It is these tensions which provide scope for varying foreign policy decisions to 

use force. In chapter three, I outlined how I made the distinction between cognitive and principled 

ideas. In this case, ideas such as the Powell Doctrine were designated as cognitive ideas given that 

such approaches to the use of force had become standard practice. This was evident by the fact 

that agents’ had emphasised these ideas, in statements before crises emerged, as being the best 

way to pursue foreign policy interests. By contrast, principled ideas were those ideas judged to be 

a deviation from previous stated positions. 

 

Second, this thesis highlighted how agents used these different types of ideas as “weapons”942 as 

they contested the meaning of events in terms of US interests. In doing so, this thesis has offered 

two mechanisms — narrative displacement and repressive conversion — through which agents 

repress or displace different sources of information as they come to rely on principled or cognitive 

ideas. First, narrative displacement provides a means of understanding how principled 

interpretations come to dominate foreign policy decision-making. During such periods of 

uncertainty, events may be interpreted in principled ways as agents respond based on “how they 

feel”.943 As Ross has pointed out, values are often “inspired and absorbed before being chosen” 

and therefore “infuse our beliefs and judgement in ways that regularly escape our attention but 

                                                      
939 Schmidt, Discursive Institutionalism, pp. 306-309. 
940 Blyth, Great Transformations, p. 35. 
941 Ross, Coming in from the Cold, p. 199. 
942 Blyth, Great Transformations, p. 39. 
943 Hopf, The Logic of Habit in International Relations, p. 539. 
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nevertheless connect us to collective agencies”.944 Given that such principled reactions compel 

agents to feel before they think, narrative displacement tends to see greater reliance on principled 

types of ideas where agents interpret events based on “what’s right”,945 or what “ought to be”.946  

 

By contrast, repressive conversion provides a means of understanding how agents repress 

principled sources of information by advancing institutionalised preferences that may seek to 

stabilise balance of power considerations. Such institutionalised preferences provide “guidelines” 

and “blueprints” to inform political action.947 For example, Powell sought to limit principled 

sources of information by requiring a comprehensive assessment of goals, interests, and viability 

in decisions regarding whether the use of military force in a given situation was warranted.  

 

Finally, this thesis has argued that presidents act as interpretive leaders as they seek to define 

interests in a given situation — whether justifying non-intervention in Bosnia in the early 1990s 

or constructing the War on Terror and the war in Iraq. In this way, presidents have issued either 

principled or cognitively-laden communicative appeals in an effort to justify and legitimate their 

interpretations of interests.  

 

Across three empirical chapters examining three comparative case studies, I have highlighted the 

ways in which interpretations of interests shift between principled and cognitive types of ideas. 

Where the George H.W. Bush administration felt that “we don’t have a dog in the fight”948 in 

Bosnia — the Clinton administration would see intervention in the aftermath of Srebrenica as a 

matter of values and that the administration had “no choice but to accept the considerable risk”.949 

Indeed, the massacre at Srebrenica saw more principled interpretations of interests emerge as the 

administration feared the emergence of another Holocaust-type scenario in Europe. Similarly, 

Clinton’s efforts to respond to the threat posed by Al Qaeda during the 1990s was met with 

reservation and restraint. Yet, following the attacks on the World Trade Centre in 2001, the Bush 

                                                      
944 Ross, Coming in from the Cold, pp. 199, 214. 
945 Widmaier, Economic Ideas in Political Time, p.15. 
946 Schmidt, Discursive Institutionalism, pp. 306-308. 
947 Schmidt, Discursive Institutionalism, p. 306; Blyth, Great Transformations; Blyth, The Transformation of the 
Swedish Model. 
948 Baker quoted in Power, A Problem from Hell, p. 267. 
949 Albright, Madam Secretary, p. 190. 
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administration would interpret interests in managing the threat of terrorism in very principled 

terms. Such interpretation would see the repression of more cognitive types of ideas advanced by 

Powell who cautioned “… if you break it, you own it”.950  

 

7.3 Summary of the Case Studies 

At the core of this thesis was the goal of demonstrating how agent interpretations of interests vary. 

By incorporating Blyth’s constructivist premise that “ideas reduce uncertainty”951 with discursive 

institutionalism’s differentiation between different types of ideas, it is possible to develop an 

understanding of how agents interpret foreign policy interests in different ways. In order to 

highlight this variation between principled and cognitive interpretations, I examined three paired 

case studies comparing instances of principled and cognitive decisions in US foreign policy.  

 

In Chapter Four, I conducted an analysis of US Bosnia policy across the George H.W. Bush and 

Clinton administrations. As noted in the chapter, it would be impossible to properly understand 

the Bush administration’s Bosnia policy without understanding the position of restraint which held 

legitimacy following the success of the Powell Doctrine during the war in the Persian Gulf. After 

providing this information, I highlighted how repressive conversion saw more cognitive efforts to 

avoid a quagmire, leading to the position characterised as “we don’t have a dog in the fight”.952 

Yet, the Bush administration’s efforts to avoid a quagmire would lead them to ignore the scope of 

violence in Bosnia.  

 

Despite advocating in favour of intervention in Bosnia during the 1992 presidential campaign, 

after taking office, Clinton too would succumb to cognitive efforts to avoid a quagmire. Like the 

Bush administration, Clinton would find himself unable to find an amicable solution, rejecting 

efforts by senior administration officials as they proposed a “lift and strike”.953 Indeed, the 

subsequent failure of the mission in Somalia with the infamous “Black Hawk Down” incident 

simply acted to further ingrain these cognitive, institutionalised interpretations that intervention in 

                                                      
950 Colin Powell: UN Speech “Was a Great Intelligence Failure”, Frontline. Available at: 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/article/colin-powell-u-n-speech-was-a-great-intelligence-failure/. 1 May 2017. 
951 Blyth, Great Transformations, p. 35. 
952 Baker quoted in Power, A Problem from Hell, p. 267. 
953 On “lift and strike” see Albright, Madam Secretary, p. 181. 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/article/colin-powell-u-n-speech-was-a-great-intelligence-failure/
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Bosnia posed too high a risk of entanglement. It was not until 1995, following the massacre in 

Srebrenica, that principled reactions spurred narrative displacement as the administration 

reinterpreted the crisis in Bosnia based on how they felt. The reaction could largely be summarised 

by the belief that Bosnia had become a “cancer” on US foreign policy which was “spreading and 

eating away at its credibility”.954 This could be symbolically summed up by Al Gore’s principled 

plea to Clinton “What should I tell my daughter”,955 following the emerging images of the atrocity. 

Significantly, as Albright would point out, success following Srebrenica demonstrated that broad 

stroke approaches to foreign policy — such as the Powell Doctrine which advanced conceptions 

of “what works” — do not adequately allow for the efficient promotion of US interests.956 

 

In Chapter Five, I examined US response to terrorism under the Clinton administration during the 

1990s, and the Bush administration following the attacks of September. This served as the “most 

likely” case given that attacks in faraway places such as those that occurred during Clinton’s 

presidency would inevitably be viewed and responded to differently to attacks that brought down 

the World Trade Centre in New York. Yet, as a “most-likely”957 case study, it serves an important 

role in confirming the viability of the theory. I began by examining how the Clinton administration 

first viewed terrorism as a second-tier threat through the bombing of the World Trade Centre in 

1993, the US Embassy attacks in 1998, and the attack on the USS Cole in 2000. Even if the 

administration had recognised the rising threat of terrorism in the aftermath of the US Embassy 

attacks, repressive conversion saw the Clinton administration seeking to manage the threat of 

terrorism utilising existing institutional approaches. In this way, they sought to pursue terrorism 

through multilateral cooperation. As such, despite efforts to capture and kill al Qaeda’s leader, 

Osama bin Laden, Clinton would not seek to pursue the “states that harbour them”958, responding 

only to intelligence as it was made available. Significantly, the administration would see little 

incentive in pursuing a threat the public did not recognise. Indeed, Clinton’s pursuit of bin Laden 

in the immediate aftermath of the Embassy bombings would be characterised as a “wag the dog” 

type of situation in which political adversaries felt the retaliation was an effort to distract from the 

                                                      
954 Lake quoted in Woodward, The Choice, p. 253. 
955 Gore quoted in Harris, The Survivor, p. 196. 
956 Where principled sources of information were repressed.   
957 Eckstein, Case Study and Theory in Political Science. 
958 Bush, Address Before a Joint Session of the Congress on the United States Response to the Terrorist Attacks of 
September 11. 
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Monica Lewinsky scandal. Similarly, following the attack on the USS Cole, Clinton avoided 

taking any action given the initial uncertainty as to who perpetrated it, as well as seeking to avoid 

distractions from what would become one of the closest presidential elections in history.  

 

Having won the 2000 presidential election by the narrowest of margins in the Electoral College, 

Bush sought to advance his domestic agenda. Yet, following the attacks of September 11, 2001, 

the almost perpetual state of uncertainty would result in narrative displacement and a fundamental 

reinterpretation of state interests. Subsequently, the Bush administration would advance principled 

interpretations in their effort to mitigate the threat of terrorism given the heightened fear of further 

attacks. Bush would declare a War on Terror as principled interpretations of the national interest 

regarding how best to protect America prevailed. As such, Bush would retrench from 

multilateralism to the extent that it might impede his administration’s capacity to advance their 

interests. He would strike a black and white comparison between good and evil stating “you are 

either with us, or you are with the terrorists”.959 Yet, such intuitive, principled interpretations 

would see the administration overlook the complexity of eradicating terrorist networks as it 

pursued the War on Terror and subsequent war in Iraq.   

 

In Chapter Six, I analysed two key intervention decisions made by the Obama administration. 

Upon assuming the presidency, Obama pursued a foreign policy of restraint following years of 

crusading overreach by his predecessor. Yet, even as Obama avoided entering the US into further 

conflicts during the Arab Spring, the threat of mass atrocity in Libya would prove too great a risk 

to not intervene. In particular, genocidal rhetoric from Libya’s leader, Colonel Gaddafi, implying 

he would “cleanse” Libya, and the rebels would be “hunted door to door”960 would see memories 

of Rwanda spur narrative displacement. Such interpretation would lead to reliance on principled 

interpretations based on how they felt, even if what was happening in Libya “was not a vital 

security interest of the United States”.961 Spurred by the threat of imminent mass atrocity, Obama 

sought a decisive resolution from the UN Security Council authorising “all necessary measures” 

                                                      
959 Bush, Address Before a Joint Session of the Congress on the United States Response to the Terrorist Attacks of 
September 11. 
960 Fahim and Kirkpatrick, Qaddafi’s Grip on the Capital Tightens as Revolt Grows. 
961 Gates, Duty, p. 511. 
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to protect civilians.962 Yet, in doing so, Obama overestimated the willingness of European powers 

to finish the task of providing Libya with a means to rebuild. As a result, Obama later admitted 

that “Libya is a mess … it [intervention] didn’t work”.963 In Libya, the Obama administration’s 

typically restrained decision-making yielded to more principled concerns to prevent a mass 

atrocity.  

 

Later, in Syria, where Obama initially declared that the use of chemical weapons by the Assad 

regime would “change my equation”964 on intervention, he would ultimately pursue more 

diplomatic means. When confirmation emerged of the Assad regime utilising chemical weapons 

against the civilian population, the Obama administration initially geared up for a military strike. 

Yet, as initial principled reactions subsided, Obama began to question the value of military action 

given that, as Ben Rhodes put it, “there was no Benghazi to be saved”965, and no imminent threat 

of further chemical weapons attacks. He held off on a military strike, refusing to initiate military 

operations without the consent of the Congress given the question of legality. Furthering efforts to 

avoid military commitment while still removing chemical weapons stockpiles from the Assad 

regime, Obama met with Russian President Vladimir Putin at the 2013 G20 Summit. Obama 

proposed that if Russia could convince Assad to turn over his chemical weapons and allow 

inspectors in line with the international norms regarding the Prohibition of the Use of Chemical 

Weapons966, there would be no need for the US to engage in military operations. In this way, 

Obama’s cognitive efforts would see repressive conversion shift the administration’s policy away 

from humanitarian intervention — instead, he sought to adapt existing frameworks to manage the 

issue in Syria. This was possible due to the lack of urgency in Syria by comparison with Libya, 

despite sustained momentum within the administration towards military intervention. In Syria, the 

motive to intervene was simply not as strong. Yet, while successfully preventing further chemical 

                                                      
962 UN, United Nations Security Council Resolution 1973. 
963 Obama quoted in Goldberg, The Obama Doctrine.  
964 Obama, Remarks by the President to the White House Press Corps. 
965 Rhodes, The World as It Is, p. 157. 
966 Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons. 2018. Convention on the Prohibition of the Development, 
Production, Stockpiling and Use of Chemical Weapons and on Their Destruction. Available at: 
https://www.opcw.org/chemical-weapons-convention/. Accessed 16 August 2018. 
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weapons attacks while he held office, Obama never came close to threatening intervention again 

despite the continuation of other atrocious crimes committed by the regime. 

 

While I recognise that from a strategic point of view Libya and Syria are very different, rationalist 

explanations are insufficient to adequately explain this variation. Even if the primary motivation 

to avoid intervention in Syria was the prospect of regional war, this does not explain Libya. Libya 

held little strategic interest for the US, yet even if ideational efforts may explain intervention in 

Libya, why is there less capacity for these same interests to explain the limited efforts in Syria? 

 

7.4 Findings 

This thesis contains five primary findings regarding the way in which foreign policy decisions 

vary as agents come to rely on principled or cognitive types of ideas.  

 

First, variations in foreign policy decision-making within presidential administrations are 

common. When presidents come into office, they do so with a certain set of preferences which 

shape the way in which they see the world. However, these preferences are reshaped as events 

pose challenges to their beliefs about “what works”. As such, presidents’ interpretations of foreign 

policy interests are subject to variation by the natural passage of events. In this way, technocratic, 

cognitive analyses are not enough to understand the ways in which agents interpret foreign policy 

interests, as these interpretations cannot be reduced to a simple “interest-based logic” as interests 

are not static. 

 

Second, agents within presidential administrations can have power at different times. Significantly, 

there is not necessarily consistency in the times in which particular agents have power. For 

instance, Susan Rice and Samantha Power had decisive influence in the Obama administration as 

conditions in Libya indicated the potential for mass atrocities. Yet, both were virtually silenced in 

debates following mass atrocities and the use of chemical weapons in Syria. This highlights that 

interests are interpreted in different ways, even given the rise of a similar set of conditions i.e.  

Humanitarian crises. Again, this is not to discount rationalist explanations which point to the 

geostrategic implications of intervention in Syria. These are still important — however, they are 

not wholly determining. Understanding the endogenous tensions which give rise to varying 
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interpretations is important because it enables an analysis of the types of information being 

presented.  

 

Third, agent interpretations of interests are dependent on the type of information, and the way that 

information is provided or made available. For instance, where ideas are presented in narrative 

forms (i.e. parallels between Libya and Rwanda), or images (i.e. the massacre at Srebrenica) with 

a sense of urgency and uncertainty, agents may be more likely to adopt more principled 

interpretations drawing on how they feel. Specifically, where they sense that existing institutional 

interpretations conflict with their values — or their sense of “what’s right” — variation is possible. 

In the absence of information to challenge this sense of “what’s right”967, agents are more likely 

to adopt and refine cognitive, institutional understandings of “what works”.  

 

Fourth, in addition to providing an explanation of how agent interpretations vary given the 

presence of principled or cognitive ideas, this thesis has also highlighted the capacity of both types 

of ideas to yield inefficiency. Where principled interpretations can see agents respond with regards 

to how they feel, there is often, but not always, a failure to consider consequences of action. Such 

habitual interpretations “permit rapid, not necessarily accurate, categorizations of people and 

events”.968 These principled types of responses would see President George W. Bush invade Iraq 

in a post-9/11 world. Yet in doing so, he overlooked the advice on the scale and duration of the 

intervention required to secure a stable post-Hussein Iraq. Similarly, in an effort to prevent mass 

atrocity in Benghazi while enabling a quick withdrawal of US forces from operations in Libya, 

President Obama desired a quick exit from the efforts to rebuild post-intervention Libya — one of 

the motivations for the intervention.  

 

On the other hand, cognitive interpretations are prone to inefficiency as agents repress and refine 

institutional preferences. Specifically, where agents have been forced to focus intensely on one 

particular task they often come to repress information that would otherwise capture their 

attention.969 In this way, President George H.W. Bush would repress the extent of the humanitarian 

                                                      
967 Widmaier, Economic Ideas in Political Time, p. 15. 
968 Hopf, The Logic of Habit in International Relations, p. 541. 
969 Chabris, Simmons, and Simmons, The Invisible Gorilla. 
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crisis in Bosnia as his administration sought to avoid a quagmire emphasising that Bosnia 

constituted a “European problem” requiring a “European solution”. Yet, in the process, the 

administration would suppress information likening the treatment of Bosnian Muslims to the 

treatment of Jews during the Holocaust. Similarly, as Obama aimed to remove chemical weapons 

stockpiles from Syria following attacks by the Assad regime, he would overlook other atrocities 

— such as the regime’s use of barrel bombs — against the civilian population as he pursued a 

diplomatic solution to the crisis. 

 

Finally, the president, ultimately, makes the final decision. While other agents in the administration 

may possess varying levels of power from one crisis to another where the types of information 

may be subject to ongoing variation, it is up to the president to make the final decision. Given that 

the president makes the final decision and interpretations of foreign policy interests vary even as 

the material and social conditions of state interests remain formally the same, the sources of 

variation must come from endogenous tensions between these different types of ideas. These 

dynamic sources of information explain why presidents’ interpretations vary.  

 

7.5 Future Research Opportunities 

Building on the findings of this dissertation, there are some potential future research opportunities 

to further deepen understanding of the role of different types of ideas on foreign policy decision-

making. While this study has focussed on US foreign policy, future studies could take the same 

cases to conduct a comparative study of decision-making between different states. It may be that 

as the world’s most powerful state, the US has more prominent variations in its decisions to use 

force. Even so, tracing the interplay of different types of ideas in foreign policy decision-making 

may help to explain variation in foreign policy decisions of smaller states. Such studies could 

examine how the foreign policy decision-makers of other states reached their decisions to intervene 

or to not intervene in specific instances. Or, in broader terms, there is the capacity to study how 

states see their responsibilities in terms of providing forces for military or humanitarian missions 

abroad within other states. Eglantine Staunton has alluded to such variation in France’s 

understandings of its role in the promotion of the R2P norm between French administrations.970 

                                                      
970 See Eglantine Staunton. 2018. France and the Responsibility to Protect: A Tale of Two Norms, International 
Relations, 32:3, pp. 366-387.  
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Significantly, in his research on “risk” in IR, William Clapton has noted that Western leaders have 

portrayed the risk of terrorism “as both novel and potentially catastrophic” at different points in 

time.971 In doing so, Clapton looks at the way in which the threat is informed by several ideas in 

assessing the level of risk. Such studies could be incorporated into future projects to explore how 

risk is interpreted though different types of ideas in a more comprehensive way.  

 

7.6 Contributions 

This dissertation has focussed on variations in US foreign policy decisions to use force from the 

George H.W. Bush to the Barack Obama administrations. The theoretical implications of this 

thesis include the potential for a deeper understanding of variation in decision-making in IR as 

agents interpret interests to varying degrees in principled and cognitive ways. In this way, this 

research provides a more nuanced way to understand factors that can lead to variation in foreign 

policy decision-making outside of rationalist and institutionalist assumptions that such change 

requires “exogenous shocks” to the material or ideational bases of state interests. Importantly, this 

thesis has avoided making claims that only principled ideas lead policy-makers to acts involving 

the use of military force, or that cognitive, institutionalised ideas result in restraint. Furthermore, 

there are no claims regarding the morality or appropriateness of the decisions made within these 

cases. Rather, the distinctions serve to highlight variation in agent interpretations of foreign policy 

interests as they come to interpret interests in principled or cognitive ways. 

 

The theoretical framework developed in this thesis has the potential to provide explanations of 

decision-making in IR more broadly. While the focus of this dissertation has been to trace the 

variation in US foreign policy decisions to use force, the theoretical underpinnings of this thesis 

have broader implications for the study of IR. In theoretical terms, this dissertation can help to 

explain variation in foreign policy decisions beyond the cases analysed by providing a more 

nuanced understanding of foreign policy decision-making which recognises tensions between 

principled and cognitive ideas. In this way, this thesis has shown how the foreign policy decision-

making process is not made on the basis of clear-cut interest-based logics. That is to say, 

information is not received in the same way from one crisis to the next. Instead, foreign policy 

                                                      
971 See William Clapton. 2011. Risk in International Relations, International Relations, 25:3, p. 287. 
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interests are constantly being reinterpreted. By acknowledging how the tensions between different 

types of ideas lead to different interpretations of interests there is greater flexibility to analyse 

variations in foreign policy decisions. Significantly, this thesis has highlighted that where agents 

come to rely too heavily on one type of interpretation over another, there is potential to repress or 

displace important sources of information. 

 

Scholars need to pay more attention to the interest variation and the types of information which 

contribute to interest formation. Specifically, this study highlights a need for scholars to be aware 

of the types of ideas — principled and cognitive — present in debate as foreign policy decision-

makers interpret interests. Furthermore, they should take note of the agents involved in the debate 

as they try to understand foreign policy decision-making.  

 

No theory can explain everything. As noted by Charles Taylor, theories can only be falsified 

against other theories.972 Rationalist and institutionalist scholars have provided important insights 

into the ways in which state interests are formed and become constraining, nevertheless they 

struggle to account for variation in the absence of “exogenous shocks”. Whilst I do not suggest 

that the theoretical approach presented in this thesis can explain every decision or that it can simply 

discount rationalist and institutionalist approaches to IR, it does provide scope for a more 

comprehensive causal understanding of how different types of ideas yield variation in foreign 

policy decision-making than has currently been offered by these theories. 

  

                                                      
972 Taylor, Interpretation and the Science of Man, pp. 25-71. 
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