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The Bush Doctrine has been defined very differently by different scholars and 
commentators. The Bush administration itself has used the term narrowly, 
to describe “the policy that nations harboring terrorists would be treated as 
if they were guilty of terrorist acts.”1 O thers define it almost exclusively in 
terms of preventive war.2 Robert Jervis and Robert Lieber identify the Doc-
trine with four more or less comparable components: the belief that domestic 
regimes—democracy vs. authoritarianism—drive a country’s foreign policy 
and thus a goal of democratizing other countries, especially in the Middle 
East; the perception that grave threats are best dealt with by vigorous mea-
sures like preemptive and preventive war; a commitment to multilateralism 
conditional on efficacy, as such, a stated willingness to act unilaterally; and 
a goal of maintaining U.S. primacy based on the belief that America has a 
unique role in causing international peace and stability.3 For the purposes of 
this volume, the Bush Doctrine consists of four similar themes: the mainte-
nance of U .S. primacy, selective multilateralism, stand-apart alliances, and 
democratization, especially in the Middle East. The doctrine was laid out in 
the administration’s 2002 National Security Strategy (NSS), President George 
W. Bush’s 2002 speech at West Point, and his 2003 speech at the N ational 
Endowment for Democracy (the 2006 NSS amplifies and updates, rather than 
revises, the 2002 NSS).4

However it is defined, the Bush Doctrine and neoconservative thinking are 
said to diverge sharply from the other major schools of foreign policy thought, 
especially realism.5 This chapter argues, in contrast, that the Bush Doctrine 
is not nearly so radical a departure. The Bush Doctrine foreign policy shares 
core ontological assumptions with major streams of realist thought, varies 
in several subassumptions, and adds a very small number of supplementary 
assumptions to the mix. As in all theoretical matters, devils can easily lurk 
in these details, but details are the measure of the distance separating these 
approaches within the broad realist tradition. Specifically, the neoconservative, 
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foreign policy thinking embodied in the Doctrine is a variant of realism, spe-
cifically a variant of a variant of realism, “balance-of-threat” realism.

Mounting this rebellious argument is made difficult by the fact that the 
Doctrine has been the target of much overheated analysis. And an impression 
of rupture with the past is encouraged by an understandable focus on those 
aspects of the Bush administration’s foreign policy that are especially innova-
tive, a focus that obscures or ignores outright the overwhelming continuities 
in U.S. foreign policy. The major continuities include the persistent emphasis 
on traditional deterrence, basic post-1945 immigration policy, foreign trade 
policy, foreign aid, membership and activism in numerous international orga-
nizations, and the broad contours of workaday policy toward Russia, China, 
India, South E ast Asia, sub-Saharan Africa, and L atin America (countries 
representing more than half the world’s population). Much of the talk about 
a “revolution” in foreign policy is much ado about nothing. In particular, the 
departure from the realist tradition is overblown.

The Varieties of Realism
Realism is a powerful analytic perspective, made up of a series of assumptions 
about how states and the international system work. By varying major and 
minor assumptions, scholars have produced many distinct variants of this 
intellectual tradition. A few major assumptions seem definitional to realism.6 
First, realists assume that the international system lacks a central authority 
and that individual states are the system’s primary actors. Second, in this 
anarchic context, all states are centrally concerned with their safety and sur-
vival, and set about trying to secure them in the most efficient way they know 
how. Third, whether for that security-seeking reason or as the result of preda-
tory agendas, states sometimes have territorial ambitions on other states and 
are prepared to use force to act on them.

These core assumptions go a long way to establishing a way of seeing the 
world. But they do not specify a number of things. Among other issues, this 
“minimalist realism” does not specify exactly how countries do or should 
measure levels of threat to their safety or survival. It does not identify the 
most effective strategies for addressing a given level of threat. It does not 
specify exactly how states do or should feel about interstate cooperation. It 
does not identify all the effects of international institutions, concerning for 
example whether they can solve coordination problems or can develop emer-
gent properties. And minimalist realism explains virtually nothing about the 
behavior of nonstate actors.

Different variants of realist thinking are distinguished by the supplemen-
tary assumptions they add to minimalist realism to address these and other 
issues. The most familiar debates are between neorealists, liberal institution-
alists, balance-of-threat realists, and neoconservatives. V ariations in sub-
assumptions ensure that many thinkers are not easily contained by one or 
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another of these schools. But we can usefully, if crudely, summarize major 
cleavage lines on the issues of threat assessment and regime type; deterrence 
and preventive use of force; and U.S. primacy and international institutions.

Neorealism. Neorealists like Kenneth Waltz, John Mearsheimer, and Rob-
ert Gilpin add several assumptions to minimalist realism.7 They assume that 
states best judge threats by measuring the relative power of other states. States 
will try to deter potential expansionists by balancing against power, through 
mobilization or alliances, or both. Because states fear power, they fear pow-
erful states regardless of domestic regime characteristics. N o “democratic 
peace” is to be expected, and even fellow democracies are prone to balancing 
against the United States (though Waltz and Mearsheimer differ somewhat 
on the U.S. case for reasons discussed below). Because states jealously guard 
power and sovereignty, international institutions can provide a useful forum 
for states already committed to cooperation, but cannot, as creatures of states, 
become reliable independent sources of security.8 Finally, neorealism does not 
have “a whole heck of a lot” to say about terrorism because it is carried out by 
nonstate actors on whom realism sheds no particular analytic light.9

Balance-of-Threat Realism. Stephen Walt crafted a variant of realism when 
he argued that threats to a given state are better measured by measurement of 
other states’ intentions as well as their capabilities.10 This balance-of-threat (as 
opposed to balance-of-power) assumption generates the distinctive prediction 
that states may balance as much against, say, the aggressive agenda of a mid-
dling state as the less threatening behavior of a larger one. Since perceived 
intentions matter, a state might influence how it is perceived, for example, by 
convincing others that it harbors no expansionist ambitions. Like neorealism, 
balance-of-threat realism offers no analytic tools for deducing what generates 
threats from nonstate actors.

Balance-of-threat realism is compatible with certain “liberal” and institu-
tional claims about international relations (though much liberal and institu-
tionalist thought is nonrealist in nature). First, the empirical record appears 
to indicate that states governed democratically manifest less threatening 
intentions toward one another, creating the basis for the “democratic peace.”11 
By this standard, democracies should be unlikely to balance against a fellow 
democracy like America. Similarly, international institutions might influence 
outcomes by helping to create or signal less threatening intentions. For exam-
ple, Walt and G. J ohn Ikenberry argue that institutions can be an effective 
method of restraining—and signaling the restraint—even of powerful states 
like the post-Cold War United States, reducing the chances that others will 
fear and balance against them.12

Neoconservatism. Finally, neoconservatives also believe that threats arise 
from intentions as well as capabilities. For this reason they steer security 
concerns away from states that are powerful but deemed nonhostile (Japan, 
Western Europe, India) and toward states with perceived hostile intentions, 
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whether large (China) or middling (Iran). Specifically, neoconservatism adopts 
the assumption that domestic regime type is the best indicator of intentions, 
with democracies judged more peaceful. After 9/11, neoconservatives added 
the claim that nondemocracies threaten other states not only directly but also 
indirectly, by incubating terrorism. T o deal with threats, neoconservatism 
adopts neorealist assumptions about international institutions. And neocon-
servatives argue, distinctively, that not only nonstate actors but also certain 
states may not be responsive to traditional deterrence.13

In sum, neoconservatives are balance-of-threat realists with several sup-
plementary assumptions: that institutions exert negligible independent effects 
(shared with neorealists); that domestic regime type profoundly shapes a 
state’s intentions (shared with democratic-peace liberals); that regime type 
affects whether a state generates terrorists; and that certain states might not 
be easily deterrable (the latter two being claims on which the other approaches 
do not pronounce). The remaining sections draw four major themes from this 
summary: how the Bush Doctrine measures threats; how it proposes to deal 
with threats; what role international institutions play in its strategies; and its 
long-term strategy of democratization.

Measuring Threats by Regime Type

Measuring Threats and Risks

The Bush Doctrine is said to assess threats to U.S. security in ways that sharply 
diverge from traditional methods, above all by tracing threats to nondemo-
cratic regimes. This section elaborates the Doctrine’s approach to this founda-
tional aspect of national security policy.

For all variants of realism, how to identify and measure threats is a non-
obvious and controversial task. Neorealists measure potential threats by mea-
suring each country’s power. As Waltz puts it, “State behavior varies more with 
differences of power than with differences in ideology, in internal structure 
of property relations, or in governmental form.”14 But how should we mea-
sure power? We could measure a state’s mobilized military forces, but more 
often scholars measure total latent power resources. In many studies, latent 
resources are measured parsimoniously by each country’s population and 
economic wealth.15 So a given state could be less threatened by a large poor 
country than by a medium-sized rich one. Mearsheimer adds a geographic 
feature to this short list of measures of latent power, on the grounds that 
power-projection is profoundly affected by the “stopping power of water.”16 

In this thinking, a state could be more threatened by a nearby, medium-sized 
poor country than by a large rich one an ocean away.

While many realists take it for granted, this focus on power alone is a strik-
ing analytic choice. It is informed by the assumption that a country should 
base its security strategy on an assessment of how dangerous another country 
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would be were the two to find themselves at war, without explicit concern 
for the probability of war breaking out. In this, realism is very different 
from most other applications of rational choice theory (of which realism has 
become a kind). These other forms (whether parametric or game theoretic), 
assume instead that actors base strategies on their assessment of risks, which 
are measured by both the effects of a given event (say, a war, drought, or elec-
tion defeat) were it to occur and the probability that that event will occur. 
Applied to the case at hand, this would mean that a state, to assess the threat 
posed by another, would assess both how powerful that potential adversary 
is and the likelihood that the two states will come to blows. The latter at least 
partly involves the other state’s intentions, though the two are not cotermi-
nous. Neorealists assume that “states can never be certain about other states’ 
intentions.”17 The implication is that states should accordingly prepare for the 
worst at all times, virtually regardless of the short- and medium-term costs 
of this form of “insurance.” But uncertainty characterizes most of political, 
social, and economic life, and yet most rational choice theorists nonetheless 
assume that actors select strategies in part by making their best guesses about 
what others are likely to do. If actors could not and did not make such guesses, 
game theory would make no sense, at least outside games of chance with fixed 
odds.18

This alternative and common practice within the rational choice tradition 
is more consistent with balance-of-threat realism’s measurement of threats 
based on a mix of a state’s intentions and capabilities. But can the intentions 
half of this mix be measured, and can it be measured as parsimoniously as 
power? Walt does not provide simple measures of intentions, arguing instead 
that contexts vary in the degree to which credible information about other 
states’ intentions is available and offering ad hoc coding of certain regimes (like 
Nasser’s in Egypt) as threatening.19 Such coding has a lengthy history. Many 
have traced security threats disproportionately to a subset of governments 
distinguished by expansionist militarism. This approach has analytic risks. 
If we identify regimes as “threatening” based on their expansionist behavior, 
we cannot know whether this behavior is better explained by domestically 
derived “intentions” or by the systemic factors proposed by neorealists (for 
example, an imbalance of power favorable to a bid for regional hegemony). 
The best way of sorting these competing predictions is to control for distribu-
tions of power and then ask if a given country behaves substantially differently 
under successive domestic regimes. Balance-of-threat realism is meaningful 
only if the answer is “yes,” at least sometimes.

U.S. Foreign Policy and the Democratic Peace
If domestic factors help explain why some countries are more threaten-
ing than others, then which domestic factors matter? The Bush Doctrine is 
understood to distinctively emphasize domestic regime types. But in fact, 
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regime-based analyses of threats have been invoked repeatedly in the making 
of modern U.S. foreign policy.20 U.S. policy in both World War II and the Cold 
War was not centrally to reduce the latent power of Germany, Japan, or the 
Soviet Union (say, by dismembering them) but to change their intentions by 
transforming their domestic political orders. This assumed that new regimes 
could be less threatening, including because different regimes would mobilize 
less latent power. Thus, major Cold War documents traced the threat posed by 
the USSR at least as much to the nature of its regime—“ideology” for George 
Kennan; “fanatic faith” in NSC-68 as to Russia’s innate capabilities. In this 
spirit, later Cold Warriors generally coded threats by distinguishing between 
states with totalitarian regimes and all others, with the “free world” contain-
ing many authoritarian regimes. For example, J eane K irkpatrick famously 
warned of totalitarian regimes while suggesting that the U.S. could view many 
other nondemocratic regimes relatively benignly. And Ronald Reagan’s cel-
ebrated 1982 Westminster speech cast the global struggle not as between all 
democracies and all nondemocracies, but as one between “free” countries and 
expansionist totalitarianism in particular.21

After the Cold War, the United States under George H. W. Bush and Bill 
Clinton continued to scrutinize countries by their intentions as much as 
their capabilities. This took two forms. The first invested special concern in 
an especially violence-prone subset of nondemocracies labeled “rogue states.” 
The second was quite different. Claims of a “democratic peace” shifted threat 
assessment regarding interstate conflicts to a new cut-point: the one separat-
ing all democracies from all nondemocracies. This, alongside deeper philo-
sophical roots, is the most immediate ancestor of neoconservative thinking 
about measuring threats.22

Of course, U .S. foreign policy since 2001 makes important short-term 
distinctions between less vs. more hostile nondemocratic regimes, as seen in 
America’s antiterrorist cooperation with nondemocratic Pakistan, Saudi Ara-
bia, Kuwait, and North African countries such as Algeria in the Trans-Sahara 
Counter-Terrorism Initiative. But more generally, neoconservatives adopt the 
same cut-point as democratic peace theorists, and the Bush Doctrine reflects 
this. It does so in part by echoing the democratic-peace thesis about the sources 
of interstate threats. But al-Qaeda’s 2001 attack also elevated threats from 
nonstate actors, and neoconservatives and some neoliberals have proposed a 
complementary thesis that might be called the “authoritarian radicalization” 
thesis.23 This argues that nondemocratic regimes are additionally problematic 
to U .S. national security because they, often inadvertently, incubate violent 
extremism among their citizens.24 In a 2003 speech, Bush said that nondemo-
cratic regimes in the Middle East bred “stagnation, resentment, and violence 
ready for export.”25 His 2004 State of the Union speech was even more specific: 
“As long as the Middle East remains a place of tyranny and despair and anger, 
it will continue to produce men and movements that threaten the safety of 
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America and our friends.”26 While the Bush administration also emphasizes 
the causal importance of terrorist organizations and their emergent proper-
ties, the idea of radicalization under authoritarianism is a “root causes” theory 
of terrorism in all but name. As traditional realists David Hendrickson and 
Robert Tucker put it, “Now it is the ‘being’ and not the ‘doing’ of autocratic 
states that creates the security threat to the United States.”27

This version of balance-of-threat realism basically codes states’ intentions 
by the proxy of a state’s democratic vs. nondemocratic status. Like all methods 
of coding threats, this creates categories of states deemed both threatening 
and nonthreatening. For neorealists, less threatening states are ones with lim-
ited capabilities, that is, ones with small populations and/or small economies 
and perhaps ones located a body of water away. For balance-of-threat realists, 
nonthreatening states are ones with status quo intentions. The post-Cold War 
version of balance-of-threat realism, as expressed in the democratic-peace 
and authoritarian-radicalization theses, identifies democracies as the quint-
essential status quo powers. This is reinforced by the unusual post-Cold War 
spectacle of the world’s major powers—mostly democracies—being durably at 
peace with one another. It is in that spirit that Secretary of State Condoleezza 
Rice wrote in 2005 that “the fundamental character of regimes matters more 
today than the international distribution of power.”28 For that matter, terror-
ists are considered threatening only because their very limited capabilities are 
harnessed to very aggressive intentions. And “failed states” are of concern not 
because of their (minimal) capabilities, but because of the violent intentions 
of substate and nonstate actors who can flourish in them.

By measuring threats based on actors’ intentions as well as their capabili-
ties, and by using democratic status to code intentions, the Bush Doctrine 
adopts the central insight of balance-of-threat realism and adds to it the sup-
plementary assumption that regime type crucially structures the behavior of 
both states and nonstate actors.

Deterrence, Preemption, and Prevention

Whatever the sources of security threats, the perennial question remains: 
What should the United States do about threats that arise in the foreseeable 
future? Neorealism and balance-of-threat realism provide ample grounds for 
relying on traditional strategies such as power-balancing and deterrence. It is 
a common perception that the Bush Doctrine instead proposes to deal with 
threats preventively. Certainly the Bush administration’s discussion of pre-
ventive war has been the Doctrine’s most controversial feature. At first blush, 
the preventive use of force seems to be a major innovation. But closer inspec-
tion shows that the role that the Bush Doctrine assigns to prevention does not 
constitute such a radical departure from realism after all. This is the case for 
two reasons.
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The Durability of Deterrence

First, the Doctrine does not suggest that all, most, or even many threats should 
be dealt with preventively. Some scholars, like Daalder and Lindsay, say that 
Bush’s security strategy elevated prevention as a central new tool and “effec-
tively abandoned a decades-long consensus that put deterrence and contain-
ment at the heart of American foreign policy.”29 But Lindsay and Daalder had 
earlier concluded that “[d]eterrence features prominently” in the 2002 NSS, 
that “[p]reemption has a total of three paragraphs in a 31-page document,” 
and that “the strategy, for all the talk publicly about preemption, in addition 
is a fairly narrow goal for preemption.”30 These earlier observations are closer 
to the mark. The 2002 NSS notes that deterrence both has worked and does 
work against states, so long as they are risk-averse, and twice says specifically 
that the U.S. can “deter” certain states already in possession of weapons of 
mass destruction (WMDs). It concludes only that the United States can “no 
longer solely rely” on deterrence (or in the 2006 NSS, “no longer simply rely” 
on it). The 2002 NSS thus proposes that preventive force is not needed against 
all emerging threats, only against risk-tolerant rogue states and stateless ter-
rorist groups.31 Rice has insisted that the number of cases to which preemp-
tion or prevention applies “will always be small,” while more traditional tools 
remain highly appropriate. So, she insists, the 2002 NSS “does not overturn 
five decades of doctrine and jettison either containment or deterrence.”32 

This emphasis seems not simply rhetorical since it is consistent with the 
architecture of U.S. security policy since 2001. The 2004 U.S. “National Mili-
tary Strategy” refers over two dozen times to the core U.S. strategy of “deter-
ring” or “dissuading” aggression.33 America has continued to invest heavily 
in the military capabilities required by such a strategy. It is fairly evidently 
pursuing a policy of deterrence toward specific potential adversaries such 
as North Korea (with U.S. troops in South Korea) and China (with the shift 
of U .S. forces from the Atlantic to the Pacific, the rapprochement between 
the U.S. and regional counterweight India, and talk of “containing” China). 
Against this expensive and extensive backdrop, the U.S. has used preventive 
coercion in only one case so far. In all these ways, the Bush administration’s 
workaday policies appear to rely heavily on traditional practices.

There is a second reason to conclude that discussion of the use of preventive 
force in a minority of cases does not represent a radical departure from tradi-
tional realist thought. Many find the proposal of any preventive use of force 
controversial because they believe that it is either unnecessary or inadvisable. 
The remainder of this section argues that even a realist can conclude that this 
might not be true under certain very limited circumstances. If deterrence 
makes compelling sense in most circumstances but not in some very limited 
ones, then considering the use of preventive force in those few exceptions does 
not seem especially radical.
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The Presumption Against Preventive Use of Force

Several assumptions underpin the proposition that traditional security 
strategies like deterrence are preferable to the preventive use of force. These 
assumptions rest on the durable realist language of costs and benefits. In 
sum, preventive war is understood to have several important disadvantages 
and few obvious advantages. Prevention has three main disadvantages. First, 
the preventive use of force could initiate a war that was unnecessary, since a 
given adversary might never have ended up attacking after all. Because wars 
are costly and risky, unnecessary ones are a highly undesirable type 1 error 
(a false positive). Second, even if an adversary has entertained plans for an 
attack, it might successfully be deterred. Since deterrence appears to be rou-
tinely effective in international politics, preventive war seems a costly alterna-
tive. Third, a state that uses force preventively risks an additional cost beyond 
that of the war itself: it risks being seen (or mistaken) as an aggressor, and thus 
risks provoking balancing behavior against itself. Often, better that the other 
side fires the first shot.

Moreover, despite discussion of “the cult of the offensive,” the advantage 
of preventive war (being the first to strike) may not be especially valuable, 
especially to a power as secure as the United States. Even if an adversary does 
wish to attack and cannot successfully be deterred, it may still be preferable 
to absorb the initial blow since the costs of doing so are usually limited. The 
attacked state is usually able to respond. It goes without saying that it knows 
against whom to retaliate. And initial attacks are unlikely to be devastating 
because they are unlikely to come as complete surprises. Most countries can 
suffer a major attack only at the hands of a relatively small number of other 
states, whose preparations for war are typically evident even if not transparent 
in every detail. In Richard Betts’ words, “Pure bolts from the blue do not hap-
pen. Sudden attacks occur after prolonged political conflict.”34 For all these 
reasons, it is usually preferable to eschew preventive use of force.

But what if circumstances arise such that one or more of these underlying 
assumptions does not hold? In other words, how should a cost-benefit analysis 
judge the preventive use of force if two actors are already at war or an adver-
sary is manifestly bent on attack; or if a specific adversary does not seem to 
respond to normal methods of deterrence; or if other countries seem uninter-
ested in balancing against oneself; or if absorbing an attack might not leave a 
state fully capable of responding effectively?

Let us consider these possibilities. First, concerns about initiating an 
unnecessary war are moot if a conflict is already under way. That now applies 
to any attack directly on al-Qaeda, even if in a new form or venue. The Bush 
administration argues that it may also apply in some form to a case like Iraq, 
because the line between a new vs. already-existing conflict has been unusu-
ally blurred since 9/11. Certainly the United States is involved in an unusual 
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conflict. Because of the stateless and loosely organized nature of violently 
anti-American Islamists, their attacks can emanate from a remarkably dif-
fuse geography; such attacks can take on many forms, and they could acquire 
weapons and other assistance from a very wide array of sources, not limited 
only to states. This explains why Western countries have engaged in such an 
unusually wide range of policies since 9/11, from military action in Afghani-
stan and the continued securing of ex-Soviet nuclear materials to enhanced 
computer security and stepped-up defenses against biological weapons. So in 
this unusually diffuse struggle, what is a new conflict? This is not a novel situ-
ation. Consider whether Allied military action against Francoist Spain during 
World War II would have initiated a new war or would simply have opened a 
new front in a war already under way against the Axis. The answer is not self-
evident. In that light, was an attack on Saddam’s regime an entirely innovative 
act, or a new front in an already-initiated war between America and extrem-
ism emanating from the Mideast, including Saddam’s brand of it?35 For that 
matter, which would an attack on Iran’s nuclear facilities be?

“Nondeterrability”
Second, what if an adversary is bent on attack and seemingly cannot be 
deterred? The arguments that follow concerning “deterrability” have been 
rehearsed elsewhere by others, but are worth repeating and developing. Inter-
national relations scholars have long debated what is required for deterrence 
to be effective.36 At the very least, it requires a credible threat of costly retali-
ation and a sufficiently cost-sensitive adversary. Realism generally assumes 
the second condition is fulfilled, and attributes any failures (to deter) to the 
absence of the first.37 This appears to describe accurately a great many situa-
tions. But since 9/11, both assumptions may be experiencing not general but 
“spotty” failures. Recognizing this merely updates rather than repudiates 
realism’s analytic assumptions.

The first condition for effective deterrence—that a state like the U.S. can 
credibly threaten retaliation—may not be holding in all instances. This is not 
because America lacks sufficient military resources, but because it could now 
be attacked and not know against whom to retaliate. This is rarely a problem 
when one country directly attacks another. It has also not been a problem with 
terrorists who leave fingerprints or claim credit for attacks. But it has already 
proven problematic when terrorists strike without leaving much of a trail. Al-
Qaeda appears to have a policy of not claiming credit. This does not necessar-
ily prevent its actions from being traced. But the possibility of anonymity is 
not fanciful. The 2001 anthrax attack in America lacks a single publicly identi-
fied suspect, and a number of major bombings remain not just unclaimed but 
unattributed. Consider the number of groups that might happily detonate a 
nuclear device in Tel Aviv without claiming credit. Proliferation lengthened 
the list of actors potentially armed with WMDs to more states and also to 
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tions. But since 9/11, both assumptions may be experiencing not general but 
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The first condition for effective deterrence—that a state like the U.S. can 
credibly threaten retaliation—may not be holding in all instances. This is not 
because America lacks sufficient military resources, but because it could now 
be attacked and not know against whom to retaliate. This is rarely a problem 
when one country directly attacks another. It has also not been a problem with 
terrorists who leave fingerprints or claim credit for attacks. But it has already 
proven problematic when terrorists strike without leaving much of a trail. Al-
Qaeda appears to have a policy of not claiming credit. This does not necessar-
ily prevent its actions from being traced. But the possibility of anonymity is 
not fanciful. The 2001 anthrax attack in America lacks a single publicly identi-
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unattributed. Consider the number of groups that might happily detonate a 
nuclear device in Tel Aviv without claiming credit. Proliferation lengthened 
the list of actors potentially armed with WMDs to more states and also to 
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nonstate actors. H istorically, attacks could be (relatively) unexpected; now 
they could be mysterious.

Related but distinct is the much-imagined scenario in which a rogue state 
“hands off” a WMD, especially a nuclear or radiological weapon. Then, an 
attacked country might retain ample retaliatory capacities and identify its 
terrorist attackers, but not know with a high level of confidence which state 
provided the weapon. As the columnist Charles Krauthammer has said, deter-
rence “does not work against…undetectables: nonsuicidal enemy regimes that 
might attack through clandestine means.”38 Some consider a WMD handoff 
unlikely because it would be highly risky for the rogue state involved.39 This 
skepticism assumes, first, that a weapon will be traceable to its source. But we 
are still asking: where did the 2001 anthrax come from? It also assumes that 
rulers are, broadly speaking, risk-averse. Is that the case?

The second condition for effective deterrence is adversaries who are sensi-
tive to costs and risks. This condition might usually be borne out and yet fail 
in certain narrow instances. In that minority of cases, deterrence could fail not 
because of the (inadequate) credibility or preparations of the would-be deterrer 
but because of the nature of the attacker. It is obviously not clear that “cost-
sensitivity” describes all terrorist groups. It surely describes some, who can be 
deterred at least sometimes and in some regards.40 But it may well not describe 
others. Even a traditional realist like Owen Harries says that compared, for 
example, to the cautious, calculating rulers of the Soviet Union, “[f]lying two 
aircraft into those towers in New York is an animal of a different breed.”41

Some “rogue states” may also be of a different breed. The claim here is not 
that rogue state leaders are psychotic or suicidal, only that there is no a priori 
reason to assume that leaders are homogenous in their cost-sensitivity and 
risk-tolerance. They may well vary on those dimensions. Stalin, Hitler, Kim 
Jong-Il, and Saddam H ussein seem especially unpreoccupied by the deaths 
of hundreds of thousands (or millions) of their own citizens. And Napoleon, 
Hitler, and some other rulers manifest high-risk tendencies in their foreign 
policies.42 This might be because they are prone to perceiving other states as 
unlikely to display resolve or as unlikely to prevail in a conflict. And tyrants 
with such proclivities may have few effective checks on their personal decision 
making. Lieber argues that such high risk-tolerance may make a small num-
ber of regimes not easily susceptible to deterrence.43

We can briefly consider two cases. The most extensively debated is Saddam 
Hussein.44 The claim that Hussein was deterrable is difficult to reconcile with 
several of his major decisions. Why was he alone in taking military advantage 
of Iran’s vulnerability in 1980 and Kuwait’s in 1990? Regardless of what Hus-
sein stood to gain through control of Kuwait, including possibly deflecting 
domestic challenges to his regime, why was he confident the world would not 
react with overwhelming force to his 1990 threat to major oil supplies? Why 
did he refuse to withdraw from Kuwait once that reaction became apparent? 
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Withdrawal at that time may have posed risks to his rule, but why was he 
confident his regime could better survive the confrontation? And above all, 
regardless of theories about 1980 and 1990–91, why was Hussein unwilling to 
do whatever was needed to save his throne in 2002–03, whatever domestic and 
international risks he would have had to run to do so? Many proffered answers 
to these questions remain unpersuasive.45

Another, woefully understudied, case is the Taliban. If that regime’s rulers 
were bent on survival, why did they allow the 9/11 plot against the world’s 
most powerful state to proceed from their territory? And why did they not 
accept the ultimatum offered by Bush immediately after the attack?46 Conceiv-
ably, the Taliban did not know about the 9/11 plot beforehand and/or lacked 
the coercive capacity either to stop it then or to turn over al-Qaeda’s leaders 
afterward. In any of those cases, though, classic deterrence faces a new prob-
lem: How is deterrence supposed to work if some states cannot control threat-
ening events originating in their territories?47

Jervis makes the more general point that the Bush administration’s strat-
egy (of coercive diplomacy against rogue states that might hand off WMDs) is 
based on the assumption that the U.S. understands how its adversaries think. 
He argues that this assumption is flawed, since adversaries often make deci-
sions that U.S. decision makers find puzzling. This is a fair point. But its pre-
scriptive teeth are drawn the moment we realize that it applies just as much to 
a strategy of deterrence, a strategy that also assumes we know how our adver-
saries think. If the adversaries are unpredictable or puzzling, then deterrence 
may be as risky or ineffective a strategy as a more intrusive one. In the end, 
deterrence appears to be effective against most actors. But there are legitimate 
questions about how effective it is against a very narrow set of them.

Against some of these actors, a policy of deterrence may be doomed from 
the start. If certain “rogue” rulers are especially risk-tolerant or convinced of 
the weakness or lack of resolve of major democracies, then status quo states 
may have to resort to strategies other than deterrence, at least deterrence as 
traditionally practiced. This might mean preventive use of force. But it could 
instead mean flamboyant displays of resolve, ostentatiously and overwhelm-
ingly favorable constellations of forces or, as J acques Chirac’s France has 
mounted, threats to respond with highly disproportionate force.48

Let Them Fire the First Shot?
But even if certain adversaries can’t be deterred, wouldn’t it still be wiser 
for the United States to absorb an initial blow than to engage in provocative 
behavior that might scare others? Neorealists and balance-of-threat realists 
have argued that America’s power and muscular behavior could easily or will 
inevitably provoke—or indeed already have provoked—balancing against 
itself. It hardly furthers U .S. national security goals to provoke balancing 
behavior against itself by persuading other states that America is an aggressor. 
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This is not a concern for neorealism, which predicts that others will inevitably 
balance against the U.S. because of its power and regardless of its behavior.49 
But balance-of-threat realism suggests that a power would be wise not to be 
seen as threatening, and Walt and Robert Pape argue that U.S. behavior after 
9/11 risks just that.50

But to be persuasive, these critiques have to pass two tests. First, it is a core 
realist proposition that avoiding balancing behavior is not a state’s overrid-
ing goal. Consider an action that advances a state’s security vis-à-vis a given 
threat but provokes a certain amount of balancing by third parties. Whether 
the action is advisable is still up for debate, subject to the cost-benefit analy-
sis emphasized by realism. Different members of the realist family can legiti-
mately assess such a situation somewhat differently.51

Second, whether a given strategy is even provoking balancing behavior is 
an empirical question. As it happens, claims that the Bush Doctrine is threat-
ening to other states and provoking them to balance against the U .S. are 
unpersuasive. Since 9/11, most major powers, although they have the mate-
rial resources to do so, have not responded to U.S. policies with the defensive 
military buildups characteristically pursued by states that perceive an acute 
threat. Instead, they have maintained pre-9/11 spending levels or even contin-
ued to reduce them. Alliance patterns have remained similarly stable rather 
than rearranging into new coalitions designed to block Washington. And 
claims of “soft balancing” have so far not revealed truly new behavior beyond 
historically routine diplomatic friction. For example, displays of anti-Ameri-
canism do not seem much different from those of the early 1980s, when schol-
ars are agreed that other states were not balancing against the U.S. This lack of 
balancing might be because America is an “offshore balancer” an ocean away 
from other major powers, or because the vast majority of states seem to believe 
that the United States harbors no aggressive intentions toward them to begin 
with. Whichever it is, the evidence suggests that balancing behavior is being 
foregone except by isolated states like Iran and North Korea.52

I am not arguing here that other major powers ought not to see the U.S. as 
threatening. I am saying that they are acting as if they do not see it as threaten-
ing. It is a strange hegemon that regularly urges other great powers to spend 
more, not less, on their militaries. It is an even stranger set of fearful other 
states that spend no more, and often less, on their militaries as time goes on.

Finally, it is normally tolerable to absorb an initial attack rather than act pre-
ventively because the attacked state typically retains retaliatory capabilities. To 
revisit the issue: What happens if this is not the case? To repeat, this would not 
be because America would be overwhelmed. Tiny Israel risks being annihilated 
by a surprise attack, explaining why it has resorted to preventive and preemp-
tive strikes. But as Francis Fukuyama insists, “Unlike Israel, the United States 
has a substantial margin of strategic depth.”53 Indeed, the 2002 NSS noted that 
rogue states and terrorists do not “rival the sheer destructive power that was 
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arrayed against us by the Soviet Union.”54 Islamist extremists do not possess 
the ability to occupy even a sliver of Western territory. And we now know that 
even an attack like 9/11 leaves intact America’s capabilities of response.

Instead, the new risk is twofold. We have already considered the first: the 
possibility that terrorists could strike anonymously or with untraceable weap-
ons. When this is the case, absorbing an initial blow, even a catastrophic one, 
could be the prelude not to effective retaliation but instead to simply absorb-
ing further blows. The second compelling danger is that an attack, instead of 
mimicking 9/11, will involve a biological or especially nuclear weapon. Waltz 
argues that one of “the two biggest changes in international politics” after 
World War II was the dramatic shift in “the extent and rapidity with which 
some states can hurt others” as a result of the development of nuclear weap-
ons.55 That change has only accelerated with further proliferation, and John 
Lewis Gaddis observes that “terrorists can now inflict levels of destruction 
that only states wielding military power used to be able to accomplish.”56 We 
can consider scenarios in which cities like Chicago or Washington, DC, are 
severely damaged by actors against whom the U.S. did not act sufficiently.

While false positives in these matters (unnecessary wars) are costly, type 2 
errors (false negatives) have become much more costly with the development 
of nonconventional weapons. This has hardly gone unnoticed by the Bush 
administration: “weak states and small groups could attain a catastrophic 
power to strike great nations.”57 It is no coincidence that the leading previous 
example of American preventive use of force, the 1962 “quarantine” of Cuba, 
was directed against nuclear weapons. The downside to letting the other side 
take the first shot, then, is that the shot might be much more severe than 9/11 
and leave the U.S. to retaliate against an unknown target.

If any of these exceptional circumstances arise, or some combination of 
them, then even a realist perspective emphasizing the cautious calculation of 
costs and benefits might conclude that in one or more of these narrow circum-
stances, preventive use of force is in fact advisable. In other words, the broad 
realist tradition does not seem to offer grounds for rigorously eschewing a 
highly selective preventive use of force if an adversary has already attacked 
you, is exceedingly difficult to deter, and could do severe damage in ways that 
make retaliation difficult, and balancing behavior is unlikely to result. In that 
sense, the Bush Doctrine’s proposal that prevention be used in just such cir-
cumstances does not obviously represent the violation of realist thinking that 
some of its critics suggest. Above all, the Doctrine suggests that deterrence is 
appropriate when conventional circumstances are present. Gaddis’ conclusion 
appears apt: the “Bush Doctrine does not reject deterrence and containment. 
It does, however, insist upon the need to supplement these familiar strategies 
with preemption.”58 If neoconservatives depart from realists in these matters, 
it is primarily at the level of area of focus rather than of analytic principles. 
For example, neoconservatives do not consider possible deterrence failures 
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in ways that repudiate realist assumptions so much as they consider whether 
deterrence might fail for reasons that most neorealists have not focused on.

American Primacy, Multilateralism, and Unilateralism 
The Bush Doctrine’s emphasis on the maintenance of U .S. primacy and its 
orientation toward international institutions both fit within the realist tradi-
tion. The Bush Doctrine shares ground with many, not all, realists regarding 
U.S. primacy. Most obviously, realism assumes that a country in a position of 
primacy will want to maintain it, and the Bush Doctrine prescribes as real-
ism predicts. As for the desirability of U.S. primacy, neorealists are unusu-
ally divided. Waltz and some others assume that any state with primacy will 
provoke balancing and is likely to become domineering to boot.59 In contrast, 
Mearsheimer emphasizes that America’s oceanic separation from other great 
powers makes any U .S. territorial ambitions implausible and thus makes 
America both objectively and subjectively less threatening to others. Neocon-
servatives share this last characterization, but trace it to domestic U.S. sources 
of benevolence such as democracy.

The result is that neoconservatives differ with those neorealists who see 
the U.S. as broadly interchangeable with other great powers in history, while 
converging with other neorealists who characterize the U.S. role in the world 
not merely as unusually benevolent by historical standards but even pacifying 
in its broadest brushstrokes. Specifically, both these camps have argued that 
the United States plays a broadly pacifying role by (1) maintaining “offshore” 
support for allied states in northeast Asia and Western Europe, deterring bids 
for regional hegemony there, and (2) merely being so relatively powerful, since 
other major states do not bother to compete for primacy, avoiding arms races 
and other potentially destabilizing aspects of active rivalry.60 Parallel claims 
can be made about America’s stabilizing and progressive role in the world 
economy. The neoconservative assumption is not that other states will band-
wagon with the United States out of a desire to share in its loot. It is that other 
status quo states have nothing to fear from America and thus have no incen-
tive to balance against it but instead have many reasons to cooperate in the 
crafting of mutually beneficial interstate peace and growing world trade.

The Bush Doctrine’s stance on international institutions has similarly scant 
disagreements with neorealists, though sharp ones with liberal-institutional-
ists. Most noticeably, the Doctrine is not beholden to the notion that inter-
national cooperation is desirable in and of itself. This is visible in the Bush 
administration’s disregard for the International Criminal Court, the K yoto 
climate accord, and other treaties. This is probably related to the fact that the 
Doctrine shares neorealists’ skepticism that international institutions and 
treaties can reliably deliver security, not only because these entities logically 
depend on the uncertain compliance of signatory states but also because of the 
ample empirical record of noncompliance and lackadaisical enforcement.61 In 
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this, the Doctrine and neorealism are consistent with a great deal of U.S. for-
eign policy history. In Gaddis’ succinct conclusion, evidence of a “unilateralist 
‘turn’” after the Cold War and after 9/11 “reflects a return to an old position, 
not the emergence of a new one.”62

As with neorealists, however, the Doctrine’s strategy is nonetheless to seek 
allies for many initiatives, even if the resulting coalitions fall short of world-
wide or even all-Western unanimity.63 Thus Bush’s America remains active 
in such institutions as the Organization of American States, the World Trade 
Organization, the U nited N ations and its affiliates, and durable alliances, 
especially NATO. Since 9/11 the Bush administration has launched two new 
security-related international organizations, the Proliferation and Container 
Security Initiatives. Its policies toward North Korea, Iran, Libya, and Syria 
(especially regarding Lebanon) have been consistently multilateral. In matters 
of trade, America arguably has remained more consistently “multilateralist” 
than many of its European allies.64 It is not a reach, despite the skepticism 
of some, for Keir Lieber and Robert Lieber to say that the 2002 NSS “is clear 
about the necessity and benefits of multilateral cooperation, especially with 
other great powers.”65

Perhaps the neoconservative position is most distinctive concerning two 
implications of U.S. primacy and international cooperation. First, unlike most 
neorealists, neoconservatives frequently detect in U.S. primacy a concurrent 
responsibility to intervene in humanitarian crises, especially genocides. But, 
to a degree many liberal-institutionalists are not, they have been willing to 
intervene with force and multilaterally if possible but unilaterally if necessary, 
especially when international institutions seem ineffective.66 Second, many 
neoconservatives share realists’ preference to approach rising China with cau-
tion and deterrence. But this may largely be because China is nondemocratic; 
were that to change, neoconservatives might converge with “liberal optimists” 
on this subject.67

Democratization
In one way more than any other, the Bush Doctrine strategy and the neo-
conservative thinking it is said to instantiate are distinct from other major 
approaches to U.S. foreign policy. Neorealism assumes that security threats 
emanate from particular distributions of power, and mutual fears about those 
distributions, in the case of “security dilemma” thinking within neorealism. 
A state can largely address such threats by engaging in balancing behavior: 
mobilizing military resources, seeking allies, and offering assurances that it 
does not harbor aggressive agendas, in the case of security dilemmas. As a 
result, neorealism offers a country only two avenues for addressing threats 
of war: either changing the objective balance of power (through a military 
buildup or alliance-formation) or offering a fearful adversary assurances that 
you do not harbor aggressive intentions.
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Balance-of-threat realism brings into the equation variation in other states’ 
intentions, and a major variant of it traces that variation to the other states’ 
domestic regime types. This adds an additional possible avenue for addressing 
a security threat: a country can seek to alter the domestic politics of adver-
sary states. As we have seen, the United States pursued just such a strategy in 
World War II and the Cold War. The Bush Doctrine, by tracing both interstate 
and terrorist threats to nondemocratic regimes, identifies an even more ambi-
tious transformative agenda of this kind: Western security through global 
democratization.

The democratic-peace thesis inspired the Clinton administration to talk 
about “democratic enlargement.” That thesis and especially the post-9/11 
authoritarian-radicalization thesis inspired the Bush administration actively 
to pursue that goal. The 2002 NSS seeks “modern government, especially in 
the Muslim world” to undermine the “fertile ground” that exists for “the con-
ditions and ideologies that promote terrorism.”68 Critics and defenders have 
debated to what extent this project is feasible or reckless.69 It is worth noting 
that the Bush administration has not pursued the strategy single-mindedly. It 
rhetorically champions the causes of pro-democratic dissidents, has dramati-
cally increased the N ational E ndowment for Democracy’s budget, and has 
supported democratic initiatives in Iraq, Afghanistan, Lebanon, the Palestin-
ian territories, and former Soviet republics. But it has used force only in two 
countries and works closely in the war on terror with nondemocratic regimes 
such as Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Pakistan.

What is more controversial about the democratization strategy is the rea-
soning underpinning it, which concerns comparative politics more than inter-
national relations. The strategy poses two questions concerning feasibility and 
efficacy: Does democratic practice effectively diminish violent anti-Western 
intentions? And can stable democracy be induced in all settings? Democra-
tization is a pressing national security strategy if nondemocratic regimes are 
determined to be an important generator of aggressive state behavior and 
an incubator of terrorists. Simply put, the record is mixed. Regarding inter-
state security, it is true that the greatest twentieth century security threats to 
Western democracies have been nondemocratic states like Nazi Germany and 
the Soviet empire. But many nondemocratic regimes have also been durable 
allies, including those in NATO. It is symbolic that the United States shared 
demilitarized borders through most of the twentieth century with both demo-
cratic Canada and authoritarian Mexico. As for threats from nonstate actors, 
the majority of al-Qaeda rank-and-file come from nondemocratic states, and 
many authoritarian regimes have a record of provoking extremist opposition. 
But many nondemocratic regimes, including many in majority-Muslim cen-
tral Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, have produced little extremism.

In sum, the democratic-peace thesis suggests at most that nondemocratic 
regimes are more likely to be interstate threats than democracies are, not that 
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many of either category are. And for now, the authoritarian-radicalization 
thesis lacks the level of empirical support enjoyed by the democratic-peace 
thesis.70 Perhaps nondemocratic regimes are a necessary but not sufficient 
condition for generating security threats: while not all nondemocracies pose 
threats, only nondemocracies do so. O ne option then is to focus security 
concerns on some subset of nondemocratic regimes. Another is the blunt 
but potentially effective instrument of gradual, global democratization. This 
seems to be the long-term strategy of the Bush Doctrine. In the words of the 
2006 NSS, the “advance of freedom and human dignity through democracy is 
the long-term solution to the transnational terrorism of today.”71

Is this feasible? Realists are often portrayed as skeptics, though it is worth 
noting that realist assumptions offer no theoretical grounds for any particular 
stand on this subject; realism assumes nationalism, not authoritarian predi-
lections. The record is mixed on this score, too. Democracy has flourished in 
previously hostile contexts such as post-1945 Japan and Germany. And events 
in Iraq could have a “contagion” effect on other countries, as Bush envisions.72 
But democracy has also serially failed in many countries, including in several 
European cases pre-1945. This suggests that certain structural conditions are 
required for democracy to stabilize, even if not the cultural ones that were 
once the focus of research and despair. External assistance might best be tar-
geted at encouraging propitious conditions for democracy.73

Does the Bush Doctrine Have Staying Power?
This chapter has argued that Bush Doctrine neoconservatism is a variant of 
realism, specifically balance-of-threat realism, characterized by the supple-
mentary assumption that nondemocratic regimes generate interstate, and 
incubate nonstate, threats to Western democracies in general and America 
in particular. In these ways, the strategy outlined by the Doctrine is bet-
ter understood not as a radical departure from modern U.S. foreign policy, 
which is substantially realist in nature, but as an adaptation of that tradition 
to the novel circumstances of the post-9/11 world. For example, the suppos-
edly radical innovation of preventive use of force can, and I think should, be 
understood not as a rejection of deterrence but simply as a supplementary tool 
intended for very narrow circumstances in which deterrence might be prone 
to fail at great cost.

This point has one important implication. If the core elements of the Bush 
Doctrine are not the precarious product of a single foreign policy team, they 
are likely to endure under successor administrations. Observers should expect 
wholesale abandonment only if they conceive of the Doctrine in caricatured 
terms, for example as allergic to all international cooperation and bent on a 
policy of constant preventive war (or even “periodic preventive wars”).74 Such 
a strategy would be unsustainable. But that does not accurately represent the 
Doctrine. We can consider sustainability regarding the preventive use of force, 

RT55041.indb   56 11/12/06   2:27:24 PM



International Relations Theory Meets World Politics  •  57

periodically “narrow” coalitions of the willing, threat assessment, and democ-
ratization. The point of the analysis below is not that each of these elements is 
likely to remain unaltered after the Bush administration, only that their broad 
features are unlikely to be abandoned.

There is little evidence that any U.S. government is likely to renounce the 
option of preemptive force as a supplement to America’s durable reliance on 
deterrence, though it might return discussion of that option to a classified 
annex of its National Security Strategy.75 Clinton certainly did not renounce 
this option when president. And in the 2004 presidential campaign, the Dem-
ocratic party platform promised action if an attack with WMDs “appears 
imminent” (that is, before it materializes) and John Kerry pointedly retained 
the “right to preempt in any way necessary to protect” the U.S.76 It is a dis-
tinct question whether future administrations would exercise the preventive 
option. Incoming U.S. governments of both parties may well be chastened by 
how difficult Iraq proved. Many now conclude that further preventive use of 
force is highly unlikely.

But substantial evidence suggests otherwise. Both of America’s major polit-
ical parties, and for that matter, the European Union, have identified as their 
top security priority to ensure that terrorists do not acquire WMDs—a task 
that is entirely preventive in nature.77 The Bush team is not unique in doubting 
whether all adversaries can effectively be deterred.78 Moreover, what appears 
most chastening about Iraq has been the experience of the U.S.-U.K. project 
after the original military strike, a project of political reconstitution that is 
not a necessary feature of a preventive attack on WMDs. This may explain the 
striking fact that even amidst problems in Iraq, Americans (and Europeans) 
have been calmly discussing the pros and cons of preventive military action 
against Iran’s nuclear facilities. And it is suggestive that the two U.S. politi-
cians leading in public opinion polls for the 2008 presidential race, Hillary 
Clinton and John McCain, both continue to insist that the preventive action 
against Iraq was appropriate. There is a good case to be made that the idea of 
the limited preventive use of force has been mainstreamed rather than made 
anathema.79

Future U.S. governments are especially unlikely to abandon the Bush Doc-
trine’s emphasis on maintaining U.S. primacy, either by deliberately squan-
dering the U .S. lead in mobilized military resources or by ending a policy 
of seeking to deflect China, the most plausible peer competitor in coming 
decades, from achieving military parity with America. The Doctrine’s “uni-
lateralism” is more likely to be contested, but quite possibly rhetorically more 
than operationally. Alongside the U .S.’s extensive ongoing engagements in 
international institutions, several Bush policies have been most heatedly dis-
cussed on this matter: relations with Europe; the Kyoto Protocol, Anti-Bal-
listic Missile (ABM) T reaty, and other treaties; and the willingness to use 
force without UN Security Council approval. On each count, a Democratic 
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administration is likely to act more multilaterally than a Republican one. But 
as Stephen Walt notes, post-Cold War diplomatic relations between America 
and Europe began to fray in the 1990s, not after 2001.80 America under Clin-
ton joined a Kosovo operation that lacked UN approval. Both Democrats and 
Republicans under Clinton made clear they would not ratify the Kyoto climate 
change treaty. L eading Democrats even now do not call for K yoto’s imple-
mentation nor for restoration of the ABM Treaty. Leading Democratic foreign 
policy intellectuals discuss multilateralism, but at the same time champion 
U.S. primacy, describe the UN as frequently ineffectual, and support aggres-
sive anti-WMD policies.81 The debates between these thinkers and many con-
servatives are not distinctions without a difference. But they are differences of 
degree and not of kind. Certainly mainstream U.S. Democratic approaches 
do not approximate the principled and strict multilateralism to which many 
European social democrats are at least rhetorically committed.

Is it regarding democratization that change is most likely after Bush? Are 
future U.S. governments likely to trace threats to nondemocratic regimes? The 
Clinton administration called for “democratic enlargement”; the 2004 Demo-
cratic platform argued that “Americans will be safer in a world of democ-
racies”; and John Kerry broadly endorsed the notion that lack of democracy 
and political reform are among the root causes “breeding this virulent new 
form of anti-American terrorism.”82 But this has not been translated into a 
comparable emphasis in policy making. Democratic “enlargement” was not 
a major priority under Clinton. And since the Iraq invasion, Democrats have 
not emphasized democratization to nearly the same degree as Bush.

This caution regarding democratization may be traced not to issues of effi-
cacy but of feasibility. Realists are not the only observers who have concluded 
that the creation of stable democracies, however desirable, is a complex process, 
many of whose moving parts are unknown to us, at least for now.83 Iraq and 
Afghanistan have been humbling not only because recalcitrant armed adversar-
ies have proven difficult to defeat but also because it has proven difficult to create 
effective democratic processes on whose durability we are ready to rely. On the 
one hand, the Bush administration has continued to champion democratization 
in many other countries. On the other, time has not noticeably diminished the 
Bush administration’s willingness to work with many nondemocratic regimes, 
including a post-WMD Libya. It is too soon to know if this reflects a realistic 
sense of democratization’s plausible pace or a grudging conclusion that non-
democratic regimes are pervasive, both historically and today, for complicated 
reasons. Perhaps America will seek more regime change through socioeco-
nomic change, as it has been crossing its fingers will occur in China. The rigor-
ous assumption that nondemocratic regimes are the source of security threats, 
both interstate and substate, is the most “radical” departure of the Bush Doc-
trine from preexisting thinking about international relations. It may be unsur-
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prising that it is on this score that the Doctrine looks most vulnerable. But this 
only brings into sharp relief the durability of its other major features.
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