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Introduction by Thomas Maddux, California State University Northridge, Emeritus 

n Melvyn Leffler’s collection of twelve essays ranging from his first publication in 1972 to 2016, Leffler 
beings with an Introduction on “Embracing Complexity”, a personal intellectual autobiography from his 
undergraduate days at Cornell University to the present. As a Ph.D. student at Ohio State Leffler read 

several studies by leading revisionist authors, including Gar Alperovitz, William A. Williams, and Walter 
LaFeber, and moved into the U.S. foreign policy field (2-4).1 Leffler develops how his perspective evolved 
from an initial Open Door emphasis on economic considerations in terms of his understanding of the forces 
shaping U.S. foreign policy, the role of policy makers, the nature of the Cold War, and the increasing 
complexity that historians face in making judgments about the decisions of U.S. policymakers. Leffler notes 
that starting in the 1990s, he began to use the concept of national security, an “amorphous notion shaped by 
external realities, domestic circumstances, and personal perceptions” (24), for post-1945 U.S. foreign 
relations. Leffler suggests that policymakers have focused on external threats to ‘core values’ and he 
increasingly found complexity in what those officials faced as they “wrestled incessantly with conflicting 
pressures, clashing impulses, and competing priorities” (25). Leffler’s introduction, in which he discussed the 
essays in the book to demonstrate his evolving views on policy and policymakers, offers graduate students an 
excellent introduction to the challenges they will face in evaluating U.S. policy and a model of how a leading 
specialist researched, reflected, and wrote his way to an increasing understanding of the challenges faced by 
policy makers in the twenty-first century. “I cannot imagine a student of American history or international 
politics who would not benefit from deep engagement with this work,” suggests Robert Jervis. 

The reviewers note many positive contributions of Leffler’s study. “Long known as one of the profession’s 
most exhaustive researchers,” Lloyd Gardner comments, Leffler “has distilled these rich archival materials, and 
an unmatched command of published sources, into a volume that commands our respect.” Jennifer Miller 
finds “two key themes,” the first being the “quest to preserve America’s domestic system, “democratic 
capitalism” which Leffler suggests American leaders viewed as being under threat in the 1940s and 1950s. 
Second is the “central role of psychologies and emotions, especially threat perception and fear, in the creation 
of policy, and the necessity of prudence and judgment to manage this fear effectively.” Miller concludes that 
“this framework brings much-needed nuance and contingency to our understanding of national security 
policy.” Bradley Simpson notes that there is “much to praise in these deeply researched and often seminal 
essays, which reveal an enduring commitment to exploring the oscillation between differing conceptions of 
core values” and Leffler’s national security concept. For Andrew Preston, the book is a “triumph, an original 
book compiled from a lifetime of work in which the whole is much greater than the sum of its parts.” Preston 
is particularly impressed with how Leffler has expanded his attention to psychology and emotion. Jervis gives 
Leffler credit for recognizing the “complexity of the problems facing American leaders and the constraints on 
them” and notes that Leffler “avoids the trap of hindsight and condescension” without being uncritical of 
policy makers. 

Leffler’s use of “national security as a framework or approach to study the policymaking process” attracts the 
most commentary from the reviewers. Gardner, for example, worries that “national security is an endlessly 
contentious and, yes, circular term that always leads back to confusion.” Gardner also suggests that the Open 

                                                        
1 Gar Alperovitz, Atomic Diplomacy: Hiroshima and Potsdam (New York: Vintage, 1965); William A. Williams, 

The Tragedy of American Diplomacy (Cleveland: World Publishing Co., 1959); Walter LaFeber, The New Empire: An 
Interpretation of American Expansion, 1860-1898 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1963). 
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Door thesis has continuing merit, as Leffler’s “democratic capitalism” and the American political economy 
would not survive without access to resources and markets. Miller flags the “tension between Leffler’s claim 
that American national security is a ‘dynamic concept that was always changing and contentious,’ and his 
claim that it has consistently sought to protect the values of democratic capitalism.” For Miller the “meanings 
of both democracy and capitalism have been anything but stable” and she questions whether democratic 
capitalism provided a “unifying vision for generations of leaders, or a flexible rhetorical umbrella that can 
describe a vast array of agendas.” Furthermore, Miller points to the frequent clashes between democracy and 
capitalism. Simpson focuses on political economy and its relationship to Leffler’s national security approach 
and the many influences on policy makers. Simpson does suggest that Leffler misses the emergence of the 
“national security state” after World War II in the “symbiotic fusion of government, advanced industry, 
military contracting, university research, political power, and foreign basing” that has persisted and grown 
since the end of the Cold War. Preston expresses a more favorable opinion on the role of the national security 
framework and describes Leffler’s linage of “two intertwined strands of the ‘national security’ dyad—the 
ideological and the physical—as providing as “good a definition as there is, and it works perfectly for 
analyzing U.S. statecraft since World War II.” 

In his response to the reviews, Leffler addresses many of the concerns that are raised, such as an under-
development of “core values” and the tensions between democracy and capitalism, especially in their 
contemporary relationship. President Donald Trump also makes a guest appearance in several of the reviews, 
which elicits a response from Leffler on the relationship of Trump to the national security approach. 

Participants: 

Melvyn P. Leffler is Edward Stettinius Professor of American History at The University of Virginia and 
Compton Visiting Professor at UVA’s Miller Center. He is the author of several books on the Cold War and 
on U.S. relations with Europe, including For the Soul of Mankind (2007), which won the George Louis Beer 
Prize from the American Historical Association, and A Preponderance of Power (1993), which won the 
Bancroft, Hoover, and Ferrell Prizes. In 2010, he and Odd Arne Westad co-edited the three volume 
Cambridge History of the Cold War. Along with Jeff Legro and Will Hitchcock, he is co-editor of Shaper 
Nations: Strategies for a Changing World (Harvard University Press, 2016). 

Lloyd Gardner is Charles and Mary Beard Professor Emeritus of Rutgers University. The author of over 
fifteen books, including, The War on Leakers: National Security and Democracy from Eugene Debs to Edward 
Snowden, he is a past president of SHAFR.  

Robert Jervis is Adlai E. Stevenson Professor of International Politics at Columbia University. His most 
recent book is How Statesmen Think (Princeton University Press, 2017). He was President of the American 
Political Science Association in 2000-2001, received the National Academy of Science’s tri-annual award for 
behavioral sciences contributions to avoiding nuclear war, and is the founding editor of the International 
Security Studies Forum.  

Jennifer M. Miller received her Ph.D. from the University of Wisconsin-Madison and is an assistant professor 
of history at Dartmouth College. A scholar of U.S.-East Asian relations and the early Cold War, she is 
currently working on a book manuscript that examines the impact of American and Japanese understanding 
of democracy on the development on the U.S.-Japanese relationship between 1945 and 1963. Portions of this 
project have been published in Diplomatic History and the Journal of Contemporary History. 
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Andrew Preston is Professor of American History and a Fellow of Clare College at Cambridge University. He 
is the author of The War Council: McGeorge Bundy, the NSC, and Vietnam (Harvard, 2006) and Sword of the 
Spirit, Shield of Faith: Religion in American War and Diplomacy (Knopf, 2012); he is also the editor of four 
other books. He is currently writing a book on the idea of national security in American history as well as co-
editing Volume 2 of The Cambridge History of the Vietnam War and Volume 3 of The Cambridge History of 
America and the World. 

Brad Simpson is Associate Professor of History and Asian Studies at the University of Connecticut and the 
author of Economists with Guns: Authoritarian Development and US-Indonesian Relations, 1960-1968 
(Stanford University Press, 2008). He is currently writing a global history of the idea of self-determination in 
international politics. 
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Review by Lloyd Gardner, Rutgers University, Emeritus 

n the lengthy introductions he has supplied for these reprinted articles, Melvyn Leffler has given us a 
personal intellectual autobiography. This is one of the book’s main attractions, for it adds a dimension 
and knits the articles together into a coherent survey of American foreign policy from Republican efforts 

in the 1920s to wrestle with the tangled war-debt issue to the post-Cold War years when George H.W. Bush 
called upon the country to fulfill its destiny in the unipolar moment by providing the essential backbone for a 
New World Order. Traveling through this changing historical landscape, Leffler explains how he moved out 
from under the predominant Open Door thesis of his graduate school years in the Vietnam Era to embrace 
the positions summed up in his title, Safeguarding Democratic Capitalism, along with its equally pointed 
subtitle, “National Security, 1920-2015.” During his researches, he tells readers, he acquired great empathy 
for the tasks of policymakers, while finding neglected Pentagon records especially useful. Long known as one 
of the profession’s most exhaustive researchers, he has distilled these rich archival materials, and an 
unmatched command of published sources, into a volume that commands our respect. 

Still, defining ‘national security’ has always posed a challenge akin to entering a labyrinth for historians (and 
for policymakers as well) from Charles Austin Beard (The Idea of National Interest, 1934) to Hans J. 
Morgenthau (In Defense of the National Interest, 1951).1 Even in the Trump Administration, as the president 
denies the relevance of climate change, for example, the Pentagon has called it a threat to national security. 
“For Defense Secretary Jim Mattis, climate change represents a significant national security threat, one that's 
‘impacting stability in areas of the world where our troops are operating today,’ according his written 
testimony to Congress provided in January 2018 ahead of his confirmation.”2 

And yet climate change disappeared from the threats listed in President Donald Trump’s end-of-year rush to 
put out a national security strategy document. “We don't specifically address climate change. ... There is only 
so much, you know, depth and breadth. ... It really reflects the high priorities of the department,” Deputy 
Defense Secretary Patrick Shanahan told reporters at the Pentagon. “It doesn’t mean that it is not a priority or 
that it is a priority. What it says is in the national defense strategy, we don’t address it,” he added.3 

Parsing that statement is a challenge in itself. The point I wish to make with these quotations, however, is that 
national security is an endlessly contentious and, yes, circular term that always leads back to confusion. Leffler 
is clear that the Soviet Union did not present an immediate (or long-term) military threat after World War II.  
Instead, it was the issue of encirclement posed by the seeming attractiveness of the Soviet achievement in 
moving the most backward country of Europe into a position via the Five Year plans to resist the German 
onslaught and, especially I would add, after Russia’s atomic bomb in 1949, and the Chinese Revolution, as an 

                                                        
1 Charles Austin Beard, The Idea of National Interest (New York: Macmillan, 1934), Hans J. Morgenthau, In 

Defense of the National Interest, New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1951).  

2 Shawn Snow, “The White House Doubts Climate Change. Here’s Why the Pentagon Does Not,” Military 
Times, 19 March 1917. 

3 Reuters Staff, “Pentagon Strategy Will Not Include Climate Change: Official,” 21 December 2017, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-military-climatechange/pentagon-strategy-document-will-not-include-climate-
change-official-idUSKBN1EF2H4. 

I 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-military-climatechange/pentagon-strategy-document-will-not-include-climate-change-official-idUSKBN1EF2H4
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-military-climatechange/pentagon-strategy-document-will-not-include-climate-change-official-idUSKBN1EF2H4
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experiment to be emulated. It seems incredible to us now that newly independent nations might choose the 
Soviet model of economic development. Not so to those leading the United States in the months just before 
the outbreak of the Korean War and through the decade and a half leading to American involvement in 
Vietnam. The Russian acquisition of an a-bomb, with or without a delivery system capable of matching the 
Strategic Air Command’s new bombers prompted a wave of concerns and handwringing about the reliability 
of the American deterrent in Europe, but more immediate fears about the meaning of the Soviet achievement 
to the world of aspirational nations emerging from European dominance. Secretary of State Dean Acheson 
was clear that the Cold War was an ideological battleground on all fronts, and in the struggle the United 
States was destined to play the role the British had in world affairs since the end of the Napoleonic Wars. 

Reviewing what he wrote about the origins of the Cold War, Leffler therefore adds in an introduction to an 
article published in 1984, “Although the Kremlin seemed unlikely to wage war, it nevertheless had the 
capacity to gain indirect leverage or control over many countries in Europe or Asia because of the political 
ferment, economic chaos, social strife, and revolutionary nationalist fervor that existed in the aftermath of 
war.” (118)  Russia’s achievement of an atomic bomb, moreover, could presage a bolder effort to push its 
influence in such areas to a point that war would seem the only way to stop the march of Communism—as it 
appeared in the alarming movie newsreels of the era produced by Henry Luce’s publishing empire, The March 
of Time.4 If we put the situation this way, as the newsreels did, as a life and death struggle for control of the 
planet between ‘International Capitalism’ and ‘International Communism,’ the question of national security, 
defending democratic capitalism, needs a different set of requirements for policymakers. In the United States 
most journalists who covered the ‘Cold War’ through the hot years of Korea and Vietnam, took their cue 
from political and military leaders and spoke of ‘Communist’ attacks, but did not also talk about ‘Capitalist’ 
counter attacks. But that was the case nevertheless. As we shall see below, defining the ‘International 
Communist Conspiracy,’ behind it all required no little diplomatic skill when push came to shove for lining 
up Congressional support and appropriations for operations in the so-called ‘Third World.’  

While Leffler rejects the Open Door thesis as an explanation of American foreign policy, his articles all point 
to the defense of democratic capitalism as an inevitably international system, one that could not survive as 
either in isolation. In other words, what Containment author George F. Kennan said about the Soviet Union 
– that it could not survive without foreign support as a revolutionary force in the world, and must eventually 
break down, would also apply to the United States, as policymakers saw the threat. By applying counter 
pressure at a series of points where Soviet encroachment posed a threat, Kennan wrote about the future, the 
United States could “promote tendencies which must eventually find their outlet in either the break-up or the 
gradual mellowing of Soviet power.” 5 Well, it was not an exactly an equivalent situation, of course. But if 
policymakers worried about the Soviet Union’s quest for world dominance, their understanding of the 
American political economy required what the Open Door policy represented. The American fear of 

                                                        
4 One can read up on these episodic films that had much to do with shaping public opinion by going to, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_March_of_Time. 

5 Office of the Historian, “Kennan and Containment, 1947: Milestones in the History of U.S. Foreign 
Relations, 1945-1952,” n.d. (accessed 27 December 2017), https://history.state.gov/milestones/1945-1952/kennan. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_March_of_Time
https://history.state.gov/milestones/1945-1952/kennan
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encirclement was real, and as Leffler puts it, especially acute in the immediate aftermath of World War II, 
despite its emergence from that conflict as the only military superpower.  

So to address that fear and its immediate backdrop, there could be no one so qualified as Secretary of State 
Dean Acheson, who was (as he said in his memoirs), ‘Present at the Creation’ of the postwar order.6 Instead 
of beginning with the end of World War II, I would like to pick up Acheson at an especially critical moment 
in U.S. history, after Munich in 1939 when the world crisis posed by Germany and Adolf Hitler’s ambitions 
had overtaken the Great Depression as an outside threat to democratic capitalism, and at a time when many 
conservatives (and some liberals) believed that President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s ambitions for a third term 
posed an even greater threat to capitalist democracy from within. Acheson used an address to Yale alumni—a 
pretty reliable conservative audience—to suggest that the real danger was not New Dealism, but the 
breakdown of the international system that had depended upon British management of the capitalist world 
order. Former president Herbert Hoover had been sounding shrill warning notes about Roosevelt, but 
Acheson countered that the only way a super-New Deal with unknown dangers could come about would be if 
the United States backed away from the Fascist world challenge. No outcome that left the fate of Europe to 
the signers of the recent Nazi-Soviet Pact, or Asia to the propagators of Japan’s ‘New Order,’ he said, would 
permit the country to survive with its institutions intact. He knew that among the friendly faces in his 
audience there were many, who, like Herbert Hoover, shuddered to think of what would happen if the 
United States went to war behind Roosevelt’s New Deal banner. What else could result but dictatorship and 
the permanent loss of liberty? Acheson reversed the argument. The only way to avoid a super-New Deal and 
where that might ultimately lead, was to be willing to do what it took, not to pull British chestnuts out of the 
fire—the era of the Pax Britannica was over no matter the outcome of the war—but to preserve the American 
Way of Life by supervising the construction of a Pax Americana to replace the world order of the nineteenth 
century. Acheson was very proud of this speech and recalled later that he had it in mind when he became 
secretary of state in Truman’s second term. 

The New Deal (and all it portended) might indeed, be and hopefully was, an episode in a larger drama, the 
outcome of which depended upon America rising to the challenge. What the world was witnessing was not 
simply a war between European rivals, but a great upheaval that would see either that ‘we have come to the 
end of the American experiment,’ or its fulfillment globally. Those were the choices. Without question, he 
said, the economic and political system of the nineteenth century “has been for many years in the obvious 
process of decline.” It could not be-reestablished in anything approaching its old form: 

We can see that the credits which were once extended by the financial centers of London 
no longer provide the means for the production of wealth in other countries. We can see 
that the vast free trade areas, which once furnished both a market of vast importance and 
a commodities exchange, no longer exist. We can see that British naval power no longer 
can guarantee security of life and investment in distant parts of the earth and a 
localization of conflict nearer home. We can see, too that immigration to the United States 
is no longer a solution for surplus populations elsewhere.7  

                                                        
6 Dean Acheson, Present at the Creation (New York: W.W. Norton, 1967). 

7  The speech is reprinted in, Morning and Noon: A Memoir (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1965), 267-275. 
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These conditions, he went on, set the stage for the appearance of the totalitarian state: “I am not saying that 
morals are a matter of economics, but, rather, that there is high authority for the belief that if we are not led 
into temptation we may better be delivered from evil.” Capitalism needed, in other words, an open 
marketplace if it was to survive, and with it the democratic institutions that had evolved and traveled from 
Great Britain to America, where they were making a final all-or-nothing last stand. As he went on, the 
argument thus unfolded not around the peril of a military invasion, but the consequences of the growing 
appeal of totalitarian solutions to problems that extended even to “this country…. Indications of the 
possibility have not been lacking…. It is expecting too much to believe that an angry or frightened people 
would not take it. Once that has been done in a thoroughgoing way and without shame, we have come to the 
end of the American experiment.”8 

Leffler writes in the first article reprinted in the book, “The Origins of Republican War Debt Policy, 1921-
1923,” (originally written in 1972) that the “open door interpretation of American diplomatic history. . . 
demands rigorous analysis. The appeal of the interpretation rests in its simplicity” (29). Overproduction had 
become a permanent issue if American capitalism were to survive, demanding an international solution: “This 
externalization of internal difficulties has compelled the American establishment to search for foreign markets 
to absorb the unparalleled quantity of goods produced in American factories and on American farms.” (29). 
The problem is that William Appleman Williams, the putative originator of the Open Door thesis would not 
agree American foreign policy goals were that simple, nor, of course, would Dean Acheson later see the 
solution as simply pushing exports. Leffler argues that policymakers tried to deal with the war debts not as an 
issue requiring that exports be pushed through trade policies, but based on political realities and the primacy 
of the home market. There were many questions surrounding the war debts, French fears, German instability, 
British weakness, etc. But the big issue was how to stabilize European currencies, the main factor, Leffler 
writes, holding back European recovery and prosperity and purchasing power. While bankers might agree on 
one plan or another, “Congress demonstrated relatively little concern with the expansion of American trade.” 
(39) 

What is simplistic, it may be argued, are these statements at the opening and closing of the article cited above, 
which reduce the Open Door worldview to a matter of pushing exports. It was never that. Leffler’s own 
analysis goes much deeper into the pressures on policymakers and their various goals. In the 1920’s, 
moreover, as he writes in the next article, “Herbert Hoover, the ‘New Era,’ and American foreign policy, 
1921-1929,” the United States could for a time have it both ways, putting tariffs where it pleased, while 
enjoying the benefits of a new triangular trade that gave Europeans the dollars to buy American goods from 
the profits of colonial raw materials exports to the United States. Herbert Hoover was the principal ‘thinker’ 
behind this American policy. It worked for a time, “but he overlooked the fact that the American campaign to 
expand exports to South America and Asia was deranging the triangular nature of international commerce.” 
(68) 

The patchwork system after World War I simply fell apart, and the world went spinning into crises. As 
Acheson said in 1939, one had to be wary of focusing on short term issues. The speech had begun with a 
critique of those who thought about the war in an episodic fashion, whether of events in the Far East in 1931 

                                                        
8 Ibid. 
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when Japan went into Manchuria, or the events surrounding Munich, “or of New Deal America…..We must 
take a longer swing to get on our target.”9  

So we have to ask how we define national security, and according to what tenets? It is not something we can 
easily put a label on. In academic circles national security is a term usually employed by ‘realist’ thinkers to 
force consideration of essentials to military security, but even there one encounters problems of definition, as 
suggested in the struggles that might ensue in the quest to dominate fossil fuels in the future, which are both 
political, economic, moral, and redolent of the imperial rivalries that developed after World War I, down to 
the related threat of mass migrations today producing terrorist attacks on the West.  

One key moment in the Cold War which reflected all of these concerns came in the aftermath of the Suez 
Crisis of 1956. Acheson’s successor, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, had to wrestle with the final 
collapse of British power in the Middle East. Torn between domestic political pressures and a desire to woo 
Arab governments, Dulles fell back on the threat posed by the ‘International Communist Conspiracy’ (ICC) 
to finesse an appropriation through Congress soon labeled the ‘Eisenhower Doctrine.’ The idea was to secure 
Congressional approval for aid in all forms including military assistance and (if necessary) intervention to 
nations threatened by “overt aggression from any nation controlled by International Communism.”10 It was 
now ten years since the Truman Doctrine promised aid to Greece and Turkey, so, in one sense, this simply 
expanded the territorial range of that earlier doctrine, but in another, things had become much more 
complicated. And the key problem was to identify what nations were actually controlled by International 
Communism. Did buying arms from the Soviets or their Eastern European satellites mean that one was 
‘controlled’ by International Communism? 

At this point in Congressional hearings on the administration’s proposal, and after Dulles had ruled out a 
direct military attack by the Soviet Union, Senator Henry Jackson, a famous Cold War stalwart (perhaps the 
most stalwart of all) wondered if Secretary Dulles was not, since he had ruled out a Russian military attack, 
exaggerating the threat? Dulles immediately turned to the danger from countries controlled by the 
International Communist Conspiracy. Jackson suggested that they might be synonymous – but Dulles 
interrupted to say that the threat was much broader than Russia or Eastern Europe. There was also China. 
And then this exchange ensued: 

Secretary Dulles: We believe that both Russia and mainland China are subject to the control of 
international communism. 

Senator Jackson: Who controls international communism? … 

Secretary Dulles: Well, international communism is a conspiracy composed of a certain 
number of people, all of whose names I do not know, and many of whom I suppose are secret. 
They first got control of Russia after the First World War. They have gone on getting control of 

                                                        
9 Ibid.  

10 I have written about this at greater length in, Three Kings: the Rise of an American Empire in the Middle East 
After World War II (New York: The New Press, 2009), 172-178. 
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one country after another until finally they were stopped. But they have not gone out of 
existence. International communism is still a group which is seeking to control the world, in 
my opinion.11 

Here the agent theory of revolution, first born out a belief that Vlaidmir Lenin and the Bolsheviks were 
German agents, consciously or unconsciously, reached its final logical end point. It leaves little room – 
actually none at all – for revolutions that were not under the supposed control of the ICC. In many cases, 
moreover, the United States seemed determined to do its best to make sure that revolutions took a dramatic 
turn leftwards. Leffler’s discussion of adherence to agreements signed by Russia and the United States during 
and at the end of World War II is particularly instructive in this regard. In essence, he says, both sides violated 
the agreements, but on the American side the concerns were not legal niceties. Arguments about the right or 
wrong interpretation of wartime agreements were only for public diplomacy, he notes. President Truman’s 
key advisers, fearful of a slippage after Roosevelt’s death, “were frightened by the great vacuums of power that 
were emerging as a result of the defeat of Germany and Japan.” (214) Ironically, as one of my favorite 
graduate school professors, William Best Heseltine, once quipped about the pre-Civil War era, ‘If there had 
been no abolitionists, the South would have had to have invented them.’ He meant, of course, that southern 
society needed an external enemy to sustain the rule of the slaveholders. Well, it is hardly a perfect parallel, 
but Stalin’s determination to control Eastern Europe provided the external enemy that changed everything 
from the post -World War I era where Congress had asserted its authority. Ironically, without Stalin, the 
cohesiveness of the West would have been a much harder project. In this regard, the Iron Curtain was itself 
the icon, not the regimes put in place behind it. Senator Jackson might ponder Dulles’s “exaggerations,” but 
he was devoted to the need to fill power vacuums – or to subvert less than cooperative post-colonial regimes if 
need be.  

Leffler argues, however, that the real story has to be how the United States—through the growth of the state 
in its own political economy—managed to mitigate the excesses of the raw dynamics of the open marketplace 
it established as the postwar order so as to reconcile private entrepreneurship and technological innovation to 
dampen “class conflict while nurturing income equality and championing consumer sovereignty.” (226) But 
the wise men and wise policies of the postwar era gave way to a much more dubious outlook later after the fall 
of the Soviet Union and the new freedom of the satellites: “The war against communism blurred important 
distinctions, distorted priorities, and complicated threat perceptions. Defining policy in terms of good versus 
evil made it difficult to grasp the nature of revolutionary nationalism.” (300).  

But at what exact point did that happen? Was it not always implicit in a war ‘against communism,’ or as 
Dulles had it, the ‘International Communist Conspiracy?’ Did defending democratic capitalism demand a 
war in Vietnam to sustain American credibility? If so what was that about, sustaining Japan’s independence as 
a full economic partner and democratic nation as, President Dwight Eisenhower suggested in the famous 
Falling Dominoes press conference, and Secretary of State John Foster Dulles made explicit about the need to 
insure Japanese markets in south-east Asia? Leffler’s collection of his best articles raises all these questions and 
more. As he suggests about the Open Door thesis, his terms from his title to phrases like ‘war against 
communism’ need rigorous analysis. We might start with interrogating who defines the national interest, and 
what it demands of military and strategic thinking. I have no doubt that Cold War policy emanated from a 

                                                        
11 Ibid, 177. 
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genuine fearfulness about the survival of democratic capitalism, but the origins of that set of concerns, 
overlarded with fear of nuclear holocaust, began as Dean Acheson said with the world crisis of the 1930s. 

Once World War II ended the United States stood at the pinnacle of world power, economically, and as the 
fabricator of the atomic bomb. Policymakers feared losing that position, just as British policymakers did when 
they built the Dreadnought to rule the seas, and set off instead a naval arms race. In such a situation, a 
separate history of empire and defense perimeter fades into irrelevance. And then in the post-Cold War world, 
as Leffler records, if anything the rhetoric about the ‘Free World’ and ‘America’s Mission’ only intensified 
with the new ‘Global War on Terrorism.’ Journalist Ron Suskind recorded an interview with a White House 
aide in the summer of 2002 that caught the essence of what had been building for a long time: 

[H]e told me something that at the time I didn't fully comprehend -- but which I now believe 
gets to the very heart of the Bush presidency. 

The aide said that guys like me were “in what we call the reality-based community,” which he 
defined as people who “believe that solutions emerge from your judicious study of discernible 
reality.” I nodded and murmured something about enlightenment principles and empiricism. 
He cut me off. “That's not the way the world really works anymore,” he continued. “We're an 
empire now, and when we act, we create our own reality. And while you're studying that 
reality—judiciously, as you will—we’ll act again, creating other new realities, which you can 
study too, and that's how things will sort out. We're history's actors . . . and you, all of you, will 
be left to just study what we do.”12 

Empires rise and fall—but mostly they overreach before they fall.13 In the days of the Anglo-Russian rivalry in 
the borderlands between Afghanistan and India, London fought a series of wars in the land at the top of that 
world, Afghanistan. The Duke of Wellington, victor in Europe over Napoleon, issued a prescient warning to 
his country’s leaders, “The consequence of crossing the Indus once to settle a government in Afghanistan will 
be a perennial march into that country.”14 Shortly thereafter the first march ended with 16,000 lost and an 
ignoble retreat from Kabul in 1842. 

Melvyn Leffler has produced a series of insightful articles about how we got here. He sees the “balance 
between ideals and interests” now dangerously skewed “in favor of the former.” What is needed is not a 
revolution in thinking, but “the exercise of good judgment.” (302) To do that, however, will involve 
challenges to the assumptions of policymakers and their feeding trough, Washington think-tanks. It has been, 
and will be, an ongoing discussion about the meaning of the relationship between democratic capitalism and 
national security.  

                                                        
12 Suskind, “Without a Doubt,” New York Times Sunday Magazine, 17 October 2004. The article was widely 

read and is readily available on the web. 

13 See among other books, Michael MacDonald, Overreach: Delusions of Regime Change in Iraq (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2014).  

14 John F. Burns, “Britain’s Fourth Afghan War, Through the Lens of Three Others,” New York Times, 25 
September 2010. 
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Review by Robert Jervis, Columbia University 

roducing a collection of essays is a tricky business. If they are familiar, readers may not bother with 
them; if they are obscure, readers may presume that there was a reason for this. If the newer ones are 
better, the author’s earlier immaturity will be exposed; if—as is more likely—the best ones are the first, 

the decline will leave a bad taste in everyone’s mouth.  

There are exceptions, of course, and the collection of Melvyn Leffler’s essays is among them. Each is well 
worth reading and collectively they raise interesting questions. Although Leffler’s views changed somewhat 
over time, he examines the way in which (or ways in which) the interplay between capitalism and democracy 
produced American foreign policy. Covering the period starting with the 1920s, which for years was neglected 
by scholars, Leffler has mastered a broad swath of archives and secondary literature without losing focus on 
the important issues of the motives behind American behavior, the mix of economic and political forces at 
play, and the reasonableness of the resulting policies. I cannot imagine a student of American history or 
international politics who would not benefit from deep engagement with this work. (Truth in reviewing: 
Leffler commends my own work and we are friends.) 

Leffler’s introductory essay was written for this collection and is a miniature intellectual autobiography, which 
not only explains how he came to write each of the essays, but outlines many of his ideas and how they 
changed. But there also is continuity, perhaps best summarized by the title of the introduction, “Embracing 
Complexities.” Like many others of his generation, as a graduate student he “was agitated by the war in 
Indochina and inspired by the writings of William A. Williams and his students. But as I studied the evidence 
I was pulled in different directions” (x). Note that he says “directions,” not “direction.” Leffler not only found 
Williams’s stress on the importance of trade too confining, but he saw several other elements that were equally 
and often more important. Even within the economic realm, the importance of the home market dwarfed 
that of external outlets, especially before the late twentieth-century. Furthermore, American voters, interest 
groups, and leaders were sensitive to the burden of taxation, and a prime lesson of Leffler’s studies of the 
1920s was that the desire to keep taxes low often dominated the need to stabilize the international economic 
system and gain market access abroad. Looking at the struggles in greater detail than Williams had, it was 
clear that public opinion, partisanship, and the domestic struggle for office were central: “Thus, the factors 
most decisively influencing the passage of debt legislation in Congress in 1921 and 1922 were electoral 
considerations, partisan politics, and intra-governmental rivalries. While debating the debt proposal, Congress 
demonstrated relatively little concern with the expansion with American trade” (39).  

This perspective is quite similar to that used by John Gaddis in The United States and the Origins of the Cold 
War.1 In most of his work, Leffler sees conflicts within the sphere of economic interests, and argues that to 
affect policies, economic actors have to work their way through a political system that is riven by partisan and 
institutional divisions. Not only do the political parties and branches of government clash, but the latter are 
not entirely united either, with differences within Congress and within the Executive. In addition, ideals, 
especially in the form of the drive to spread democracy around the world, often play a role, and conflict with 

                                                        
1 John Gaddis, The United States and the Origins of the Cold War, 1941-1947 (New York: Columbia University 

Press 1972). As many readers know and as Leffler notes, Gaddis strongly attacked Leffler’s first major essay on American 
post-war policy, an essay that paid less attention to the complex domestic landscape than did his essays on the 1920s). 

 

P 



H-Diplo Roundtable Review, Vol. XIX, No. 40 (2018) 

13 | P a g e  

interests, especially economic ones. Although many others have written about the clash between interests and 
ideals, and about the ways in which each affects the perception of the other, Leffler’s discussion of U.S. policy 
after September 11, 2001, provides an interesting twist: times of high threat bring forth not only offensive 
strategies, but also elevate “a discourse of values and ideals” (296).2  

This does not lead to a better policy, however. Quite the contrary; “a careful calculation of interests is 
essential to discipline American power and to temper its ethnocentrism” (301). A heightened sense of threat is 
prone to reduced prudence and generate over-reach. The other side of this coin is mapped out in a 
particularly interesting essay on austerity and U.S. strategy in which Leffler argues that a scarcity of resources, 
unpleasant as it is, generally “imposed discipline and creativity” (307) on American leaders, forcing them to 
assess priorities, make trade-offs, and keep means and ends in alignment. This has produced some of the most 
creative bursts of American diplomacy, such as President Richard Nixon’s opening to China and détente with 
the Soviet Union and, in the years after World War II, the development of international institutions ranging 
from the World Bank to NATO and, more strikingly, to the realization that scarce dollars were better spent 
trying to put Europe back on its feet than on the American military.  

Partly due to conflicting pressures and the complicated political processes involved, and partly due to the 
difficulty of understanding the world, American leaders often made mistakes. But they were rarely ignorant. 
Much of the historiography of American foreign relations, especially of the 1920s, argues that American 
presidents, and even more, members of Congress, failed to understand that the fate of the U.S. was entangled 
with that of the rest of the world. Leffler shows that this is incorrect. In 1920s, business and political leaders 
understood that American prosperity would be threatened if Europe failed to recover, and that the American 
stance toward war debts was an important part of the picture. Perhaps they should have been more generous 
than they were, but they were under significant constrains and the way forward was far from clear. We cannot 
understand their behavior by positing that they could not see the world beyond American borders. Similarly, 
although Leffler says less about this, the war in Vietnam cannot be explained by American ignorance or 
arrogance.  President Lyndon Johnson and his advisers realized that winning would be neither cheap nor easy. 
The consequences of losing (both domestic and foreign) loomed large, however. Leaders who are often 
portrayed as excessively idealistic also need to be reconsidered. So in his discussion of the Kellogg-Briand Pact 
and the later neutrality legislation, Leffler argues that Senator William “Borah and [Secretary of State Frank] 
Kellogg were neither idealists nor moralists. Indeed, there was an acute streak of pragmatism that 
characterized their thinking” (105).   

There are some parallels between Leffler’s thinking and his analysis of those he is studying. He explains that as 
he worked through his idea about the origins of the Cold War, he “unknowingly … was marrying revisionism 
and realism” (19) and was seeing both security considerations and the desire for economic expansion at work. 
I do not think it is too much of a stretch to say that Leffler similarly saw American leaders as trading off and 
balancing conflicting kinds of interests, some broader than others, and rarely ignoring ideals or completely 
falling under their sway. Multiple considerations are almost always involved. For example, in analyzing the 
American backtracking from some of the promises the U.S. made to the Soviet Union at the Yalta conference, 
Leffler points to “a curious mixture of fear and power” (215).  

                                                        
2 For a related argument, see Stephen Sestanovich, Maximalist: America in the World from Truman to Obama 

(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2014). 
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With an understanding of the complexity of the problems facing American leaders and the constraints on 
them, Leffler develops a degree of empathy with American leaders that I think is commendable, but that some 
historians are likely to see as tempering, if not abandoning, a critical stance that makes the academic 
perspective particularly valuable, if annoying to the wider society. Although Leffler does indeed fault leaders, 
he usually sees their beliefs as “sincere” (e.g., 92, 282). Above all, I believe, he successfully avoids the trap of 
hindsight and condescension. It is not that he dodges difficult judgments, but that he understands the 
difficulties of the task of statesmanship. As he notes in his essays and, even more, in A Preponderance of Power, 
the standard we should judge policies by is whether they are “reasonable.”3 The term is a bit vague, perhaps, 
but I think it is very useful and chimes with classical diplomatic analysis calling for prudence. Thus, President 
Harry S. Truman and his colleagues may have over-reacted to the Soviet threat, but given the dangers, 
primarily of instability in Western Europe and subversion, not Soviet invasion, their behavior was reasonable, 
even if in retrospect, we can imagine a policy that might have brought stability to Western Europe without as 
much conflict with the USSR. As Leffler notes, this perspective with its greater focus on the dangers in the 
world and the duty of leaders to be highly sensitive to them “disappoint[ed] my friends on the left” (17). 
Since the Academy is only slightly less tribal than the general population, the courage involved in being 
willing to take this move should not be taken for granted. This is especially true because Leffler’s ability to put 
himself in the decision-makers’ shoes has led him to evaluations of the policies of President George W. Bush 
that, while critical, are less censorious than those of many of his colleagues.4  

If Leffler’s later essays involve less archival work and more stepping back and engaging larger issues, I think 
there remains the continuity in style and basic approach that I have outlined above. In parallel, the 
considerations he sees as driving American policy over the last hundred years also display considerable 
continuity. The policies that directly preceded American entry into World War II were very different from 
those of the 1920s, but the main reason is not that American ideals, interests, and outlook changed, but that 
there was now a fundamental threat. Similarly, the conception of American interest playing out well before 
World War II carried over into the post-war world. The end of the Cold War obviously led to significant 
changes, but these again were more attributable to the (perhaps temporary) amelioration of the environment. 
The post-Cold War period itself, according to Leffler, shows more continuity than is often realized (Chapter 
8) and even the break after 9/11 should not be overestimated (Chapter 9). One interesting change is that the 
essays on the Cold War and after focus more on national security and less on economic interests and policies. 
Presumably the reason for this is a combination of a change in circumstances and a change in Leffler’s 
scholarly interests.  

History of course is about the past, but is written in the present. The first two paragraphs of Leffler’s 
introductory chapter relate his opposition to the Vietnam war when he was an undergraduate. The war 
certainly contributed to the popularity of Williams’s Tragedy of American Diplomacy,5 which gets the second 

                                                        
3 Melvyn Leffler, A Preponderance of Power: National Security, The Truman Administration, and The Cold War 

(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1992). 

4 See his review of memoirs of members of the Bush administration that is not included in this collection: 
Melvyn Leffler, “The Foreign Policies of the George W. Bush Administration: Memoirs, History, Legacy,” Diplomatic 
History 37:2 (2013): 190-216. 

5 William A. Williams, The Tragedy of American Diplomacy (Cleveland: World Publishing Co., 1959). 



H-Diplo Roundtable Review, Vol. XIX, No. 40 (2018) 

15 | P a g e  

footnote in the book. He notes that 50 years later, “I somehow feel less angry, less passionate, and a lot 
sadder” (27). Like Ernest May, whom Leffler approvingly cites, he believes that done well, history can 
illuminate the present and correct for prevailing errors. For this, balance and an appreciation of reasonableness 
were essential. So in the 1980s, when American policy under Ronald Reagan became extremely assertive if not 
aggressive, Leffler felt it important to show that at the start of the Cold War the American conceptions of its 
security requirements were not modest and that the U.S. did more than simply react to Soviet moves. At a 
time when the leading political figures were arguing that the Soviets always broke their agreements, he 
provided a thorough and subtle analysis showing that not only were the Yalta agreements highly ambiguous, 
but the U.S. broke them as much as the Soviets did. But unlike a standard revisionist account, Leffler also 
shows that the American motives owed less to capitalism than to normal security concerns and that at least 
some of the American over-reaction in the early Cold War years was due to the “American disillusionment 
[that] was great because American leaders misled the American public about the real meaning of wartime 
agreements” (218).  

Those who either prize parsimony over complexity or believe that the world is actually controlled by a few 
factors will balk at Leffler’s analysis. The latter category include both economic determinists and hard core 
Realists, the former seeing economic interests as explaining U.S. policy and the later arguing that security 
concerns dominate. While the Realists understand that economic strength is crucial for security, and those 
who stress economic interests know that security is a necessary condition for capitalism, both deny the 
intricate conflicts and trade-offs that are central to Leffler’s work. Many contemporary students of 
international political economy (IPE) reach a similar conclusion from a different tack. Privileging 
parsimonious and theory-driven investigations over inductive approaches, and willing to sacrifice a degree of 
descriptive accuracy in order to illuminate the power of a select set of driving variables derived from theories 
of who benefits and loses from alternative arrangements of international trade and finance, they try to match 
outcomes with the expectations based on the interests of powerful economic groups and the politics that they 
should generate. 6 ‘Williams based on more sophisticated economics (but without the cultural overlay)’ is a 
crude but not unfair characterization of this work.  

Scholars, policy analysts, and members of the interested public who are skeptical about such powerful 
simplifications will find these essays a real treat, however. Arguments like those Leffler is engaged in are never 
settled, but his work allows them to be discussed more clearly and productively.  

 

                                                        
6 See, for example, Mark Brawley, Liberal Leadership: Great Powers and Their Challengers in Peace and War 

(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993); Michael Hiscox, International Trade and Political Conflict: Commerce, 
Coalitions, and Mobility (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002). 
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Review by Jennifer M. Miller, Dartmouth College 

t is hard to read Melvyn Leffler’s most recent book without simultaneously reflecting on contemporary 
foreign policy. This collection of articles not only embodies the work of a prolific, field-changing, and 
intellectually rigorous career, one that has inspired several generations of scholars; it also offers lessons for 

effective American diplomacy now and in the future. Taken together, these articles trace U.S. foreign policy 
from aftermath of World War I through the recent War on Terror to assert that American leaders have 
developed a fairly consistent conception of national security. Rather than simply seeking to exercise imperial 
power or protect economic “interests,” the United States’ varied interactions with the world have been geared 
towards “protecting the core values of democratic capitalism at home” (27). While some aspects of this policy 
have been far more successful than others, Leffler claims that this is a worthy cause, one that Americans 
should continue to pursue. Contemporary American policymakers should therefore learn from those who 
were able to utilize U.S. power abroad in order to secure political freedom and economic stability (such as the 
Marshall Plan), as well as from those who disastrously failed in this mission (most notoriously the wars in 
Vietnam and Iraq). Yet this framework, so essential in its focus on the ideological and psychological 
construction of values and interests, never quite fully charts the shifting meaning of democratic capitalism, or 
its role in producing the violent tragedies that Leffler criticizes. What remains underexplored in the volume’s 
rich essays is whether American diplomacy’s most grim actions were a deviation or integral to the country’s 
national security logic.     

Leffler’s research has long focused on key turning points and their aftermaths, the moments when values, 
interests, policies, and political orders are ripe for reformulation.1 The essays of Safeguarding Democratic 
Capitalism reflect this agenda, and they group around three such key transformative moments: Republican 
policy towards Europe after World War I, the construction of a new definition of national security in the 
transition from World War II to the Cold War, and the end of the Cold War and its legacies for the 1990s 
and the War on Terror. The volume departs from this focus with the last two articles, which investigate 
broader themes, namely the impact of austerity on the conduct of U.S. foreign policy and the larger concept 
of national security. Arranged chronologically (in terms of historical topic and also largely in order of 
publication), the articles simultaneously function as window into Leffler’s own intellectual evolution and the 
broader historiographical development of the field. As Leffler describes the arc of the volume—and his 
career—the articles trace his evolution from Wisconsin-school inspired “focus on the domestic ideological and 
economic roots of policy to a preoccupation with threat perception” that places the intersections between the 
construction of values and the perception of foreign actions at the heart of national security policy (1). 

Two key themes emerge from this exploration of transformative shifts. First is the claim that foreign policies 
are deeply informed by domestic political and economic narratives, values, and practices. According to Leffler, 
the quest to preserve America’s domestic system, which Leffler labels democratic capitalism, is the animating 
force in American national security policy.  Within this democratic capitalist system, leaders, diplomats, 
policymakers, and strategists have been especially concerned about self-determination, personal freedom, open 
trade, free enterprise, private marketplaces, the rule of law, territorial integrity, and national sovereignty (24, 
333). It therefore follows that if American diplomacy, security policy, and global engagement changed over 
time, it was because American leaders believed that democratic capitalism was threatened. The best example, 

                                                        
1 This interest is best embodied by his For the Soul of Mankind: The United States, the Soviet Union, and the 

Cold War (New York: Hill and Wang, 2007).  
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according to Leffler, is the radical expansion of American involvement in world politics in the 1940s and 
1950s, which was not simply geostrategic calculation or a ‘realist’ response to Soviet aggression. Instead, it 
reflected American leaders’ genuine anxiety, rooted in fifteen years of depression and war, that Communist 
expansion would undermine the United States’ domestic structures. The Soviet Union, American political 
and military leaders believed, was uniquely positioned to capitalize on the economic deprivation and political 
ferment of the post-World War II world. American policymakers were therefore united by an “ideological 
conviction that their own political economy of freedom could be jeopardized if a totalitarian foe became too 
powerful” (19). This was a marked contrast to the aftermath of World War I, when policymakers and 
business leaders “did not consider the survival of American liberal capitalistic institutions contingent upon 
overseas expansion,” and thus maintained a more limited and managerial conception of American 
responsibility for global order (50). When American policymakers sought after World War II to assume 
hegemony overseas, they did so to protect a political economy of freedom at home. 

The second key theme is the central role of psychologies and emotions, especially threat perception and fear, 
in the creation of policy, and the necessity of prudence and judgment to manage this fear effectively. 
According to Leffler, American leaders’ conceptions of national security have been consistently informed by 
fears about foreign threats to their system. Their successes or failures in safeguarding democratic capitalism are 
dependent on their ability to manage those anxieties, to use prudence to develop a reasonable and productive 
response to them. In the mid and late 1940s, Leffler argues, despite intense fears of Communist aggression, 
prudence carried the day (300, 304). Though President Harry Truman and others exaggerated Soviet 
capabilities, they also responded with forward thinking and inspired policies, especially their investments in 
European and Japanese economic stability (304, 310). American leaders’ anxieties after the 2001 terrorist 
attacks, in contrast, showed the price of misjudgment. Overwhelmed by a potent cocktail of “guilt, outrage, 
and responsibility” after 9/11, George W. Bush and his advisors sought to forcefully impose American ideals 
in the Middle East. In their response to the threat of terrorism, “values and ideals …trumped interests” and 
tempted “the government to overreach far beyond what careful consideration of interests might dictate” (283, 
294 – 295). Indeed, for Leffler, American policymakers’ greatest errors—Korea, Vietnam, and Iraq—came 
when they eschewed a sense of restraint and limited capabilities in a misguided quest for “moral clarity” (300). 
If they launched wars with no attainable aims and no exit strategy, it was because their apocalyptic perception 
of the enemy—whether Communism or terrorism—destroyed their ability to exercise prudence, restraint, and 
judgment. 

This framework brings much-needed nuance and contingency to our understanding of national security 
policy. Yet there is also a tension between Leffler’s claim that American national security is a “dynamic 
concept that was always changing and contentious,” and his claim that it has consistently sought to protect 
the values of democratic capitalism (24). The meanings of both democracy and capitalism have been anything 
but stable in the decades since the 1940s; they have stood at the center of never-ending struggles about rights, 
economic distribution, and state responsibility. Certainly presidents, diplomats, politicians, lobbyists, 
activists, and citizens have consistently invoked terms like ‘personal freedom’ and ‘free enterprise.’ But these 
linguistic continuities sometimes masked deep changes in meanings. Calls for the fulfillment of American 
political rights and freedom, for example, undergirded the civil rights movement and the quest to limit and 
undermine legal protections for LGBTQ Americans. Capitalism has proved equally flexible. The post-World 
War II emphasis on participation within a system of free enterprise has given way to a market-based rhetoric 
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that equates markets with individual independence, the site of freedom from the system.2 It is unclear, then, 
whether democratic capitalism, and the values and practices it embodies, was indeed a unifying vision for 
generations or leaders, or a flexible rhetorical umbrella that can describe a vast array of agendas. To 
understand what democratic capitalism meant in different moments in time and to different leaders, one must 
chart how it was constantly remade through intersections with complex narratives of wealth creation, national 
purpose, religious faith, class, race, and gender that continue to fundamentally shape American life and 
American values. Leffler repeatedly states that American values are dynamic and contingent and calls for 
engagement with scholarship that interrogates this process of value creation. But because this engagement is 
not always a major feature of the articles in this volume, subtle but crucial conceptual changes are not fully 
accounted for.   

Equally important, democracy and capitalism have not only changed in meaning, but have often clashed in 
the period covered by Leffler’s essays. As scholars of capitalism have amply shown, just as capitalist growth 
flourished through slavery, twentieth-century capitalist dynamics also fueled racist housing policy, gender 
subjugation, and continued economic and political disempowerment of certain populations.3 The democratic 
capitalism that diplomats claimed to safeguard, in and of itself, was a constructed concept, a marriage of two 
oft-irreconcilable systems. The question, then, in assessing the development of foreign policy, is what to make 
of this gap between rhetoric and reality. What does it mean that diplomats claim to protect an order that does 
not really exist, or at least does not exist for all Americans? For Leffler, the answer is to advocate for both 
diplomacy and domestic policies that expand the promises of democracy and economic welfare to as many 
citizens as possible. If foreign policy is about “protecting the core values of democratic capitalism at home,” he 
writes in support of progressive policies, “then officials must recognize that full employment, income fairness, 
educational opportunity, health insurance and security in old age are prerequisites for a satisfied citizenry” 
(27). But how should historians understand the decisions of so many American leaders to talk of democratic 
capitalism while doing exactly the opposite?4 Americans’ inability to firmly agree on the meaning of 
democratic capitalism thus reflects the potent instabilities lurking at its heart. Recognizing the term’s elasticity 

                                                        
2 Daniel T. Rodgers, Age of Fracture (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2011), 15-77. 

3 See, for example, Edward E. Baptist, The Half has Never been Told: Slavery and the Making of American 
Capitalism (New York: Basic Book, 2014), Sven Beckert, Empire of Cotton: A Global History (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 2014), David M.P. Freund, Colored Property: State Policy and White Racial Politics in Suburban America 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007), Walter Johnson, River of Dark Dreams: Slavery and Empire in the Cotton 
Kingdom (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2013), Greta R. Krippner, Capitalizing on Crisis: The 
Political Origins of the Rise of Finance (Cambridge: Harvard University Press 2011), Bethany Moreton, To Serve God and 
Walmart: The Making of Christian Free Enterprise (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009), Richard Rothstein, The 
Color of Law: A Forgotten History of how our Government Segregated America (New York: Liveright, 2017), Judith Stein, 
Pivotal Decade: How the United States Traded Factories for Finance in the 1970s (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2010). 

4 This works in multiple ways. For example, Leffler argues in chapter 7 that post-Cold War triumphalism about 
the superiority of free markets was disconnected from reality; the West ‘won’ the Cold War not because the state exited 
the market, but because it was able to better recalibrate the relationship between state and market after the economic 
upheavals of the 1970s (234-235, 240-241). 
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thus raises difficult questions about its ability to serve as a lodestar and guiding force in American national 
security policy. 

Perhaps most crucially, this ideological instability at the core of democratic capitalism also raises questions 
about how to evaluate the role of prudence in national security policy. Unsurprisingly in a volume that spans 
forty years of scholarship, Leffler is not always clear on the effectiveness of prudence as a check on the United 
States’ more violent, warmongering impulses. Was the early Cold War, with its commitments like the 
Marshall Plan, a time of prudence, or did it ultimately foster a national security logic that encouraged the 
country’s “most baleful decisions,” such as the wars in Korea and Vietnam (310)? At least as far as 
policymakers were concerned, those violent actions seemed necessary to sustain the system of American 
hegemony that undergirded the survival of democratic capitalism. Indeed, rather than a deviation from 
prudent policy, they are perhaps consequences of the very logic that undergirds it, a logic where policymakers 
externalized the possibilities of American prosperity, political stability, and moral welfare onto an increasingly 
global stage. Leffler touches on this in the chapter “The American Conception of National Security and the 
Beginnings of the Cold War, 1945-1948” (originally published in 1984). In it, he asserts that American 
decisions from the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan to the hydrogen bomb, massive Cold War 
military buildups, intervention in Korea, and military assistance to Southeast Asia stemmed from an 
“American conception of national security that... postulated a long-term Soviet intention to gain world 
domination” (161). Even in 1948, when American policymakers still operated with a more fiscally limited 
concept of national security, Leffler notes that “the mode of thinking about national security that 
subsequently accelerated the arms race and precipitated military interventionism in Asia was already 
widespread among defense officials” (160). Yet because much of the book focuses on transatlantic relations, 
Leffler never fully clarifies whether American military interventionism in Asia, Latin America, and the Middle 
East is a perversion or a consequence of American security logics. If both the laudable and condemnable stem 
from the same logic, how effectively can prudence and good judgment serve as a check on violent or 
moralistic impulses? 

Ultimately, Leffler’s framework is one of the most perceptive, rigorous, and comprehensive analyses of 
American foreign policy in the last eight decades. It is for this very reason that it raises unnerving questions 
about American foreign policy going forward, especially the concept of democratic capitalism that stands at its 
core. Increasingly, a conviction has taken root among many that capitalism is failing everyday Americans. 
This belief, which was prevalent on the right and the left in the recent presidential election, has fueled the 
anger and zero-sumness that currently marks American economic debate. What is more, politicians have 
utilized this economic frustration to argue against international commitments and engagements. If American 
diplomacy has failed to bolster capitalism and wealth at home, they argue, then perhaps the very act of 
international engagement fosters domestic weakness and economic failure. Such sentiments fuel the rhetoric 
of President Donald Trump, who has sought to depart from post-World War II international commitments. 
Campaigning on a potent combination of economic and diplomatic heterodoxies, he argues that a people-
based economy and popular democracy can only be sustained through an America-first disengagement with 
the rest of the globe. Leffler asserts that for successful and wise foreign and national security policy, the 
“credibility of the system at home over the long run is as important as the credibility of American 
commitments abroad” (27). If the concept of democratic capitalism does not represent a felt reality for many 
Americans, regardless of the status of the actual economy, what does this mean for the United States’ interest 
in sustaining global stability? If Americans do not believe their well-being is served by international 
engagement, what are the chances for measured and prudent policy? Perhaps these fears are not new. Leffler’s 
work highlights the potent humanness—the psychologies, the ideological projects, the constructedness, and 
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the instability—that always lay at the heart of what we often conceive as a rational postwar project of liberal-
internationalism. If the core of national security policy is ultimately about values, the declining credibility of 
the American domestic system is bound to continue changing its outlook abroad, in ways that will be just as 
consequential as American global engagements after 1945. 
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Review by Andrew Preston, Cambridge University 

t is a tremendous honor to be asked to review a collection of essays that represent the lifework of one of 
our greatest diplomatic historians. Melvyn Leffler has written deeply on important periods in American 
history—the 1920s, the 1940s, and the early 2000s—but he has also written more broadly on longer 

periods of time. This new book combines these two skills, the empirical deep-dive and the imaginative 
synthesis, in an insightful single collection. Safeguarding Democratic Capitalism isn’t simply a compilation of 
random essays, but a coherent overview of the emergence of the United States as one of the most powerful 
states the international system has ever seen. Leffler has obviously chosen his chapters carefully, with a 
purposeful eye to cohesion (especially when one considers some of his other landmark articles he omitted).1 
The result is a triumph, an original book compiled from a lifetime of work in which the whole is much 
greater than the sum of its parts. Leffler’s earliest work, represented here in chapters on the Republican 
diplomacy and political economy of the 1920s, feels fresh, subtle, and undated, which is saying something 
when one considers some of the excellent work on the topic published in the last decade. In an era when 
scholarly fashions emerge suddenly, seize the collective imagination, and sweep aside all before them, it should 
remind us all of the enduring value of quality secondary literature. 

Safeguarding Democratic Capitalism contains renowned articles from the last four decades, including pieces 
from flagship journals like the American Historical Review, International Security, and, of course, Diplomatic 
History. These I had read before, several times over the course of my career, but on rereading them here, as a 
piece, Leffler’s own ‘core values’ as a scholar come across more clearly and persuasively than I have seen 
elsewhere: a rigorous probing of unpublished primary sources, especially archives; an acute sensitivity to 
context; a nuanced appreciation of international economic forces, including access to strategic natural 
resources; a rightful insistence on the importance of domestic politics and political economy; an awareness of 
the international system and how its configurations affect the United States; and a critical balance of scholarly 
detachment and empathy, so that the historian does not condescend to historical actors but tries to 
understand and explain their choices. These historiographical and methodological core values will be familiar 
to anyone who has read any of Leffler’s work, but two others are worth emphasizing: psychology and 
emotion. These are longstanding interpretive concerns for Leffler, and his affinity for the work on cognition, 
perception, and psychology by IR scholars, for example Robert Jervis, is evident. As Leffler puts it here, he is 
fascinated by “perceptions of threat” (x), which are by definition subjective and therefore psychological and 
emotional as well as intellectual and material. Though he once expressed some reservations about the field’s 
cultural turn, it is clear his work has a good deal of overlap with elements of it.2 

                                                        
1 Including some of my favorites from the Leffler canon: “The Cold War: What Do ‘We Now Know’?” 

American Historical Review 104:2 (April 1999): 501-524; “Bringing it Together: The Parts and the Whole,” in Odd Arne 
Westad, ed., Reviewing the Cold War: Approaches, Interpretations, Theory (London: Frank Cass, 2000), 43-63; “9/11 in 
Retrospect: George W. Bush’s Grand Strategy, Reconsidered,” Foreign Affairs 90 (September/October 2011), 33-44; and 
“The Foreign Policies of the George W. Bush Administration: Memoirs, History, and, Legacy,” Diplomatic History 37:2 
(April 2013): 190-216. This list of omissions from Safeguarding Democratic Capitalism is by no means exhaustive, 
especially when one considers that Leffler decided not to include any chapters or sections from his own books. 

2 For the reservations, which centered on whether cultural analysis can isolate and explain causality, see Melvyn 
P. Leffler, “New Approaches, Old Interpretations, and Prospective Reconfigurations,” Diplomatic History 19:2 (March 
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My sense is that the emotions have become even more prominent in Leffler’s thinking because of George W. 
Bush and the Iraq War, notably the Bush administration’s “combination of guilt, outrage, and responsibility” 
in response to the 9/11 attacks (295); we might add fear, arrogance, and hubris to that list (which Leffler 
effectively does: 299-302).3 With the exception of fear, one does not find Leffler applying these intense 
emotions to figures from other eras—for example, the “wise men, prudent men, and foolish men” of the 
Truman administration.4 The Truman administration made some mistakes, but even its harshest critics 
would acknowledge some successes along the way, or at the very least the presence of complicated mitigating 
factors. But unless the Middle East suddenly breaks out into an era of peace and prosperity, it’s difficult to 
think the Bush administration will receive the same empathetic treatment from future historians. The feelings 
of fear, urgency, and guilt felt by the Bush administration after 9/11 were sincere and understandable, but the 
cause to which those emotions were channeled was wrongheaded, shortsighted, unnecessary, and ultimately 
counterproductive, and nothing that has happened since March 2003 has contradicted that harsh assessment. 

Rereading canonical Leffler yields new insights—this collection certainly does not feel as if we are retreading 
old ground, even though I had already read most of the book elsewhere. Yet, as I am sure will be the case for 
many readers, there were a handful of chapters in Safeguarding Democratic Capitalism that were new to me. 
For example, I had not come across chapters 7 and 10 before, both of which are engrossing and utterly 
compelling historical analyses that should be read by today’s lawmakers in Washington. These essays are to 
my mind among the best Leffler has written, especially as they relate to contemporary social and political 
concerns. 

Chapter 7, “Victory: The ‘State,’ the ‘West,’ and the Cold War,” originally published in 2013, is a resolute 
defense of the state written in an era when the role of government, and even the very principle of governance, 
is assumed by many Americans to be a pernicious encroachment on individual freedom. Leffler illustrates that 
U.S. ‘victory’ in the Cold War was the product of a strong but not overbearing state, one that acted as an 
effective broker between public and private interests, and regulated the market to maximize efficiency and 
ensure a degree of fairness without stifling innovation or ambition. The state, and not individualism, provided 
the right conditions for a political economy of American ‘freedom,’ as its adherents would call it, to flourish. 
This was true not just in the realm of foreign relations (despite major and avoidable calamities such as the war 
in Vietnam) but also in terms of industrial and technological progress; indeed, Leffler shows how tightly 
related they were. With the role of government under attack ever since President Ronald Reagan launched his 
anti-statist crusade in 1980-1981, and with those attacks reaching their nadir in the recent crusades by the 
Tea Party, the Freedom Caucus, and the Trump administration, historians have used their professional skills 
to show that American peace and prosperity have historically depended upon a robust and active federal 

                                                        
1995): 173-196, esp. 180-185. However, in Safeguarding Democratic Capitalism (e.g., 22-23, 330-332), Leffler briefly 
identifies some of the ways in which his work has benefitted from cultural methods and perspectives. 

3 See also Leffler, “Foreign Policies of the George W. Bush Administration.” 

4 Melvyn P. Leffler, A Preponderance of Power: National Security, the Truman Administration, and the Cold War 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1992), 499-511. 
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government.5 This genre, what we might call ‘cautionary history,’ is burgeoning, which says a lot about our 
current era, but Leffler’s contribution is the most compelling I have read. 

Chapter 10, “Austerity and U.S. Strategy: Lessons of the Past,” performs a similar function in that it uses 
history to illuminate our present political condition. But rather than recover the reputation of a currently 
maligned institution, here Leffler seeks to dampen overwrought panic about the supposed threat to American 
power posed by fiscal austerity. In this brilliant essay, Leffler shows that austerity is not necessarily a threat to 
the conduct of national-security policy but actually a boon, for it forces policymakers to think harder about 
the relationship of available means to ends and leads them to devise more creative and realistic solutions to 
foreign problems. Unlimited means, on other hand, often lead policymakers to overstate the extent of the 
threats they face and to make arrogant assumptions that all those threats have an answer. The United States 
had a wide range of technologically advanced weapons, advisor Walt Rostow argued to President John F. 
Kennedy in 1961 during a debate over Vietnam, and “we are not saving them for the Junior Prom.”6 After 
reading Leffler’s chapter, one wishes Rostow had lived in an age of austerity. 

Leffler’s shrewd analysis of the effects (or lack thereof) of austerity reveals some of the most common and 
pernicious traits of U.S. foreign policy over the past 70 years: fear, alarmism, and outright panic. It is 
astonishing how often a nation with such preponderant power has believed it is on the brink of catastrophe. 
Leffler points out, for example, the absurdity of President Bill Clinton being charged with weakness when his 
administration was annually spending more on defense than the rest of the world combined (314-315). There 
are several grounds on which to criticize of Clinton’s foreign policy, but weakness surely is not one of them. 
Fear is a natural emotion, and there have been grounds for at least some amount of accentuated threat 
perception on many occasions during the last seventy years. But what is most striking, to me at least, is how 
often these accentuations quickly spin out of control and morph into panic. 

Much of this tendency to excessively inflate foreign threats, I would argue, is due to the concept of ‘national 
security,’ which Leffler has done more than anyone to deconstruct, explain, and understand. Leffler came up 
with his authoritative definition of national security more than thirty years ago (reprinted here in Chapter 4) 
and he has refined it ever since (see especially Chapter 11). He does so again in the Introduction to 
Safeguarding Democratic Capitalism: “national security is about preserving the core values of democratic 
capitalism at home” (26), those core values being ideological priorities such as “private property, free 
enterprise, personal freedom, open markets, and the rule of law,” in addition to more conventional physical 
concerns such as “the safety of American lives, national sovereignty, and territorial integrity” (24-25). These 
two intertwined strands of the ‘national security’ dyad—the ideological and the physical—together provide as 
good a definition as there is, and it works perfectly for analyzing U.S. statecraft since World War II. 

                                                        
5 For some other notable examples of the genre, see Jacob S. Hacker and Paul Pierson, American Amnesia: How 

the War on Government Led Us to Forget What Made America Prosper (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2016); Jefferson 
Cowie, The Great Exception: The New Deal and the Limits of American Politics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2016); and Steve Pincus, The Heart of the Declaration: The Founders’ Case for an Activist Government (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2016). 

6 Quoted in Richard Reeves, President Kennedy: Profile of Power (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1993), 241. 
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Leffler goes further, and argues that national security as an approach, method, or theory can be used to 
explain U.S. foreign and military policies at any point in history. But there is another way of looking at it. As 
Leffler himself notes, “the term ‘national security’ was rarely used before World War II” (25). This was not a 
mere semantic shift. It came about because the war—and, crucially, the domestic debate over how to respond 
to the outbreak of war in Asia in 1937 and Europe in 1939—and then the Cold War completely transformed 
Americans’ threat perception and conceptions of national defense. Before World War II, self-defense simply 
meant the second part of the national-security dyad: protecting territorial sovereignty. Violation of that would 
automatically also result in the violation of core values, but self-defense was narrowly construed as defending 
the nation against a direct and physical attack. In the first half of the twentieth century, aggressive new 
ideologies, backed by the strength of newly powerful industrial states, looked set to conquer large parts of the 
globe, but they were extremely unlikely to attack the United States directly. To President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt, traditional notions of self-defense no longer sufficed because they underestimated these new 
dangers in an increasingly interconnected and interdependent world. Yet anti-interventionists used exactly 
those longstanding ideas about national self-defense to argue against America intervening in the world crisis. 
Out of political necessity—both domestic and geopolitical—interventionists therefore needed to broaden 
what self-defense actually meant, and here’s where ‘national security’ was born. 

Roosevelt’s and President Harry Truman’s vision of ‘national security’ went much further than traditional 
notions of self-defense because it called for self-defense well beyond the borders of the United States against 
threats that were not at that moment physical or direct. As Leffler observes in A Preponderance of Power, 
“National security…meant more than defending territory.”7 Such extra-territorial threats had the potential to 
become physical or territorial after a series of chain-reaction events that could bring them to the nation’s 
borders—this is why the ‘domino theory’ was also a twentieth-century phenomenon that reached its apogee in 
the Cold War. National-security-as-self-defense therefore became much more abstract in the 1940s as it called 
for protection from theoretical threats that were plausible, but neither imminent nor direct. Leffler quotes 
Roosevelt’s admonition, in the summer of 1940, that the United States could not allow itself to become “a 
lone island in a world dominated by the philosophy of force” (308) as a quintessential expression of the new 
‘national security’ vision. That it is, but primarily because Roosevelt was warning Americans of the need to 
guard against a threat that was only hypothetical—and one that a majority of Americans at the time, 
including many internationalists, doubted was plausible. Here, the domestic-political imperative was 
instrumental in pushing Roosevelt and his fellow interventionists into, as John Thompson nicely puts it, “the 
exaggeration of American vulnerability.”8 This is what later fostered the Johnson administration’s exaggerated 
sense of Vietnam’s importance in 1964-1965 and the Bush administration’s grossly inflated threat perception 
of Iraq in 2002-2003. 

It is also important to remember just how novel Roosevelt’s ‘lone island’ warning was at the time. For earlier 
generations, going back to the Founders, America reveled in being a ‘lone island’ of republicanism and 
democracy in a world of monarchy and tyranny. When faced with ideological rivals, Americans did not 

                                                        
7 Leffler, A Preponderance of Power, 13. 

8 John A. Thompson, “The Exaggeration of American Vulnerability: The Anatomy of a Tradition,” Diplomatic 
History 16:1 (January 1992): 23-43. Thompson has written several other articles on this theme, but see especially John A. 
Thompson, A Sense of Power: The Roots of America’s Global Role (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2015). 
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intervene to change the world, but instead divided it into separate spheres (e.g., Washington’s Farewell 
Address, Jefferson’s warning against ‘entangling alliances,’ the Monroe Doctrine).9 American statesmen prior 
to Roosevelt had worried about the survival of core values, of course, but those core values would be at risk 
after an attack on the territorial United States. Roosevelt inverted this causal chain: he argued in effect that 
the erosion of core values abroad could give rise to a reconfiguration of power that could then give rise to a 
threat that could then eventually attack the territorial United States. This was a very different way of thinking 
than what had come before the 1940s, and Americans have more or less followed Roosevelt’s preemptive, 
hypothetical logic ever since. That long-range bombers, intercontinental missiles, nuclear weapons, and 
transnational terrorism have since made such threats all the more plausible (and frightening) further explains 
the enduring authority of ‘national security.’ 

As Leffler notes, core values lie at the heart of the very notion of ‘national security.’ He rightly observes (323-
324) that this ideological part of the national-security dyad is the more important of the two, for without it 
‘national security’ is conceptually vacuous and emotionally inert. Without the ideological component, there 
would be no etymological need for ‘national security’ at all—a more traditional concept of territorial self-
defense would do. This new, ideologically charged worldview was incredibly potent stuff. Its ideological 
component added to its sense of abstraction, by making what needed defending more fuzzy, which actually 
enhanced its cultural authority, by significantly raising the stakes and elevating the consequences of failure 
(particularly the failure to act). 

This new doctrine is axiomatic now, but it bore scarce resemblance to the doctrines of self-defense as 
expressed from the late eighteenth century to the early twentieth. My hunch is that even the most 
internationally minded statesmen of early America, such as Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton or 
President John Quincy Adams, would have struggled to comprehend Roosevelt or Truman’s dyadic 
expressions of ‘national security.’ That is because the doctrine was very much a product of its times. It is 
surely not a coincidence that some of the supposedly timeless expressions of American values, political ideals, 
and culture—the liberal tradition, the Judeo-Christian heritage, the American Dream, the American Way of 
Life, American exceptionalism—were invented traditions from the 1930s-1950s. This was a period when the 
successive impact of three unprecedented and interrelated crises—the Great Depression, World War II, and 
the Cold War—rechristened the United States for a global age and, in turn, redefined what it meant to be 
American.10 National security was one of these invented traditions. 

                                                        
9 Walter McDougall, Promised Land, Crusader State: The American Encounter with the World Since 1776 

(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1997), 15-75. 

10 On the liberal tradition, see Duncan Bell, Reordering the World: Essays on Liberalism and Empire (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2016), 62-90. On the Judeo-Christian heritage, see Kevin M. Schultz, Tri-Faith America: 
How Catholics and Jews Held Postwar America to Its Protestant Promise (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011); and 
Andrew Preston, Sword of the Spirit, Shield of Faith: Religion in American War and Diplomacy (New York: Knopf, 2012). 
On the American Dream, see Jim Cullen, The American Dream: A Short History of an Idea that Shaped a Nation (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2003). On the American Way of Life, see Wendy L. Wall, Inventing the “American Way”: 
The Politics of Consensus from the New Deal to the Civil Rights Movement (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008). On 
exceptionalism, see James W. Ceaser, “The Origins and Character of American Exceptionalism,” American Political 
Thought 1:1 (Spring 2012), 3-28. On national security, see, in addition to the above references to John A. Thompson 
and Daniel Yergin, Shattered Peace: The Origins of the Cold War and the National Security State (Boston: Houghton 
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So too was ‘grand strategy,’ which Leffler astutely couples with ‘national security’ (and not simply because 
both came into common parlance around the same time). This is one of Safeguarding Democratic Capitalism’s 
most intriguing insights. Grand strategy and national security are not, of course, the same thing, though they 
share a certain dynamic: both are systemic theories used to identify global challenges and prescribe integrated 
solutions that are often but not always military. The key difference between grand strategy and national 
security is the nature of the challenges they confront: national security is, almost by definition, defensive and 
focuses on real and potential threats; even if it takes the initiative, it is basically about protection. Grand 
strategy concerns itself with identifying threats too, but it is more expansive and not necessarily defensive; its 
objectives include the protection of the nation-state (or other polity), but it could also seek to maximize the 
national interest in offensive or proactive ways that have little or nothing to do with defense against threats. 

A final point on the subject of national security. Leffler makes an interesting argument that ideals become 
paramount when threat perception is high, and vice versa (296). This is sometimes clear, as Leffler illustrates 
with examples here. However, he does not explain why values would come to the fore when threat perception 
is aggravated; and it probably needs further explication, because it does not seem logical. If threats are 
imminent and obvious, ideals should not need to be invoked; fears about safety and survival would 
presumably suffice. One might even argue that ideals gain traction in the absence of a clear and present 
danger. In those situations, foreign policy needs to be given momentum; it needs to be brought to life by 
justification, whereas an imminent invasion or attack provides all the justification a leader needs. Indeed, see 
Leffler’s observation that democracy promotion became more prevalent in George W. Bush’s rhetoric on Iraq 
when no WMDs were found and the security argument became untenable (282). I would in fact be tempted 
to revise Leffler’s formulation: ideals become paramount when physical threats are indirect and not imminent, 
and when domestic political support is to some extent uncertain or volatile, but leaders want to act anyway. I 
would apply this formula not only to Bush in 2004-05, but also to Wilson in 1917, Roosevelt in 1940-1941, 
and Truman in 1947. 

It would be churlish to ask for more from such a rich and engrossing book, but as a reviewer it would be 
remiss of me not to. The Introduction offers Leffler’s own intellectual trajectory over the course of his career, 
and with it he is also able to chart some of the historiographical and methodological developments that 
affected not just him, but the discipline as a whole. I loved this autobiographical aspect of the book, but it left 
me wanting more. For instance, I would have loved to read, in a new conclusion or epilogue, what Leffler 
makes of the transformations wrought by the cultural, linguistic, and transnational turns. We get a glimpse of 
that in Chapter 11, but it’s only a glimpse. This would be particularly helpful for the field given the warning 
Leffler expressed over twenty years ago, when the cultural turn was in its infancy, that diplomatic historians 
must always take causation seriously and see it as our core mission.11 

I would also have relished Leffler’s analysis of some of the key concepts that shaped the subjects he has 
examined but which he does not explicitly address. Without what we now call globalization, for example, the 
national-security revolution of the 1940s probably would not have happened, so what does Leffler make of 
historical globalization? The same holds for liberalism, a term he could have used but instead chose the more 

                                                        
Mifflin, 1977); and Michael S. Sherry, In the Shadow of War: The United States since the 1930s (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1995). 

11 The warning is in Leffler, “New Approaches, Old Interpretations, and Prospective Reconfigurations.” 
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precise “democratic capitalism.” Still, an analysis of liberalism could then lead Leffler to deconstruct another 
loaded concept, one he oddly doesn’t use much (if at all—I was not keeping track), and that is ‘liberal 
internationalism.’ Safeguarding Democratic Capitalism leads me to the conclusion that liberal internationalism 
was/is a means, not an end, a method rather than an ideology, and I wonder if he would agree. In other 
words, I would like to see Leffler give ‘globalization’ and ‘liberal internationalism’ the rigorous treatment he 
gives ‘national security.’ In terms of scholarly methods, I am curious to know how Leffler situates his work 
within the field of American Political Development, with which he seems to have a great deal in common. I 
would also have loved more analysis of the Vietnam War. I could be mistaken, but as far as I am aware he has 
only examined Vietnam, one of the great puzzles of American diplomatic history, as part of a chapter in his 
book For the Soul of Mankind.12 I wish that part had been included here, or even better a new piece entirely 
on American decision-making in Vietnam, for Leffler’s hallmarks as a historian—empathy, the psychology of 
perception, contextual sensitivity, critical analysis, fidelity to a depth and breadth of primary sources—are 
perfectly matched for a subject that continues to perplex and fascinate. 

It’s always a compliment when a reviewer asks for more, and I mean it here as such. Safeguarding Democratic 
Capitalism is a superb book that all readers, from students who are encountering Leffler for the first time to 
those of us who have been reading him for years, will find rewarding. I certainly did.  

 

                                                        
12 Melvyn P. Leffler, For the Soul of Mankind: The United States, the Soviet Union, and the Cold War (New York: 

Hill and Wang, 2007), 208-233. 
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Review by Bradley Simpson, University of Connecticut 

So what is thing called “democratic capitalism”? 

 find it fitting to review Melvyn Leffler’s career-spanning edited collection Safeguarding Democratic 
Capitalism, given that Leffler published his first article the year I was born, nearly became my graduate 
advisor almost a quarter century ago, and trained a goodly proportion of the academic friends who 

populate my social media feeds. My task is made more difficult since Leffler’s work, especially Preponderance 
of Power, 1has already spawned vigorous debate over the years (and endless jokes among a generation of 
graduate students forced to lug it to seminar), with many of his initially controversial ideas mellowing into 
received wisdom and basic assumptions in the field.  

I do not wish to revive quarter-century old debates over the origins of the Cold War, or the relative weight of 
geopolitics, national security, or political economy, topics to which Preponderance made valuable 
contributions. Nor do I wish to engage in a Cold War politics of labeling this or that historian as revisionist, 
post-revisionist, or anything else, a distinctly unproductive endeavor in an era of unprecedented 
methodological and interpretive diversity in our field. 

Finally, since this is no valedictory lap for Leffler, I will not simply lard him with praise—though there is 
much to praise in these deeply researched and often seminal essays, which reveal an enduring commitment to 
exploring the oscillation between differing conceptions of core values—freedom, openness, markets, 
democracy, security, and the like, which produce the shape-shifting category of ‘national security.’ Rather, 
given my own interest in political economy, I will glance sidelong at Leffler’s definition of ‘democratic 
capitalism’ and ‘free markets,’ as core components of ‘national security’ and ask what they reveal about his 
view of state-society relations. I will modestly suggest that Leffler’s framing of these reflects a dualistic vision 
of the ‘foreign’ and the ‘domestic’ and the relationship between state and society that at times obscures as 
much as it reveals.  

Leffler’s early writings (Chapter 1, 2) reflect a keen interest in the debates sparked by William Appleman 
Williams, Lloyd Gardner, Walter LaFeber, Thomas McCormick2 and other historians over the centrality of 
the search for overseas markets as an animating concern of fin de siècle U.S. policymakers and businessmen. 
This interest prompted him to dive into records of the Chamber of Commerce, the National Association of 
Manufacturers, the American Farm Bureau Federation, the American Bankers Association, the Federal 
Reserve, and other business groups and institutions in order to determine their influence in shaping 
Republican war debt policy during the Harding and Hoover Administration. Unsurprisingly, he found that 
many businessmen, farmers, and bankers in the early 1920s “agreed that ‘the great outstanding problem of the 

                                                        
1 Melvyn P. Leffler, A Preponderance of Power: National Security, the Truman Administration, and the Cold War 

(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1992). 

2 William Appleman Williams, The Tragedy of American Diplomacy, 50th anniversary ed. (New York, W.W. 
Norton, 2009); Lloyd C. Gardner, Economic Aspects of New Deal Diplomacy (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 
1964; paperback, Boston: Beacon Press, 1971); Walter LaFeber, The New Empire: An Interpretation of American 
Expansion, 1860-1898 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1966); Thomas McCormick, China Market: America’s Quest for 
Informal Empire, 1893-1901 (Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1967). 

I 



H-Diplo Roundtable Review, Vol. XIX, No. 40 (2018) 

29 | P a g e  

world today is the restoration of the normal producing and consuming power of Europe’” upon which they 
increasingly depended, and as a result supported the postponement or partial cancellation of European war 
debts, and the provision of loans and credits (31). Initially, he argues, these forces foundered in the face of 
Congressional concern over the domestic tax implications of debt relief, bureaucratic rivalry, and partisan 
politics, until improved economic and political conditions enabled the Harding administration to broker a 
compromise in 1923 (39).  

Leffler’s Herbert Hoover, in his capacity as Commerce Secretary (1921-1928) and later as President (1929-
1933), evinced a similar understanding of growing global economic interdependence, as well as emerging U.S. 
commercial, financial, and industrial dominance, especially vis-à-vis Europe. He “postulated a close 
interrelationship between world purchasing power, American exports, and the overall economic well-being of 
the United States,” which were threatened by “unstable currencies, excessive armaments, unsettled war debts 
and unproductive foreign loans, and depressed foreign trade” (50-51). These concerns led to his support for 
the Dawes Plan, Central Bank cooperation to prop up the gold standard, renegotiation and repayment of war 
debts through the Bank for International Settlements, and private bank loans to finance European economic 
reconstruction, carried out largely through voluntarist, technocratic means.  

This same Hoover, however, would not abandon his commitment to the “protective principle” of tariffs (69), 
believing that “protectionism was vital to American prosperity and compatible with international financial 
equilibrium,” a stance that eventually led to the disastrous Smoot-Hawley tariff. In a marvelous passage at the 
beginning of this chapter, Leffler observes that Hoover “did not make the functioning of the world economy 
the primary responsibility of the United States government,” “did not consider the survival of American 
liberal capitalistic institutions contingent upon overseas expansion,” “did not call for political and military 
action” to protect U.S. interests everywhere they might be threatened, and believed “the domestic economy 
and the internal market remained the basic determinants of American well-being.”(50) The United States, 
Hoover affirmed, remained “sufficiently self-contained to withstand upheaval and even revolution abroad.” 
(74) This orientation toward international affairs “distinguished Hoover from post-World War II globalists” 
(50).  

Hoover’s failures to effectively balance “domestic well-being and international stability” during this period, 
Leffler argues, derived largely from “his own inherent inconsistency,” which included “overconfidence in the 
ability of business experts to deal with complex problems,” “oversensitivity to domestic political 
crosscurrents,” and “personal inability to reassess the wisdom of traditional Republican principles like 
protectionism” (74). In other words, they were political, rather than structural defects. 

We might, however, view Hoover’s ‘failures’ as the reflection of a withering but still potent vision of 
Republican political economy and the contradictions of a period of hegemonic transition, with Britain no 
longer able to shoulder the financial, economic, and military burdens of global leadership and the United 
States possessing the capacity but not the will to do so (as Charles Kindleberger memorably argued).3 The social 
and political constituencies for hegemony remained still relatively shallow, consisting of a swath of 
internationally oriented multinational corporations, banks, firms, farmers, and their transient intellectual and 

                                                        
3 Charles Kindleberger, The World in Depression 1929–1939 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986). 
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political allies. These groups were still seeking a home in either political party and remained unable to make a 
broad case for the dramatic reorganization of state and society that the assumption of hegemony would entail. 

In the 1920s, then, Leffler’s ‘democratic capitalism’ was represented by the Republican Party of Coolidge and 
Hoover, and its ‘core values’ were nationalism, protectionism, technocracy, and laissez-faire at home, abroad a 
focus on promoting exports, European financial stability, disarmament, and diplomatic ‘neutralism’ (as Brook 
Blower has recently argued),4 a vision eminently compatible with the United States’ comparatively small and 
weak state and military. 

The Great Depression, World War II, and burgeoning U.S.-Soviet rivalry, as Leffler argues so eloquently in 
“The American Conception of National Security and the Beginnings of the Cold War,” (Chapter 4, 117-164) 
fundamentally transformed military and civilian policymakers’ assessment of the global environment, and the 
strategic and economic requirements of U.S. national security. Their commitments are by now familiar: 
defense in depth, worldwide basing arrangements, hemispheric predominance, airpower, atomic weapons, 
military alliances, and control of the resources and industrial structure of Western Europe and East Asia, in 
order to deny them to the Soviet Union in the event of war (128-132, 154, 162). Economically (at least after 
1947), U.S. security needs necessitated German and Japanese industrial revival, regional economic 
integration, “open markets, unhindered access to raw materials, and the rehabilitation of much–if not all–of 
Eurasia along liberal capitalist lines” through the provision of economic aid, despite its provocative 
implications for Soviet officials (134).  

But what did these concepts mean in 1945, or in 1948 for that matter? How did postwar policymakers such 
as Henry Stimson, John McCloy, and James Forrestal envision ‘democratic’ or ‘liberal capitalism,’ and to 
whom did they look for guidance or inspiration? How did the unprecedented expansion of state power since 
1932, social welfare provision, reorganization of the world trading and financial system, wartime doubling of 
the GDP, the emergence of a nascent ‘military-industrial complex’, and the transformation of the domestic 
political economy shape their understanding of the requirements and limits of liberal capitalism as they 
related to geostrategic objectives? What configuration of American (and global) capitalism were policymakers 
hoping to preserve? The New Deal state? Or the Republican vision of the 1920s? And how does Leffler 
himself understand these? Leffler here notes that he did not intend to “dissect the political considerations and 
fiscal constraints that narrowed the options available to policymakers” (122), though he later observes that 
military and civilian officials chafed at the gap between their expansive strategic objectives and Truman’s fiscal 
conservativism and fears of a looming garrison state (328). The point here is not to critique his argument that 
geopolitical concerns and fears outweighed economic considerations in the formulation of national security 
objectives, but rather to note that policy planners themselves seemed unsure as to how to relate to the 
dramatic transformation of American capitalism, its globe-straddling, full-spectrum dominance, and in 
particular the vast expansion of state power and capacity over the previous decade. Then the Korean War cut 
the Gordian knot, inaugurating an era of national security statism from which we have yet to emerge. 

“The American Conception of National Security,” and later Preponderance of Power did not provide decisive 
answers to these political questions, much to the dismay of Leffler’s critics (including myself as a grad student, 
when I furiously scribbled my complaints in the margins of my well-read copy), who have spent the better 
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part of a generation since analyzing the political economy of contested visions of U.S. national security.  This 
reader, for one, spent years wondering how Leffler conceived of business-state-society relations during the 
Cold War, especially as they related to the formulation of national security objectives. In his elegant 
methodological contribution to Explaining the History of American Foreign Relations, he offers a capacious, 
synthetic vision of national security, a sort of umbrella sheltering a variety of “core values,” themselves the 
resultant of myriad debates within and outside the state and reflecting ideology, culture, identity, emotions, 
fears, partisan and bureaucratic conflict, economic interests, and threat perception, to name but a few (324). 
In this scheme sectoral interests, industrial structure, and global political economy constitute one variable 
among many, their relative importance shifting according to time and place to shape collective understandings 
of the ‘American way of life’, which conceptions of ‘national security’ seek to defend. Such a conception 
strikes me, however, as inadequate to the task of linking political economy to national security because it 
masks the degree to which regimes of production and technology structure and condition (but do not 
determine) the imaginaries of policymakers, even those most intimately involved in military policymaking. 

Leffler notes that “explaining how core values of interest groups, classes, and voluntary associations are 
translated into policy requires careful investigation and a viable theory of the relationship of the state to 
society” (325). For guidance, he suggests that “one can choose from a variety of Marxist or pluralist 
approaches” that “see the state as acting autonomously or the captive of particular groups or classes.” But why 
are these the only options? Either conception, it seems, fails to explain the symbiotic fusion of government, 
advanced industry, military contracting, university research, political power, and foreign basing that was 
inaugurated nearly seventy years ago at the end of WWII, and that has continued apace nearly three decades 
after the end of the Cold War, a vast national security state so deeply entrenched in society and politics that a 
diminution of its scope is almost literally inconceivable, including among most academics. 

Chapter 7, in my view, gets us closer to the mark, offering Leffler’s meditation on the meaning of “the 
West’s” victory in the Cold War and the vision of state-society relations in the Western industrial 
democracies. Reflecting his deep engagement with a generation of scholars including Arne Westad, Liz 
Borgwardt, Victoria DeGrazia,5 and many of his own students, and rejecting much triumphalist nonsense, 
Leffler credits strong states (at least in “the West”) with “creating the conditions for victory in the Cold War.” 
Responding to the challenges posed to liberal democracy and capitalism by global depression and war, 
fascism, and the alternative vision of political economy offered by the Soviet Union, the U.S. and other 
‘Western’ governments offered various forms of social democracy and welfare statism in which they 
“modulated and stabilized the business cycle, nurtured economic growth, provided minimum social 
provision, stimulated innovation, empowered civil society, enhanced living standards, and made consumption 
the benchmark of modern civilization. The state complemented markets, structured markets, and helped allay 
the hardships caused by markets” (223). Channeling Karl Polanyi (via John Ruggie), Leffler observes that “the 
role of the state” was to “safeguard the self-regulating market,” a task to which modern states proved woefully 
inadequate a generation earlier. Weathering multiple systemic crises, including the collapse of the Bretton 
Woods system, oil shocks, industrial decline, and the inauguration of a new era of accelerated globalization, 
Western states for the most part sustained their expanded roles even after the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
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and in the face of persistent challenges from conservative political movements, migration, global financial 
turmoil, and more. 

This, in other words, was the vision of democratic capitalism that became a core value of U.S. national 
security policymakers during the Cold War, a vision of ‘freedom’ dependent on steady economic growth and 
productivity gains, and inseparable from the vastly expanded state capacity that a transformed U.S. industrial 
structure made possible. Less clear from Leffler’s analysis is why U.S. officials tolerated a degree of state 
planning (including nationalization of key industries), social provision, and expansion in the West that it has 
mostly opposed in the postcolonial world and Latin America, during and after the Cold War, and why the 
line separating tolerance from transgression seemed to shift along a spectrum corresponding roughly with skin 
color (224, 330-332). 

So where does Leffler leave us in the age of President Donald Trump? Elsewhere,6 he has characterized the 
45th President as a sharp departure, in thinking and practice, from nearly a century of American national 
security policy, and Leffler’s careful consideration of values, resources, ideology, history, and constraints in the 
formulation of national security policy seem ill-suited to analyzing a President who has no core values, reads 
no history, seems incapable of strategic thinking, and appears animated by a toxic admixture of prejudice, 
impulse, insecurity, and anger. Yet Trump, too, embodies ‘core values’ with deep roots in the modern era, 
and as Stephen Wertheim and Thomas Meany recently reminded us, even if they are values most of us 
considered atavisms or safely hidden from sight.7  

 

                                                        
6 Melvyn Leffler, “Trump’s Delusional National Security Strategy,” Foreign Affairs, 21 December 2017, 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/2017-12-21/trumps-delusional-national-security-strategy. 

7 Stephen Wertheim and Thomas Meaney, “When the Leader of the Free World Is an Ugly American,” New 
York Times, 9 March 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/09/opinion/sunday/donald-trump-foreign-policy.html. 
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Author’s Response by Melvyn P. Leffler, University of Virginia 

 am delighted by the comments about my book. There is no greater compliment than serious 
engagement, and I truly appreciate the thoughtfulness of the critiques by Lloyd Gardner, Robert Jervis, 
Jennifer Miller, Andrew Preston, and Bradley Simpson. They dwell on some of the big issues I try to 

address in my essays. Although they offer considerable praise, they also highlight important questions and 
raise probing issues.  

Gardner focuses on the problem of defining ‘national security.’ He stresses its ambiguity and changing 
meaning. He seems to think that I am unaware of this ambiguity. Yet it is precisely this point that I 
emphasize both in the introduction and the last chapter of the book. “National security,” I stress, is “an 
amorphous notion shaped by external realities, domestic circumstances, and personal perceptions. It means 
different things to different people at different times. It is a dynamic concept always changing, always 
contentious” (24). Nonetheless, I suggest that its ambiguity can be seen as a strength.  

I explain in the introduction that over the decades I came to adopt ‘national security’ as a framework for 
studying American foreign policy because it allowed me to integrate the three levels of analysis that scholars of 
international relations always grapple with: the individual, the domestic/state, and the international. “By 
using the concept of national security – [protecting core values from external threats] – I try to analyze the 
motives shaping U.S. policymakers, examine their perceptions of threat and opportunity, assess their 
willingness to incur commitments and responsibilities abroad, study their readiness to employ military power, 
and gain an appreciation of how they see the links between external configurations of power and the 
protection of democratic capitalism at home” (25). So, when Gardner says that we “need to start with 
interrogating who defines the national interest, and what it demands of military and strategic thinking,” I 
totally agree. I do not offer ‘national security’ as an interpretation of American foreign policy; I offer it as a 
useful framework or approach to study the policymaking process. I am totally aware that ‘national security’ is 
a constructed concept (24-25, 317-335). But since policymakers talk about it all the time and invoke it as 
justification for all sorts of actions, I offer it as a commonsense method to explore what they mean by this 
term: focus on how they view external threats to their core values. 

Gardner also says that I have forsaken the open door interpretation, or that I have simplified it. He stresses 
that democratic capitalism needs an open international marketplace. Here again, I agree. In fact, I emphasize 
that the most important passages of Preponderance of Power were those “where I claimed that democratic 
capitalism at home was endangered by ominous trends in the configuration of power abroad. U.S. officials 
were not primarily seeking to promote democracy or penetrate foreign markets. They were driven by ‘their 
ideological conviction that their own political economy of freedom would be jeopardized if a totalitarian foe 
became too powerful,’ or if the world divided into autarchic units.”1 In other words, Gardner’s discourse 
about Secretary of State Dean Acheson is not a refutation of what I argue, but an endorsement.  

My reservations about ‘open door revisionism’ did not stem from disagreement about the perceived 
importance of an open international marketplace to the preservation of democratic capitalism at home. My 
point was that perceived external danger was more important to policymakers than domestic structures and 
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the perceived capacity to overproduce. The national security state evolved after World War II when real and 
perceived dangers abroad convinced policymakers that core values were endangered at home. Between 1946 
and 1948, “policymakers came to perceive socioeconomic ferment and political turmoil in Europe could lead 
to geopolitical reconfigurations with dire implications for a free political economy at home. President Truman 
stated it succinctly: Such developments ‘would require us to become a garrison state, and impose upon 
ourselves a system of centralized regimentation unlike anything we have ever known’” (19). 

Jennifer Miller elegantly sums up some of the major themes of my book, but suggests that I do not 
sufficiently interrogate the concept of core values. She writes that “democratic capitalism” itself “is a 
constructed concept, a marriage of two-oft irreconcilable systems.” She claims that I do not pay enough 
attention to how policymakers construct their own core values, and how these core values evolve over time.  

I think she is right that the concept of ‘core values’ is often under-explored in my work, partly because I 
gravitated to this idea slowly as I wrote a succession of articles and books. I define core values of democratic 
capitalism as: private property, free enterprise, personal freedom, open markets, and the rule of law, along 
with the protection of American lives, national sovereignty, and territorial integrity (24-25). When Miller 
insists that this view of core values merits further interrogation and has its problems, I agree with her. In my 
introductory chapter I note that over the years the evolving theoretical literature on ‘constructivism’ helped 
me to understand “how changing cultural norms and sensibilities shaped personal, group, and collective 
understandings” of core values. Moreover, the final chapter of my book, entitled “national security,” is an 
attempt to prod others to think about the concept of core values, evaluate its utility, and analyze its many 
meanings for different classes, races, genders, and individuals.  

I think Miller is saying that capitalism has evolved in ways that subvert some of the key values that inhere in 
the term democratic capitalism. Here again, I agree with her. For this reason I am pleased that Andrew 
Preston calls special attention to the chapter in my book called “Victory: the State, the West and the Cold 
War.” In this chapter I argue that the key to winning the Cold War was not diplomacy and not strategy and 
not military power, but the refashioning of state capacity to serve the needs of the people.  The greatest 
challenge facing policymakers after world depression and global conflict, after incalculable suffering and 
unimaginable devastation, was to convince people that democratic capitalism and/or social democracy could 
work to make their lives tolerable and meaningful. I explain that with different permutations in the United 
States, Western Europe, and Japan, “the state promised full employment, provided medical care, ameliorated 
housing conditions, assisted the aged, made education accessible to the young, and supported research and 
innovation. The state complemented markets, structured markets, liberated markets, and helped allay the 
hardships caused by markets” (20, 221-242). Yet as a result of globalization and the neo-liberal revolution of 
the 1970s, the role of the state once again began to evolve, and this evolution assumed greater momentum 
after the end of the Cold War, with grave consequences for the well- being of ordinary people. So Miller is 
right to say that the meaning of democratic capitalism needs to be interrogated carefully over time. Are core 
values of policymakers (and others) still encompassed by this concept of “democratic capitalism”? 

Preston’s lament that I do not engage the concept of “liberal internationalism” is salient here. Although I do 
not talk about liberal internationalism explicitly, it is indispensable to understanding how American 
policymakers struggled to make democratic capitalism work in the aftermath of depression and war. For 
President Franklin Roosevelt, democratic capitalism encompassed the four freedoms—freedom of speech, 
freedom of religion, freedom from fear, and freedom from insecurity. In his vision, personal security was 
inextricably linked to national security. In Roosevelt’s state of the union messages in 1944 and 1945, as 
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victory was envisioned, he revisited the four freedoms and linked U.S. leadership abroad to an activist state at 
home. Liberal internationalism required American leadership abroad working on behalf of open markets, self-
determination, international cooperation, and collective security. Liberal internationalism also required a 
strong state at home that could make possible good jobs for workers and fair prices for farmers, a strong state 
that could insure that citizens had decent housing, education, medical care, and security in old age. To repeat, 
liberal internationalism meant an activist state at home and U.S. leadership abroad. The two, in Roosevelt’s 
view, were inseparable. But what leadership meant in the international arena was left indeterminate. 

Would it lead to endless military interventions or benign liberal hegemony, or both? Brad Simpson does not 
think that my conception of the relation of the state to society allows for altogether satisfying answers to such 
questions. I think that he is right that my conception of state-society relations is underdeveloped, but does he 
offer a more satisfying one? He suggests that my approach is not adequate “to the task of linking political 
economy to national security because it masks the degree to which regimes of production and technology 
structure and condition (but do not determine) the imaginaries of policymakers.” If such “regimes of 
production and technology” structure and condition, but do not determine, what does determine? Since I am 
far more concerned with actions and policies than with “the imaginaries,” I wonder if the most baleful actions 
of the United States in the post-World War II era – the crossing of the 38th parallel in Korea, the intervention 
in Vietnam, and the embroilment in Iraq – are better explained by “regimes of production and technology,” 
or by fear and emotion, and/or by psychology and politics? For example, if Hubert Humphrey had been 
president rather than vice president in 1965, would the regimes of production and technology have led to the 
deployment of a half million troops to Indochina? If Al Gore, not George W. Bush, had been the Supreme 
Court’s choice for president in 2000, would a ‘war on terror’ have taken the same trajectory as the one 
pursued by Bush’s advisers? Do regimes of production and technology provide key insights into such 
questions, or, alternatively, is Andrew Preston closer to the mark when he suggests that I need to address 
domestic political imperatives more closely and thereby interrogate the persistent temptation of U.S. officials 
to exaggerate U.S. vulnerabilities? My approach may elide some of the analysis that both Simpson and Preston 
would like to see, but my ‘national security’ framework does inject elements of personal agency, domestic 
politics, and international dynamics that are necessary for a comprehensive investigation of these critical 
questions.    

My commentators raise a host of other important issues that merit serious attention. I would love to engage 
them all, but time, space, and your patience does not permit. What I have been striving to do, as Bob Jervis 
points out, is to place policymakers in the larger vortex of domestic and international politics and to assess the 
tradeoffs they always have to make. I am not presenting a grand theory of anything; I am simply suggesting a 
framework for exploring the questions that have engaged many of us for generations.   

And this brings me, finally, to Simpson’s last query: can a ‘national security’ approach explain our current 
president, Donald Trump? I think it can, especially if Trump does possess some ‘core values,’ as Simpson says 
he does. The ‘national security’ approach would then prod us to interrogate those core values as well as the 
current president’s perception of external threats to those core values, including globalization, open trade, free 
movement of people, etc. Such an investigation, I imagine, might lead to questioning whether ‘safeguarding 
democratic capitalism’ adequately describes Trump’s aims and tactics. I suspect it does not. And I believe we 
should all be worried about what this means both for the future of this country and for its role in the world.  
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