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Conclusions: The Nature and Lessons 

of the Reagan Doctrine 

The Reagan Doctrine, conceived early in the 1980s, was applied or con-
sidered for application to five countries. The case studies examined 
in the preceding chapters leave us with two intriguing questions. The 
first concerns the overall character of this strategy and its impact in the 
waning period of the cold war: What did the Reagan Doctrine do? The 
second concerns the role and influence of different American policy 
makers in the formulation and implementation of the initiative: Who 
is responsible for devising this strategy? 

Assessing the Reagan Doctrine 

In his memoir of his time as secretary of state, George Shultz reflected 
on the Reagan Doctrine and its impact on u.S.-Soviet relations. During 
the two terms served by Ronald Reagan, "the Soviet attitude toward 
its relationship to world events had altered profoundly. The Brezhnev 
Doctrine was dead, with the execution due in some considerable part to 
its opposite number, the Reagan Doctrine" (Shultz 1993, 1129). Shultz's 
conclusion, which was echoed by other administration officials, mem-
bers of Congress, and supporters, raises the complicated issue of the 
impact of the overall strategy. As the concluding section of each case 
study suggests, the impact of this initiative varied in each case. It re-
mains to evaluate the broad characteristics and overall impact of the 
Reagan Doctrine as applied to Afghanistan, Cambodia, Angola, Nicara-
gua, and Mozambique. 
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214 Deciding to Intervene 

The Characteristics of the Reagan Doctrine 

In the most fundamental sense this book verifies that the Reagan Doc-
trine was devised early in the first term of Ronald Reagan as a calcu-
lated strategy to be applied in several instances, the claims of some 
observers notwithstanding. As Chapter 2 describes, and as the case 
studies demonstrate, a strategy was conceived and implemented, how-
ever unevenly. National Security Decision Directive 75 (January 1983) 
states clearly the strategic rationale of the Reagan Doctrine, and also 
indicates that it developed before the public declarations that triggered 
its identification. It is also evident that the original authors of this 
strategy, mainly hard-liners in the White House and the National Secu-
rity Council staff, were driven by a compelling logic centered on the 
need to challenge Soviet gains from previous years and the belief that 
those gains were traceable to shortcomings in the containment strategy 
and detente. 

Nevertheless, a doctrine conceived and a doctrine implemented 
are two different issues. As foreign policy insider Anthony Lake (1989, 
58-59) noted, most U. S. foreign policy emerges from compromise. The 
Reagan Doctrine was no exception: as the initiative was considered 
and applied, four versions of it emerged, each of which had propo-
nents in different parts of the policy-making community. The authors 
and primary advocates of the Reagan Doctrine imagined a "universal" 
version that would be applied consistently and uniformly in situa-
tions in which a pro-Soviet regime faced opposition. In this version, 
the strategy was to be policy; that is, Reagan Doctrine aid was to be 
the principal means with which to address the existence of the regime, 
Soviet bloc influence, and Soviet power in a particular region. Other 
policy makers defined a "two-track" version that joined the force of 
the Reagan Doctrine to diplomacy in order to resolve regional issues. 
To these people, the Reagan Doctrine was not an end but a means to 
address more limited U.S. goals within the region in question. A "trun-
cated" version of the doctrine included the rationale of the two-track 
approach but limited the scope to situations in which foreign troops 
were present. This group saw a use for the Reagan Doctrine in situa-
tions where such "invaders" existed, and rejected the application of 
the strategy as inappropriate, unnecessary, and self-defeating where 
they did not. Finally, a "Soviet aggressor" version of the doctrine was 
supported by policy makers who believed the Reagan Doctrine was 
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Variants 

Policy makers Advocates Pragmatists Opponents 

Figure 2. Variants of Reagan Doctrine and Their Supporters 

appropriate only in situations in which the Soviet Union had actu-
ally invaded, installed a puppet government, and conducted military 
operations in support of that regime. 

These four versions of the Reagan Doctrine had support from three 
different factions within the foreign policy community (see Figure 2). 
Most "advocates" in the administration, Congress, and the public held 
the universal view, and most "opponents" in Congress and the pub-
lic held the Soviet aggressor view. "Pragmatists" in the administration, 
Congress, and the public adopted a more restrictive view than advo-
cates and a more expansive view than opponents. Even pragmatists, 
however, were divided between the two-track and truncated versions 
of the doctrine. 

In practice, the existence of these factions and versions had sig-
nificant consequences. The logic of the universal approach led its ad-
herents to advocate Reagan Doctrine aid in all five of the cases consid-
ered in this study, and to oppose diplomatic settlements in each. The 
logic of the Soviet aggressor view led its supporters to oppose Rea-
gan Doctrine assistance in all cases but Afghanistan, although some 
also equated the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia with the Soviet 
invasion of Afghanistan. The pragmatic faction insisted on three fea-
tures: (1) active diplomacy, for which Reagan Doctrine aid was to be a 
complement; (2) careful consideration of the relationship between the 
regime and the Soviet bloc, especially as it related to foreign troops; 
and (3) careful evaluation of the nature of the rebel groups, particularly 
the extent to which they were indigenous. All pragmatists rejected the 
application of the Reagan Doctrine to Mozambique, and most, espe-
cially in Congress, rejected its application to Nicaragua, except during 
1985-86. 
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216 Deciding to Intervene 

Ultimately, the Reagan Doctrine emerged from the complex 
struggle between the three factions over these four versions. Neither 
the universal nor the Soviet aggressor version prevailed. In the end, 
a combination of the truncated and two-track versions was applied to 
Afghanistan, Cambodia, and Angola. The absence of foreign troops or a 
diplomatic track led to the rejection of the Reagan Doctrine for Mozam-
bique and Nicaragua (although, as Chapter 6 shows, this rejection was 
not consistent). 

This suggests that the authors of the strategy were unsuccessful in 
implementing it according to their conception. Instead, a wider group 
of policy makers altered the original strategy and embedded it into a 
more limited, case-by-case approach to be utilized in conjunction with 
other instruments of foreign policy, including diplomacy and induce-
ments. The coherent "grand design" suggested by NSDD 75 was filtered 
through a complex institutional setting, resulting in a more cautious 
compromise. Lake (1989, 59) suggested that this situation is far from 
rare: he identified contending interests as the central cause of "an im-
portant central truth about ... foreign policy: with very rare exceptions, 
foreign policy decisions represent compromises," whether forced or 
voluntary. 

The explanation behind the compromise that resulted in this modi-
fication of the Reagan Doctrine rests in large part on varying assess-
ments of threat and beliefs about the utility and appropriateness of cer-
tain foreign policy tools. The case studies examined in the preceding 
chapters indicate that differing perceptions of threat account for much 
of the disagreement among U.S. policy makers: variation in policy 
maker response to the five cases tracks closely with varying assess-
ments of the threat involved. Policy makers' consensus on Afghanistan 
rested on their agreement that the presence and operations of Soviet 
troops constituted a threat to U. S. interests in the region and the world. 
Diminished but still significant agreement existed on Cambodia and 
Angola, largely because of the threat posed by the presence and opera-
tion of Vietnamese and Cuban troops, respectively, in those countries. 
No such consensus existed on Nicaragua, in part because many u.s. 
policy makers, particularly in Congress, remained unconvinced that 
the Sandinista regime posed a threat to U.S. interests, especially in the 
absence of Soviet bloc combat troops. In the Mozambique case, there 
was a consensus that no threat existed. 

Along with threat assessment was disagreement over the appro-
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priate tools with which to protect U. S. interests. Distinctions among 
the three factions of u.s. policy makers rested in part in their atti-
tudes toward various instruments of foreign policy, the most significant 
of which was the relationship between military and diplomatic ap-
proaches: hard-liners eschewed diplomatic tools, liberal policy makers 
rejected military tools, and the pragmatic middle tried to wed the two. 

The Reagan Doctrine's Strengths and Weaknesses 

Differences between the doctrine as conceived and the doctrine as ap-
plied complicate the evaluation of the strengths and weaknesses of the 
Reagan Doctrine. As conceived, the strategy had several strengths. As 
a response to the Brezhnev Doctrine and Soviet expansionism in the 
1970S, the Reagan Doctrine clearly and unequivocally challenged Mos-
cow's practices in various parts of the world. This assertiveness can be 
defended as a necessary response to the failure of the Soviet Union to 
act with restraint, as was expected during detente. Moreover, there is 
a kind of "just desserts" logic as well, in that the Soviets' support for 
"national liberation movements" came full circle and caught them in a 
web similar to those engendered by their own previous efforts. 

The Reagan Doctrine also accommodated the realities of post-
Vietnam foreign policy. As the editor of Foreign Policy, Charles William 
Maynes (1990, 267), concluded, the strategy met the requirements of 
both realism and restraint. In essence, the doctrine did not propose 
U. S. military intervention in the Third World, which was probably im-
possible in terms of public and congressional opinion. Moreover, the 
doctrine proposed to challenge the Soviet Union along its periphery, 
not in Eastern Europe, where the forerunner of the Reagan Doctrine 
(the Dulles Doctrine?) met its demise. The combination of these two 
factors meant that u.S.-Soviet confrontation was impossible and that 
direct Soviet military intervention or escalation was unlikely (except, 
ironically, in Afghanistan, the scene of the Reagan Doctrine's greatest-
or only-success). 

As applied, the Reagan Doctrine had two additional strengths. 
First, and probably most significant, because of the insistence of prag-
matists throughout the government, the Reagan Doctrine was wedded 
to other instruments of policy and embedded in other initiatives vis-
a-vis the Soviet Union. This allowed "carrots" to be combined with 
"sticks," and pressure to be applied as required by the situation at 
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hand. To those who supported the two-track and truncated policy vari-
ants, this was crucial. As Undersecretary of State Michael Armacost 
remembered, this calibration helped to produce "a balance of forces 
that ... convinced the parties involved that a military solution [was 
not] possible .... [The Reagan Doctrine helped] preserve that balance, 
making a political solution more likely" (Talbott 1989, 33). Second, the 
Reagan Doctrine differentiated between regimes put in place or sup-
ported by the presence of foreign troops and those that emerged and 
existed largely on their own. The policy implemented by the United 
States proved more focused and less sweeping than its rhetoric (and 
authors) claimed. 

However, a number of weaknesses also existed in the Reagan Doc-
trine. One fundamental problem with the overall strategy stemmed 
from the Manichaean view of the world on which it was based. Consis-
tent with the worldview of the hard-liners who were the primary au-
thors and supporters of the initiative, this simplistic "dualism" caused 
three predominantly negative consequences. First, the situations in 
which the Reagan Doctrine was to be applied tended to be oversimpli-
fied as East-West issues. While Afghanistan was clearly such an issue, 
the other cases were not. Cambodia, for instance, concerned the Khmer 
Rouge dilemma and Khmer Rouge-Vietnamese hostility, making the 
foundation of the Reagan Doctrine's application potentially troubling 
to the extent that Vietnam's actions were viewed as a seamless part of 
Soviet expansionism. Angola poses another puzzle, given the impact of 
South African aggression on the region. At least part of the Cuban and 
Soviet involvement was a function of South African interventionism, 
and "good" and "evil" in this case are difficult to determine, especially 
in light of post-1988 events. Finally, the issues involved in Nicaragua 
clearly exceeded the East-West dimension. To the extent that the prob-
lem was forced into this prism, Nicaragua was inaccurately examined 
and interpreted, with harmful effects on U. S. policy. 

The Reagan Doctrine's Manichaean simplification also resulted in 
the demonization of the target regimes. According to the Kirkpatrick-
Gerson thesis (see Chapter 2), each of these regimes was illegitimate 
and a Soviet client. In truth, however, considerable variation existed 
among the regimes, especially in their relationship to the Soviet Union. 
Afghanistan, Cambodia, Angola, Nicaragua, and Mozambique, in that 
order, had diminishing levels of ties to and dependence on the USSR. 
In fact, as detailed elsewhere (e.g., J. Scott 1993), only Afghanistan and 
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Cambodia really deserved the "client" label. Moreover, in the case of 
Cambodia, the puppet nature of the regime changed over time to a 
much more Cambodian orientation. To the extent that several regimes 
were not clearly, if at all, tied to the Soviet Union, application of the 
Reagan Doctrine, predicated as it was on the presumption of such ties, 
probably exacerbated the situation and encouraged greater reliance on 
the Soviet bloc. In those situations, the Reagan Doctrine was, in a 
sense, self-defeating, at least in the short term. For example, most of 
the evidence suggests that the Soviet and Cuban commitment to Nica-
ragua increased substantially in 1984, after the application of the Rea-
gan Doctrine. Before that time, Soviet economic and military aid was 
limited and the Sandinista regime was repeatedly encouraged to main-
tain friendly ties to the West. The extent to which each regime was 
committed to Soviet-style Marxism and was illegitimate varied con-
siderably as well. 

Another consequence of this Manichaean simplification was the 
glorification of the rebel groups. Proponents of the doctrine consis-
tently exaggerated the virtues of the rebels. Whether it was the muja-
hidin's supporters extolling the virtues of these rebels and their abid-
ing faith in God, UNITA supporters characterizing Jonas Savimbi as the 
greatest democrat in Africa, or contra supporters describing the Nica-
raguan rebels as morally equal to the founders of the United States, 
such oversimplifications tarnished U.S. policy and obscured the fact 
that in some cases the differences between the rebels and the regimes 
were more imagined than real. Nowhere is this clearer than in the case 
of Savimbi and UNITA. A careful analysis of UNITA'S organization, pur-
poses, policies, and practices finds little difference between UNITA and 
the MPLA regime in Angola. The false dichotomy -" democratic freedom 
fighters" versus "totalitarian puppets of Moscow" -obfuscated efforts 
to design a nuanced policy. In each case, this oversimplification re-
sulted in policy problems, especially-but not exclusively-after 1988. 

A second overall weakness of the Reagan Doctrine stemmed di-
rectly from its logic. The doctrine was difficult to combine with other 
measures of foreign policy, especially diplomacy. The logic of the Rea-
gan Doctrine-as demonstrated especially in the latter stages of the 
Afghanistan case, throughout the Nicaragua case, and in much of the 
Angola and Mozambique cases-made the pursuit and acceptance of 
negotiated settlements very difficult, especially for the faction embrac-
ing the universal version of the doctrine. Moreover, the underlying 
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logic tended to be escalatory, ratcheting up the role of violence and 
arms in the problem area. The logic also was somewhat self-defeating, 
as noted above, in that it may have encouraged greater reliance on and 
involvement by the Soviet Union (and Cuba or Vietnam) rather than 
less. In fact, as Ted Hopf (1994, 110-14) noted, at least initially the ap-
plication of the Reagan Doctrine to Afghanistan, Angola, and Nicara-
gua triggered dramatic increases in Soviet aid and operations in those 
countries. In fairness, however, it should be noted that this may have 
been an intended consequence for the short term, in order to achieve 
a long-term gain. That is, by forcing greater Soviet involvement in the 
short term, the Reagan Doctrine's application probably increased the 
costs associated with the ventures, and in the end may have actually 
contributed to the decline of Soviet influence, commitment, and power. 

The third overall weakness embodied in the Reagan Doctrine was 
the difficulty it presented in determining victory. The underlying pur-
poses of the Reagan Doctrine made it almost impossible to prevent the 
extension of the doctrine to civil conflict, even after the foreign troops 
had been withdrawn. In two cases (Afghanistan and Angola) continued 
US. support probably fueled the continued violence and civil war. 

The inevitable costs and trade-offs prompted by the application of 
the policy were a fourth weakness. To apply the Reagan Doctrine to 
meet the high-priority threat identified by its underlying logic, policy 
makers were forced to ignore or discount other costs. Thrning a blind 
eye to Pakistani nuclear proliferation, providing tacit support for the 
Khmer Rouge, ignoring the drug trade in Afghanistan, (mis)allocating 
scarce foreign aid resources, and creating the perception of US. align-
ment with South Africa were all undesirable concomitants of the 
policy. To these should be added a final note: while a strength of the 
Reagan Doctrine was its limited cost to the United States in terms of 
lives and resources, the fact that the strategy depended on fostering in-
surgencies proved costly to the civilians in the target countries. Deaths, 
injuries, hardships, and retaliations all took their toll on the societies 
of Afghanistan, Angola, Nicaragua, and Cambodia. 

The Impact of the Reagan Doctrine 

An overall evaluation of the Reagan Doctrine's impact yields mixed 
conclusions. as the assessments accompanying each case study sug-
gest. In sum, however, the Reagan Doctrine made three concrete contri-
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butions to the achievement of broad U.S. foreign policy goals. First, the 
rhetoric of the doctrine proved to be an important component of broad 
u.s. foreign policy. In foreign policy, declarations are often as signifi-
cant as actions, and the declaration of the Reagan Doctrine indicated 
the potential, if not the likelihood, of increasing costs to the Soviet 
Union, which Moscow recognized. As Raymond Garthoff (1994) indi-
cated in his detailed examination of U. S.-Soviet relations in this final 
phase of the cold war, not only did administration officials press the 
issue ofregional conflicts in nearly every meeting with Soviet officials, 
but pressure was also raised publicly (and rhetorically) by President 
Reagan in several notable forums, including the U.S. Congress, the UN 

General Assembly, and the British Parliament. Moreover, as Garthoff 
recognized, Soviet officials viewed the declarations as a direct chal-
lenge to their "achievements" of the 1970s. In combination with more 
concrete pressure stemming from military and economic competition 
and confrontation, this rhetorical pressure played a significant role. 

Second, the application of the Reagan Doctrine to Afghanistan 
was a vital cog in broader U.S. efforts to moderate Soviet policy and, 
indeed, the Soviet Union. The costs imposed on the Soviet Union as-
sociated with this application were real and heavy in terms of repu-
tation, prestige, resources, and lives. In relation to other, particularly 
economic, costs, the burden imposed by the doctrine was less but 
still significant. Moreover, as National Security Decision Directive 75 
declared, and as Peter Schweizer (1994) described, Afghanistan espe-
cially was viewed by administration officials as a critical element of a 
broad strategic offensive against Moscow that included economic, pro-
paganda, military, and other pressures. Additionally, the application 
of the Reagan Doctrine to Afghanistan precipitated breakthroughs in 
other regions, including Cambodia and Angola, and almost certainly 
contributed to the reformation of Soviet foreign policy undertaken by 
General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev.1 Hence, for this one application 
alone, proponents of the Reagan Doctrine may claim success. On the 
other hand, this specific application actually began under the Carter 
administration, without the enunciation of a "doctrine." Moreover, if 
this case alone was critical, then the Reagan Doctrine had served its 
purpose by 1988 and need not have been continued after that time, 
which is particularly ironic given the attempts by its advocates to 
extend the doctrine in Mozambique, Nicaragua, and Angola in 1987 
and after. 
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Finally, this analysis of the application of the Reagan Doctrine 
to Afghanistan, Cambodia, and Angola prior to 1989 suggests that the 
Reagan Doctrine contributed to the withdrawal of foreign troops by 
strengthening diplomatic efforts in those countries. This suggests, as 
Bruce Jentleson's (1991) look at the strategy of coercive diplomacy 
concluded, that the Reagan Doctrine as a component of u.s. strategy 
was successful in "restraining more than re-making governments." The 
doctrine helped in attaining the goal of restraining the behavior of the 
Soviet Union and its allies through a combination of force and diplo-
macy, but failed in the more expansive goal of replacing the existing 
regimes. As the Bush administration's assistant secretary of state for 
East Asian affairs, Richard Solomon, concluded, "it is relatively easy 
to withdraw foreign occupation forces. The really tough job is to deal 
with the internal political process" (U.S. Congress, House, Committee 
on Foreign Affairs, Subcommittee on Asian and Pacific Affairs 1990C, 
11). In this respect, pragmatists proved more accurate and dependable 
in their arguments and assessments than hard-liners or liberals. The 
only variant of the Reagan Doctrine that achieved success was the com-
bined two-track-truncated version designed to achieve the withdrawal 
of foreign troops. 

Three qualifications or caveats arise. First, the continued applica-
tion of the Reagan Doctrine after 1988 was ill-advised and counterpro-
ductive, especially in light of the Soviet Union's decision to respond to 
continued U.S. military pressure by continuing its own military sup-
port (as it did in Angola). In fact, as Garthoff (1994), Hopf (1994), and 
Mark Katz (1991) have argued, the continued application of the Rea-
gan Doctrine prompted the Soviet Union to continue its own aid to 
the regimes, making internal reconciliation more difficult. Second, the 
Reagan Doctrine as applied hardly resembled the Reagan Doctrine as 
conceived by its hard-line authors in the White House and the National 
Security Council staff. Third, the timing of Reagan Doctrine aid lends 
support to those who wonder whether it preceded or followed Soviet 
reform efforts. The implication touches on the impact of the doctrine; 
if, as seems the case in Angola, for example, the Reagan Doctrine aid 
followed the initiation of Soviet reforms, it can hardly be said to have 
caused them. Hence, it is difficult to say whether it was the Reagan 
Doctrine or the Gorbachev Doctrine (Gorbachev's reform policies) driv-
ing these events. In the end, only the Afghan case clearly predated 
Soviet reassessments and had positive results. 
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The Reagan Doctrine and Post-Cold War American Foreign Policy 

The demise of the Reagan Doctrine followed the demise of the cold 
war. Given the strategic logic behind the doctrine, this is not espe-
cially surprising. Whether an observer credits the strategy with having 
some role in the end of the cold war or not, the Reagan Doctrine itself 
is irrelevant in the post-cold war period. Nevertheless, this cold war 
initiative provides some substantive lessons for post-cold war Ameri-
can foreign policy. The most significant of these concern the rationales 
underlying future doctrines and the relevance of doctrines per se in 
the world to come. 

The Reagan Doctrine was founded on the wedding of strategic and 
moral considerations. The initiative proposed action to counter per-
ceived Soviet expansion and to "go on the offensive with a forward 
strategy for freedom" (Reagan 1983C, 1383). The doctrine therefore 
rested on the supposition that what was necessary had to be coupled 
with a defense of what was right. This foundation, which permeates 
most presidential doctrines, can be expected to continue in the post-
cold war period. But what is necessary (Le., strategic justification) is 
less clear in an environment in which the United States has "fewer per-
manent enemies and fewer permanent allies" (Deese 1994, xi). Hence, 
it is likely that the defense of foreign policy initiatives will involve an 
even tighter link between moral justification and more narrowly cir-
cumscribed "national interests," if not a greater emphasis on the moral 
justification. Hence, the absence of a clear threat to the United States 
provides greater freedom for positive, rather than negative, policy (Le., 
promoting rather than resisting). 

Interestingly, this dual foundation is particularly evident in the 
clearest broad policy statement yet to emerge from the Clinton admin-
istration. According to National Security Adviser Anthony Lake, the 
combination of U. S. interests and ideals requires a new foreign policy 
strategy: "Throughout the Cold War, we contained a global threat to 
market democracies; now we should seek to enlarge their reach, par-
ticularly in places of special significance to us. The successor to a 
policy of containment must be a strategy of enlargement-enlargement 
of the world's free community of market democracies (Lake 1993, 41; 
emphasis added). According to Lake, such a strategy would make the 
United States more secure and would make the world more humane 
and peaceful. 
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The ties between this statement and the Reagan Doctrine rest on 
the link between the notion of a forward strategy for freedom and the 
strategy of enlargement. This foundation also rests on deeper cultural 
values that can be traced through the history of u.s. relations with 
other countries. Long-standing public beliefs in the innocence, be-
nevolence, and exceptionalism of the United States, and the historical 
pattern that can best be described as "mission," suggest that post-cold 
war initiatives will play on these appeals. In this sense, policy doc-
trines in the post-cold war era will resemble the Reagan Doctrine and 
other cold war presidential doctrines in that they will almost certainly 
rest on what Cecil Crabb (1982) described as the broad "doctrines" of 
American foreign policy: exceptionalism, unilateralism, and mission. 

Still, the Reagan Doctrine, and in fact all presidential doctrines, 
suggest that appeal to mission and morality is not an adequate basis 
for a successful doctrinal statement. All the cold war presidential 
doctrines-Truman's, Eisenhower's, Nixon's, Carter's, and Reagan's-
shared a common element that seems likely to be missing from post-
cold war policy. Each emphasized danger and fear more than benevo-
lence and morality. Whether it was Truman seeking to frighten the 
American people with visions of an international communist threat, or 
members of the Reagan administration warning of a noose tightening 
around the United States, the central theme was a clear and signifi-
cant threat to the "American way of life" that required action. Again, 
it is difficult to see such a threat in the post-cold war period, at least 
in the near term. Basing a doctrine on the desire for a more humane 
and peaceful world does not carry the same weight with an American 
public that has always been reluctant to commit resources to foreign 
policy goals that do not involve tangible interests or clear dangers to 
U. S. security. Put another way, doctrines require both moral and strate-
gic justifications; while the moral end is significant, it cannot compel 
action without the strategic element any more than the strategic argu-
ment can succeed without the moral component. 

In fact, other aspects of the Reagan Doctrine suggest additional 
limits to the impact of such policy statements. Far from triggering a 
doctrinaire application of its principles, in fact, the strategy succeeded 
primarily as an agenda-setting device; policy proceeded on a case-by-
case basis due to the complexity of the international setting and the 
U.S. policy-making environment. If this was the case for a doctrine in 
the cold war, with its relatively simple imperatives, it should be even 
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more pronounced in the post-cold war era. Without a clear threat to 
u.s. security, and given the absence of consensus among U.S. policy 
makers and the public on the interests, role, and appropriate resource 
commitment in the post-cold war environment, it is difficult to imag-
ine a presidential doctrine that can combine a definition of interests, 
threat, purpose, and action in such a way as to command the broad 
support necessary to see it implemented. Hence, in the absence of con-
sensus and a clear threat with which to mobilize opinion and action, 
a case-by-case approach, with its potential inconsistencies and policy 
reversals, seems likely to become the norm. This suggests that future 
foreign policy will exhibit a more general, "results-oriented pragma-
tism" rather than a set of guiding doctrines (see Warburg 1989, 310). 

At the same time, the Reagan Doctrine teaches that a case-by-case 
approach is not necessarily harmful. One of the lessons for post-cold 
war foreign policy taught by the Reagan Doctrine is the need to assess 
carefully the specific circumstances of a particular situation. The doc-
trine was successful when the context was considered; its failures gen-
erally stemmed from insufficient attention to complexity, subtle dis-
tinctions, or changes in context. Thus, if post-cold war presidential 
doctrines were limited to the expression of general purposes and the 
establishment of "terms of reference" for more specific policy debates, 
the effect might be advantageous rather than problematic. 

The Reagan Doctrine also sheds some light on the place of the 
Third World in U. S. foreign policy. It is clear from the logic of the initia-
tive that the primary concern with the targets of the strategy stemmed 
from connections to issues and events outside the Third World itself. 
That is, the significance of the Third World to the Reagan Doctrine 
was essentially as an arena in which to confront the Soviet Union. 
While the doctrine's rationale specified the need to confront Moscow 
and the desire to promote democracy and freedom in the Third World, 
the commitment of resources was clearly tied directly to the first pur-
pose, not the second. Moreover, the actions by the United States during 
the Bush administration suggest that as the perception of threat from 
the Soviet Union declined, the willingness of policy makers through-
out the system to continue expending time, energy, and resources on 
the cases also declined. Hence, while the Reagan Doctrine called for a 
"crusade for freedom" in the Third World, and while the Clinton ad-
ministration, consistent with this appeal, has argued for a strategy of 
enlargement, U.S. policy in the late 1980s and early 1990S has shown 
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a distinct lack of zeal to expend the resources necessary for either. In 
the post-cold war world the lesson is this: without a compelling stra-
tegic interest (generally stemming from outside the particular region in 
question) or powerful economic concern, U.S. policy makers will not 
make many Third World issues a major priority. For all the attention 
provided during the Reagan administration, the activity of the United 
States in such places as Angola, Afghanistan, and Nicaragua after 1989 
was decidedly limited. In the absence of a crisis (economic or strate-
gic), the post-cold war Third World will be similarly treated. 

Making the Reagan Doctrine: The Policy Makers 

The manner in which the Reagan Doctrine was formulated and applied 
reveals a number of important characteristics about U.S. foreign policy 
making. The origins of the strategy, its diverse versions, and its uneven 
application all point to the complexity of the process and the varia-
tion in the roles and influence of the policy makers. The case studies 
teach three lessons about American foreign policy making: (1) policy 
is shaped by four circles of policy makers; (2) the role and influence 
of each of these circles shifts, and policy-making leadership may come 
from the White House, Congress, the foreign policy bureaucracy, or all 
three; and (3) like-minded individuals from different circles form com-
plex rival alliances to combat other policy makers and shape policy 
according to their preferences. The complexity and broad involvement 
of many actors in the making of Reagan Doctrine foreign policy carry 
implications for post-cold war U.S. foreign policy as well. 

The Four Circles of Policy Makers 

As the case studies make abundantly clear, the development and ap-
plication of the Reagan Doctrine cannot be traced to any single actor or 
institution in the U.S. foreign policy community. Rather, the involve-
ment of many actors from four different circles caused the strategy to 
evolve as it did. Each circle was involved, and each influenced policy 
in important ways. In truth, the Reagan Doctrine cannot be compre-
hended without looking to each of these groups. Therefore, the first 
lesson of the Reagan Doctrine for U. S. foreign policy making is that the 
policy emerged from the interaction of four circles of policy makers. 

President Reagan and his advisers. The Reagan Doctrine was ini-
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tially formulated by the White House, which then took steps to im-
plement it in several situations. Members of this circle, then, were the 
authors of the Reagan Doctrine, and as such were responsible for out-
lining the broad strategic goals of the initiative, establishing the frame-
work for discussion, and setting the agenda for policy making. The 
initial choice on policy toward Nicaragua during 1981 emerged most 
clearly from the leadership of this group. Moreover, this group was 
deeply involved in subsequent policy making regarding Nicaragua, in 
combination with Congress. Furthermore, the White House could, and 
did, dominate the agenda when it wished. In the Nicaragua case, for 
example, the White House forced Congress to return to the issue again 
and again. In the case of Afghanistan, this high-level group made two 
key decisions in 1985 and 1986, although the decisions occurred in the 
context of bureaucratic and congressional pressure. While this circle 
of actors was often involved in the policy-making process, however, it 
did not always lead. It cannot be said to have occupied the center of 
American foreign policy making in that regard. 

Perhaps the most striking characteristic of this group concerns 
the episodic involvement of President Reagan. It is clear from the 
case studies that, with the exception of the Nicaragua case and a 
few instances in the others, President Reagan was largely absent from 
executive-branch decision making. Stemming from his detached style 
of governing, his lack of interest, and other idiosyncratic characteris-
tics, as well as more general constraints on his time and priorities, 
this uneven involvement had several consequences. First, high-level 
advisers to the president had to compete for attention and support, 
and they engaged in diverse efforts to manipulate the president and 
one another. Unfortunately, President Reagan often refrained from re-
solving disagreements and conflicts among this advisers, prompting 
sometimes bitter rivalry (e.g., Shultz versus Casey) and often contra-
dictory policy efforts.2 In effect, rather than serving as a set of advisers 
to the president, administration high-level officials were often semi-
autonomous actors pursuing what they considered to be official policy. 

The president's lack of attention had at least three other conse-
quences. In addition to fostering disputes among his advisers, it also 
prompted related bureaucratic disputes and "wheel spinning," or stale-
mates. President Reagan had the authority to decide policy disputes, 
but in several critical instances (e.g., regarding Afghanistan, Angola, 
Mozambique, and Cambodia) he refused to do so. For example, Presi-
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dent Reagan refused to resolve the disagreement over whether or not 
to give Stinger missiles to the Afghan rebels. Only when the State De-
partment sided with those in favor of supplying the missiles was the 
logjam broken. When presented with a consensus, Reagan agreed and 
"decided" to send the missiles. Hence, this lack of presidential asser-
tiveness produced two different kinds of results: policy was some-
times frozen in the status quo until the dispute was resolved by other 
means; and the disputants pursued contradictory policies, attempting 
to undermine other approaches, until one side emerged victorious in 
the bureaucratic struggle or external events (in Congress or outside the 
United States) intervened to resolve the conflict. The president's in-
attention and lack of assertiveness made it possible for advisers and 
bureaucrats to shape policy more by the specific actions they took than 
through official interagency or high-level policy reviews. Finally, presi-
dential inattention provided numerous opportunities for Congress, 
either as an institution or through the actions of individual members, 
to take up leadership roles. Ironically, when the president brought his 
attention to bear, the first two consequences were largely mitigated. 

The foreign policy bureaucracy. The bureaucracy was involved in 
every Reagan Doctrine case in several ways: it generated most of the 
options and analyses that prompted policy reviews and decisions; the 
various agencies and departments carried out policy; and this circle 
often led in making policy, especially in the early phases of policy 
making on Mozambique, Cambodia, and Angola, and in the later stages 
on Mozambique and Angola. 

Several characteristics stand out from the case studies. This group 
(indeed, the executive branch in general) dominated the early stages 
and cycles of policy making in all the cases. In addition, as foreign 
policy insiders have long noted (e.g., Lake 1989, 31), the work of mem-
bers of the bureaucracy on specific, day-to-day issues shaped broad 
policy, often as much as official reviews or presidential decision di-
rectives. Hence, in implementing decisions and responding to daily 
developments, bureaucrats made policy and established precedents. 
More troubling, however, this circle's activities were dominated by 
conflict, disagreement, bargaining, compromise, and sometimes stale-
mates. In many instances, the adage that the only final decision is the 
one with which a bureaucrat agrees seemed to pertain, as the "losing" 
officials often seemed to treat such verdicts as obstacles rather than as 
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the end to debate. Especially in the Angola, Mozambique, and Nicara-
gua cases, different parts of the foreign policy bureaucracy reacted to a 
decision by increasing their attempts to change the policy. 

Some of the disagreements reflected the divisive power of orga-
nizational purposes and missions. On the overall policy, for example, 
the CIA and the Department of Defense tended to adhere to the "Reagan 
Doctrine as policy" viewpoint, emphasizing assistance to anticommu-
nist rebels to coerce changes in the targeted country and in the Soviet 
Union. The State Department, on the other hand, emphasized the ini-
tiative as a component of a larger strategy that included diplomacy, 
and its officials advocated negotiated settlements in the targeted coun-
tries and in the larger regions. 

The debilitating effects of bureaucratic conflict took a frequent toll 
on U.S. policy. Divisions, disagreements, and conflicts were common 
within and between State and Defense, State and CIA, CIA and Defense, 
and State and the NSC staff. In some cases, bureaucratic conflict pro-
duced a compromise that did not satisfy any organization fully, and 
may thus be said to have been suboptimal (e.g., aid to the Cambodian 
resistance). In others, feuding between two or more organizations pro-
duced confusing and contradictory actions that undermined the effec-
tiveness of American policy. This occurred to some extent over Nica-
ragua, where disagreements between the NSC staff and the CIA, on the 
one hand, and the State Department, on the other, produced the contra-
dictory result of an administration at once opposed to negotiations 
and proposing negotiations, and attempting to accommodate Congress 
while taking action to confront, polarize, and deceive that institution. 

Even more egregious bureaucratic conflict occurred over Angola 
and Mozambique, where hard-liners in the Defense Department and 
the CIA worked actively to undermine and defeat the presidentially 
approved and congressionally supported policy by using their con-
trol over certain channels of implementation and information to shape 
policy. In the case of Afghanistan, the State Department utilized its 
control over the diplomatic option to shape U.S. policy in 1986-88. 
When the details of the State Department's approach became public, 
institutional and interbranch conflict broke out as other elements of 
the foreign policy-making community rejected State's actions. Thus, 
parallel or simultaneous policy making occurred in which different 
parts of the bureaucracy pursued different policies, or each agency re-
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sponsible for a particular "track" of U. S. policy tended to emphasize 
that track as the primary channel and attempted to minimize, or even 
scuttle, the other track(s). 

Divisions between career specialists and political appointees were 
evident in several cases, including Nicaragua, where careerists in State 
and Defense were inclined to be more accommodating toward the San-
dinistas and less in favor of the contras, while political appointees 
were much more supportive of both the contras and of a maximal-
ist solution to the problem (e.g., overthrowing the Sandinista govern-
ment). Even more significant, the appointees on the NSC staff were uni-
formly more hard-line than the careerists at State and Defense.3 The 
most obvious split of this sort occurred over the Reagan Doctrine and 
Afghanistan. Careerists in the CIA and the Defense Department were ex-
tremely cautious toward the prospect of supporting the Afghan rebels 
for fear of direct confrontation with the Soviet Union and the poten-
tial that sophisticated American weapons would fall into the hands of 
terrorists or the Soviet Union, while appointees in the same agencies 
were strong advocates of the program. 

Congress. A key feature revealed in the preceding chapters is the 
extent to which members of Congress were major factors in the formu-
lation and application of the Reagan Doctrine. In truth, the institution 
and individual members had access to potentially potent avenues of 
influence. When institutional consensus existed, Congress could make 
or shape policy through substantive legislation (e.g., Afghanistan and 
Cambodia). When serious cleavages occurred, as in the case of Nica-
ragua, members of Congress could freeze policy, because any faction 
could block action but no single group could take action. Also, the 
different factions could ally themselves with those in the executive 
branch and the public with whom they agreed and force the others to 
adopt their version of policy. 

The first route of congressional influence lay in the nature of 
the policy process, which presented regular opportunities for congres-
sional action. The nature of the policy-making process for the Reagan 
Doctrine ensured a role for Congress by providing stages suited to its 
particular powers and by progressing in cycles that allowed Congress 
to take part in policy formulation in successive iterations of the pro-
cess, even ifit ceded initial policy making in each case to the executive 
branch. 

Certain direct powers also gave Congress a role and influence. 
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Members of Congress enacted their preferences into law, and just as 
often threatened legislation to force policy into line with their pref-
erences. On multiple occasions in each of the Reagan Doctrine cases, 
members used the institution's legislative powers to either set policy 
or force the administration to compromise. Additionally, Congress 
shaped policy by granting or withholding funds. The control of the 
treasury gave members a formidable tool, and the regularity of the 
annual budget cycle presented them with recurring opportunities to 
wield it. Members used this power to expand dramatically u.s. aid to 
the Afghan rebels; to constrain, attempt to channel, and eventually set 
policy in the Nicaragua case; to force a rethinking and expansion of 
the Reagan Doctrine to portions of the rebel groups operating in Cam-
bodia; and to restrain U.S. efforts in Mozambique by eliminating funds 
from programs they did not support. 

Members of Congress also used the institution's oversight respon-
sibilities to monitor and evaluate existing policy. One of the most 
striking patterns in the case studies is Congress's reliance on this ave-
nue to gain access to policy making, which occurred regularly and in 
every case. Moreover, U.S. senators have the constitutional authority 
to advise and consent in the treaty process and in the appointment of 
administration officials. Using this power, senators affected the Reagan 
Doctrine. For example, members of the Senate blocked the nomination 
of Melissa Wells as ambassador to Mozambique to force a fundamental 
change in U.S. policy. The Senate's threats to block the Intermediate 
Nuclear Forces (INF) 1reaty ifthe president did not accede to its desires 
on Afghanistan are another example of this instrument of influence. 

In addition, Congress used other informal avenues to affect policy 
in each case.4 Members merely threatened to exercise their congres-
sional powers, issued warnings and requests directly to the executive 
branch (often in the form of letters), and passed nonbinding resolu-
tions to convince the president to incorporate their preferences into 
the policy. While the outcomes varied from case to case, in general 
these methods were quite effective at influencing policy. In the case 
of Afghanistan, the Tsongas resolution, the Senate staff study, and the 
Senate resolution on the 1988 diplomatic settlement all forced changes 
in the administration's approach. On Cambodia, a good example can 
be seen in the 1988 congressional resolution on the UN statement and 
corresponding U.S. policy, since it clearly influenced the administra-
tion's actions. For Nicaragua, the early Boland amendments and the 
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persistent efforts by some members to promote negotiations between 
the United States and the Nicaraguan government constitute such sig-
nals. Finally, in both the Angola and Mozambique cases, steady pres-
sure by aid supporters in the form of legislative proposals, hearings, 
letters, and other measures all had a major role in shaping U.S. policy 
and the administration's actions. 

A few other avenues were also utilized. Members of Congress at-
tempted to affect policy by framing opinion through debate, hearings, 
public appeals, and other events, often vying with similar administra-
tion efforts, as the S/LPD episode in the Nicaragua case suggests (see 
Chapter 6). When disagreements among executive branch officials oc-
curred, as they did in each case, members were able to seize on them 
and join with one faction or another to try to achieve a specific set of 
policy goals. Such alliances provided opportunities for coalitions that 
cut across the branches to influence the policy debate and shape policy 
in line with their preferences. Members of Congress also used proce-
dural legislation to structure administration processes. For instance, 
members agreed to provide nonlethal assistance to the contras in 1985 
but stipulated that it would have to be disbursed through a new State 
Department agency in order to minimize the influence of the CIA and 
Defense Department and maximize the openness and accountability of 
the process (Le., make certain Congress could supervise the aid). In 
the same measure, Congress required that the aid be provided in three 
individual installments, each accompanied by a report detailing the 
precise expenditures. 

Finally, the Afghanistan and Cambodia cases suggest that mem-
bers of Congress used their positions on specialized subcommittees to 
create policy; the efforts of Representative Charles Wilson detailed in 
the Afghanistan case study are a fair example. Wilson used his posi-
tion and influence on the defense appropriations subcommittee of the 
House Appropriations Committee to reshape the application of the 
Reagan doctrine toward Afghanistan; his alliance with Defense and CIA 

officials succeeded in obtaining a virtual tripling of the assistance, and 
a qualitative expansion as well. His efforts were then presented to the 
Congress and the president for approval. 

The public. This broadest circle, which includes public opinion, 
the media, diverse interest groups (e.g., trade, ethnic, ideological, cor-
porate, transnational and foreign groups, government, business, or 
otherwise), and research institutions played a role, if secondary, in the 
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formulation and application of the Reagan Doctrine. The involvement 
of the public was supportive rather than primary, but it was significant. 
It can be seen most clearly in the Afghanistan, Angola, and Mozam-
bique cases, in which nongovernmental actors were important sources 
of pressure and support on which policy makers could draw. In par-
ticular, the Angola and Mozambique case studies show that various 
networks of groups formed a significant part of the attempts to refor-
mulate u.s. policy. It is also the case that, at least regarding Nicaragua, 
broad public opinion acted as a constraint on U.S. policy, perhaps pre-
venting more direct u.s. action (Sobel 1993). 

Shifting Constellations of Policy Makers 

The fact that the formulation and application of the Reagan Doctrine 
occurred through the activities of President Reagan and his advisers, 
the foreign policy bureaucracy, Congress, and the public leads to a 
second broad lesson. In the process of making the Reagan Doctrine, 
these four broad circles of actors had varied and fluctuating relation-
ships, and each governmental circle exercised policy leadership at 
some point. 

As the case studies clearly indicate, the president and the White 
House did not determine foreign policy. This suggests that, at least with 
regard to the Reagan Doctrine, policy making is better represented by 
the shifting constellations image (see Figure 1b on p. 10) than the presi-
dential preeminence image, because the roles and influence of these 
four circles shifted throughout the cases. Only the shifting constella-
tions image accommodates leadership by the president, as expected 
by the conventional representation, and leadership by other circles. 
Therefore, the shifting constellations image is both more accurate and 
of greater utility and applicability; it allows for the leadership of differ-
ent policy makers and does not presume that the president is always 
at the center of policy making. It suggests that studies of u.s. foreign 
policy include each of the four groups, be aware that complex inter-
relationships can occur, and examine the full process by which they 
formulate, implement, and evaluate policy. Following these cues in-
creases the likelihood that case studies will capture the complexity of 
U.S. foreign policy making and its impact on the ensuing policy. 

The effect of the cyclical policy-making process through which 
the Reagan Doctrine was formulated and applied contributes to this 
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second lesson. The initiative began in the White House or the foreign 
policy bureaucracies, but in every case it then progressed to include 
the interbranch actor set - or, in the case of Afghanistan, Cambodia, 
and Nicaragua, to policy leadership by Congress. The shifting constel-
lations suggest that the president is preeminent in policy making only 
initially. Other actors soon become engaged and may wrest leadership 
away from the White House or the foreign policy bureaucracy. 

The case studies indicate that the shift in initiative is a conse-
quence of two factors. First, the pattern stems from the stages and 
cyclical nature of the process. Policy, once decided, must be imple-
mented and reviewed. The foreign policy bureaucracy and Congress 
are involved in both steps, and each may make subsequent attempts 
to reformulate or refine the original policy. Moreover, control over re-
sources (e.g., the treasury) or responsibility for implementation allow 
both Congress and the foreign policy bureaucracy to shape policy after 
the formal decisions are made, a consequence repeatedly exhibited 
in each Reagan Doctrine case. Second, the pattern is, it seems, partly 
related to the nature of the tool with which policy is implemented. 
Robert Pastor (1992, 112) perceptively suggested that the "vehicle that 
carries a particular policy" heavily influences the group involved in 
setting and carrying out the policy. Policy tools requiring appropria-
tions "hardwire" Congress into the policy-making process and may 
prompt shifts from executive branch leadership to interbranch or con-
gressionalleadership. Additionally, the tools trigger the involvement 
of particular elements of the foreign policy bureaucracy, which then 
have an opportunity to shape policy by the specific actions they take 
when implementing the chosen course. 

The changing role and influence of the four circles of policy 
makers across and within the Reagan Doctrine cases display five gen-
eral configurations or constellations formed by the shifting relation-
ships among the four main circles of actors, each representing leader-
ship by a different circle or circles. 

Constellation I: White House leadership. The president and his 
top advisers exerted policy leadership in a manner consistent with 
the orthodox model. However, sole leadership occurred less often than 
the presidential preeminence image (see Chapter 1) would indicate. In 
fact, the White House led primarily in the initial formulation of the 
overall doctrine (Le., in creating the initial framework and providing 
the "plan" to which others reacted), in the doctrine's initial applica-
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tion to Nicaragua and Afghanistan, and in its 1985-86 expansion in 
Afghanistan. Three general comments on the policy making stemming 
from this group's leadership seem warranted. First, in the cases of 
Afghanistan (1985-86) and Nicaragua (1981), this high-level group as-
sessed developments, considered information, and devised a response. 
These cases illustrate that White House leadership is capable of pro-
ducing coherent and rational decision making. Second, however, the 
Nicaragua case clearly shows signs of the small-group effect known 
as group-think (e.g., Janis 1982): an ideologically homogeneous circle 
of high-level officials considered a narrow range of alternatives and 
eliminated dissenters (Le., officials advocating negotiation and accom-
modation) from the ranks of policy makers. This illustrates the prob-
lems to which White House Leadership is susceptible. Third, these 
cases emphatically underscore the importance of presidential atten-
tion and involvement. As Jerel Rosati (1981) and Peter Schraeder (1994) 
concluded, given interest, attentiveness, involvement, and activity, the 
White House may bend the foreign policy bureaucracy to its policy 
preferences (e.g., at some moments in the Afghanistan, Nicaragua, and 
Angola cases). However, as President Reagan's general disinterest in 
several of the cases and his utter unwillingness to settle disagreements 
among his own advisers and agencies in others (e.g., Afghanistan, An-
gola, and Mozambique) suggest, such characteristics are far from given 
and appear to depend on the president's management style and per-
sonality. 

Constellation II: Foreign policy bureaucracy leadership. When 
the foreign policy bureaucracy exercised policy leadership, the White 
House and Congress tended to be ratifiers of bureaucratic options 
rather than initiators of policy. The Reagan Doctrine cases suggest that 
this constellation may be the default option when the White House 
and Congress are not assertive. Leadership from this constellation de-
velops because of the control by the foreign policy bureaucracy over 
the day-to-day conduct of foreign affairs; specific actions set prece-
dents and combine to create policy by their cumulative effect and mo-
mentum. In the absence of White House or congressional attention, 
this control over implementation and information provides the basis 
for policy leadership, as was the case in the early phases of policy 
toward Mozambique, Cambodia, and Angola, and in the later phases of 
Mozambique and Angola. The most significant pattern of behavior of 
this constellation stems from its "multi voice" character, which tends 
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to generate disagreement and contlict between advisers, agencies, and 
departments. The consequence might be compromise that does not 
satisfy any organization fully, stalemate, confusing and contradictory 
actions, or parallel policies. 

Constellation III: Interbranch leadership. Interbranch leadership, 
in which all three governmental circles shared responsibility and non-
governmental actors played supporting roles, prevailed at some stage 
or cycle in all the cases. Interbranch policy making showed at least 
four characteristics (Jentleson 1990). First, there was cooperation, in 
which the circles worked together to make policy. Through the combi-
nation of legislation, hearings, and executive actions, policy emerged 
that was supported and furthered by each circle (e.g., Afghanistan). 
Second, constructive compromise developed in which members of the 
circles found enough common ground or were able to devise solu-
tions that garnered enough support for policy to proceed, although 
these sometimes satisfied no group completely and sometimes con-
tained inherent contradictions (e.g., Cambodia). Third, institutional 
competition developed involving legislative-executive or interagency 
contention (e.g., later Afghanistan, Angola, and Mozambique). Two 
subpatterns emerged in this development: either the circles pursued 
parallel policy making, seeking to act independently of one another to 
make policy fit the preferences of the dominant view (or majority, in 
the case of Congress), or members of each circle forged alliances with 
like-minded members of the other circles to compete over policy (e.g., 
Mozambique and Angola). It is important to note that parallel policy 
making may involve two bureaucratic agencies competing as well as 
competition between the White House and Congress. Finally, policy 
confrontation and stalemate occurred, in which each circle, endowed 
with some "negative power," blocked the preferences of the others 
(Nicaragua, and Mozambique in 1987). 

Constellation IV: Subgovernment leadership. Subgovernment, 
closed policy systems based on alliances between members of sub-
committees and bureaucratic agencies, nominally led by the legislative 
component, also exerted some influence and leadership. This occurred 
principally in the second phase of policy toward Afghanistan, when 
Representative Charles Wilson used his position on an appropriations 
subcommittee to double aid to the rebels, but it can also be seen in 
Representative Steven Solarz's efforts to forge U. S. policy toward Cam-
bodia. Policy was made through bargaining and logrolling by actors 
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with reinforcing objectives and interests without the involvement of 
the upper levels of the executive branch or Congress (see, e.g., Ripley 
and Franklin 1991). However, multiple policy systems usually exist, 
and there may be clashes over their "turf," as the appropriations and 
intelligence committees clashed over aid to the Afghan rebels. When 
this occurs, the involvement of higher levels of the executive and legis-
lative branches is usually required to settle the dispute. As Ripley and 
Franklin (1991) noted and the Reagan Doctrine cases indicate, sub-
government leadership is most common on issues involving defense 
policy and appropriations. 

Constellation V: Congressional leadership. Congress controlled 
policy making through its legislative procedures in phases of the Cam-
bodia and Nicaragua cases. Although the executive branch was called 
on for information and opinions during hearings, policy was formu-
lated and the initial legitimation occurred in Congress. The president 
was asked to endorse the legislation (by signing it), and the foreign 
policy bureaucracy was asked to implement the policy, but the policy 
emerged from bargaining and compromise among members of Con-
gress. Because of both the bargaining and the desire by some members 
to allow flexibility, the legislation had loopholes or ambiguities, which 
allowed the executive branch to interpret it with flexibility (e.g., the 
Solarz initiative, Boland I and 11). Congressional leadership occurred 
only when consensus existed within the institution. In such cases, 
Congress acted as a unified institution and made policy. (When such 
consensus does not exist, the rival factions of Congress will often form 
alliances with elements of the executive branch to influence policy.) 
The case studies indicate that, given consensus, congressional leader-
ship is likely under two circumstances: (1) agreement on the need for a 
policy exists, but the president or executive branch has not acted; and 
(2) the administration adopts a policy that a substantial part of Con-
gress rejects. 

Latent hierarchy. The shifting constellations formed by the White 
House, the foreign policy bureaucracy, Congress, and the public during 
the formulation and application of the Reagan Doctrine indicate that 
the president is not always at the center of policy making. As the case 
studies show, a president may be largely absent from policy making, 
appearing only to ratify a decision made by other actors (usually a con-
sensus or compromise) or to break a deadlock. Thus, a condition exists 
within the executive branch that might be labeled "latent hierarchy." 
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This concept is based on a recognition of the substantial powers con-
ferred on a president which enable that individual to choose advisers, 
establish structure, make and enforce decisions, and settle disagree-
ments. However, latent hierarchy predicates such leadership by the 
president on the interest, attentiveness, involvement, and activity of 
that individual. Therefore, presidential leadership is a variable, not a 
given (Rockman 1994, 67). 

Within the executive branch, the implication of latent hierarchy is 
that both presidential advisers and members of the foreign policy bu-
reaucracy enjoy greater autonomy than is often assumed. Since person-
alities and management styles vary, and since priorities must be set and 
the president's interest cannot be focused on all foreign policy issues 
at once, numerous instances are likely to exist in which the president 
is no more than a spectator. Thus, latent hierarchy stems from con-
straints flowing from idiosyncratic factors and the more general con-
straints of time, complex agendas, and issue importance. A president 
can assert leadership over the bureaucracy, cut through or minimize 
the effects of bureaucratic disagreement, and mitigate differences of 
opinion among high-level advisers, but only with attention and partici-
pation. In the absence of presidential attention and direction, the ad-
visers may act semiautonomously and the foreign policy bureaucracy 
will exert leadership and suffer from its internal divisions and organi-
zational complexity. Hence, the relationship between the White House 
and the foreign policy bureaucracy (and Congress, for that matter) is 
subject to variation based on the president's style, time, and interests. 

In the Reagan Doctrine cases, four consequences of latent hier-
archy can be identified. When President Reagan focused on a case, 
the White House was influential, although not necessarily dominant. 
Given the interest and activity of the president (e.g., in Nicaragua and 
Afghanistan), the White House succeeded in reducing the impact of 
bureaucratic and advisory disputes, and it dominated the agenda with 
respect to Congress, setting the terms of the debate. This consequence 
represents the "hierarchy" aspect of latent hierarchy and basically cor-
responds to the orthodox image, which places the president at the cen-
ter of policy making. Of course, as the Nicaragua case indicates, presi-
dential attention does not ensure high-quality policy making or results. 

The other three consequences spring from the "latent" component 
of the concept. In the Reagan Doctrine cases, more often than not Presi-
dent Reagan was uninvolved and uninterested. His lack of involvement 
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affected his circle of high-level advisers, the foreign policy bureau-
cracy, and relations between the legislative and executive branches. 
His top advisers acted not as his agents but as independent policy 
makers. William Casey, Alexander Haig, George Shultz, Caspar Wein-
berger, William Clark, Robert McFarlane, and John Poindexter all pur-
sued their own agendas and attempted to manipulate the president 
and each other to achieve their goals. The president's lack of vigor also 
made it possible for bureaucratic disputes to affect policy (e.g., in the 
Angola, Afghanistan, and Mozambique cases). In particular, his unwill-
ingness to assert himself allowed different agencies to pursue parallel 
policies, which were often mutually contradictory; to attempt to under-
mine existing policy in favor of their own preferences; and to block 
action entirely, either by their own control over implementation or by 
forging alliances with members from other circles (e.g., Congress and 
nongovernmental actors). Finally, President Reagan's lack of involve-
ment and the corresponding actions by his advisers and the foreign 
policy bureaucracy provided Congress with a motive to be more asser-
tive. In the Afghanistan, Angola, Cambodia, and Mozambique cases, 
the president's disinterest and inaction prompted individual members 
and the institution as a whole to act. In some cases, individual mem-
bers used their positions on committees and subcommittees to seize 
the agenda; in others, the action stemmed from the institutional in-
volvement of Congress. Significantly, though, congressional involve-
ment was not limited to cases in which the president failed to lead, as 
the Nicaragua case clearly indicates. 

Congressional influence. In addition, the shifting constellations 
image also indicates that Congress matters more in foreign policy than 
conventional approaches suggest. The role of Congress in the appli-
cation of the Reagan Doctrine indicates that various avenues of influ-
ence, formal (e.g., legislation and appropriation) and informal (e.g., 
procedural, anticipated reactions, and rival alliances), present the in-
stitution and its individual members with ample opportunity to shape 
foreign policy. As the case studies suggest, the combination of formal 
and informal paths of influence create formidable possibilities if mem-
bers of Congress choose to exercise them. Congress was a full partner 
in the policy-making process in all the Reagan Doctrine cases. More-
over, even when members failed to pass a single substantive measure, 
their activities affected foreign policy. In addition, Congress did not 
simply react to the president; in certain instances, members took the 
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lead in formulating policy options (e.g., Cambodia and Nicaragua). 
Hence, the Reagan Doctrine lends support to those who have argued 
for increased attention to the role of Congress in foreign policy (e.g., 
Mann 1990; Lindsay 1993, 1994c; Ripley and Lindsay 1993) and raises 
questions for those who have dismissed such involvement as a myth 
(e.g., Hinckley 1994). Indeed, the array of formal and informal ave-
nues of influence indicates that no evaluation of congressional foreign 
policy making that examines only legislation can possibly assess the 
influence of the institution, and no examination of foreign policy that 
ignores members of Congress can hope to comprehend policy making 
(or policy). 

The cyclical nature of this complex process stands out as a key 
to congressional influence. Although the executive branch had the ini-
tial advantage in policy making, Congress played a crucial role in each 
case. This suggests that although members may be reluctant to take 
an initial leadership role, they will react to a sluggish, disinterested, 
or defiant White House. Representative Norman Dicks (D-Wash.) put 
it nicely: "Congress abhors a vacuum" (Stockton 1993, 241). Further-
more, while many analysts argue that members of Congress do not 
care about foreign policy ("Afghanistan is not in my district"), the case 
studies show that member involvement was broad, indicating some 
interest, and that interested individuals in Congress used their access 
to avenues of influence to force broader institutional attention. This 
last point seems a key one. For example, although few members (of 
Congress or the executive branch) were interested in Cambodia, Rep-
resentative Solarz used policy-making tools that forced the entire in-
stitution to act (vote). Furthermore, key individuals were also able to 
use indirect methods to affect the executive branch and their own col-
leagues. In short, a few members of Congress can prompt institutional 
action. Hence, whether all the members care about Afghanistan is ir-
relevant; whether Congress acts is what matters. 

Interbranch leadership thus best characterizes the overall formu-
lation and application of the Reagan Doctrine. With regard to Afghani-
stan, each policy-making group seized the initiative at various times: 
the White House was important at one moment, the foreign policy bu-
reaucracy at another, and Congress at a third. The final stage saw a 
complex interaction among the executive and legislative branches. In 
the case of Cambodia, policy-making leadership shifted from the ex-
ecutive branch to Congress and then to joint leadership. Those two 
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cases thus provide examples of interbranch cooperation. The applica-
tion of the Reagan Doctrine to Angola in 1985 was a result of multiple 
branch processes that simultaneously included bureaucratic policy 
making. presidential policy making. congressional policy making, rival 
alliances. and parallel policy making. Policy for Nicaragua took shape 
through a process that began with presidential dominance but quickly 
moved to interbranch conflict and then to congressional leadership for 
the final year and a half of the Reagan administration. 

Rival Alliances of Policy Makers 

The third broad lesson to be gained from the formulation and appli-
cation of the Reagan Doctrine concerns the formation and influence of 
rival alliances that cut across the branches. Just as the United States 
does not speak with a single voice on foreign policy but instead de-
pends on the interaction of four circles of policy makers. many differ-
ent individuals constitute the White House. the foreign policy bureau-
cracy. Congress, and the public. No circle of actors can be viewed as 
a monolith with only one perspective and one policy preference. In-
stead. the different individuals who make up each group will have dif-
ferent policy views. Disagreements, disputes, and divisions will occur 
within each circle as well as between them. 

Like-minded individuals from different circles can unite to force 
their preferences into policy. A presidential adviser may find sympa-
thetic members of Congress and careerists from the foreign policy bu-
reaucracy who agree on a particular perspective. They have access to 
different instruments and avenues, which allows them to complement 
and supplement each other in their effort to shape or reshape policy. 
Clashes between rival alliances may produce stalemates, in which each 
can cancel the other's preference but none can enact its own. Compro-
mise and bargaining may also occur. as may the simultaneous pursuit 
of different approaches or strands of policy (e.g., one alliance pursuing 
a diplomatic option and another implementing paramilitary action). In 
these situations, policy. if it emerges at all, is the result of a complex 
interaction involving presidential advisers. bureaucrats, members of 
Congress, and the public. 

The formation of and potential clashes between such alliances 
constitute a basic feature of U.S. foreign policy making. especially 
when disagreement over objectives or instruments exists. In fact, this 
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sub rosa involvement of many people with access to many levers of 
influence is a central arena of foreign policy making. The factions 
may contend with one another to establish policy; once policy is de-
termined, they may alternatively conspire to undermine the existing 
policy or unite to preserve the status quo. Moreover, these alliances 
shift, both in their composition and in their status. New policies and 
changes in existing ones prompt changing membership and renewed 
actions by reconstituted alliances: dissident alliances become status 
quo alliances which attempt to protect their gains, while status quo 
alliances become dissident alliances and try to reverse or mitigate the 
changes. The arena for action and debate also shifts constantly. It may 
rest in the bowels of the foreign policy bureaucracy or be elevated to 
the White House; it may take place in back rooms and offices, in com-
mittees and subcommittees, or on the floor of Congress. 

Such alliances formed in all the cases in which the Reagan Doc-
trine was applied or considered. In the debate over policy toward Nica-
ragua, for instance, an alliance between members of the White House, 
parts of the foreign policy bureaucracy (especially the NSC staff and 
the CIA), and members of Congress colluded to sustain the application 
of the Reagan Doctrine and prevent alternatives to or abandonment of 
that option. In the case of Afghanistan, a hard-liner alliance with mem-
bers from each circle consistently tried to expand U.S. support for the 
rebels and, after 1985, to limit the scope of the diplomatic effort. A 
more pragmatic alliance, while agreeing on expanded U.S. aid to the 
rebels, sought meaningful negotiations in addition. The two alliances 
clashed in 1987 and 1988 when a settlement began to take shape. The 
ensuing U.S. policy, which supported both diplomacy and continuing 
U. S. assistance, resulted from a very uneasy compromise between the 
two alliances. 

Rival alliances were most pronounced and had the greatest im-
pact in the Mozambique and Angola cases. In the Mozambique case, 
hard-liners in the White House (e.g., Casey and Poindexter), foreign 
policy bureaucracy (e.g., CIA, NSC staff), Congress (e.g., Helms, Burton, 
and Roth), and the public (e.g., the Heritage Foundation) who did not 
subscribe to the regional strategy approved in 1981 united and tried 
to reverse U.S. policy and begin sending aid to the rebels. The pres-
ence of members from each of the circles provided the alliance with 
access to public pressure, executive branch instruments (e.g., informa-
tion and control of day-to-day conduct), and legislative tools (e.g., hear-
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ings and budget debates). These channels allowed a number of actions 
that ranged in scope from simple information sharing, to attempts at 
mobilization and pressure tactics in support of a particular option, to 
semiautonomous actions to implement the preferred version of policy 
(e.g., clandestine contacts with rebels and foreign leaders). 

These channels were utilized to attack existing policy, block its im-
plementation, and force its refinement or reversal. Specifically, Casey 
and elements from the CIA, NSC staff, and Defense Department used 
intelligence back channels to aid and encourage South African support 
for the rebels and attempted to bring information from those channels 
to bear on administration reviews. Their allies in Congress also had 
access to this information, which they used to attack administration 
representatives and persuade colleagues. In addition, the nomination 
of Melissa Wells as ambassador to Mozambique created an opportu-
nity for the Senate portion of the alliance to obstruct official policy and 
press for a reevaluation by blocking the appointment and holding addi-
tional hearings. These private and public actors carefully orchestrated 
their attempts to frame opinion-presidential, congressional, and pub-
lic. Ultimately these mutually reinforcing efforts failed to reverse exist-
ing policy. Instead, a less organized but more broadly based alliance 
of pragmatists and liberals from each of the four circles sustained the 
conciliatory approach to Mozambique. This alliance persuaded Presi-
dent Reagan and the broader membership of Congress to reject the 
hard-liners' arguments and maintain the status quo (e.g., Reagan af-
firmed the State Department-led approach by meeting with Mozam-
bican president Chissano in September 1987, and the Senate voted to 
confirm Wells). 

The Angola case provides an even more extensive example ofrival 
alliances contending with one another to shape policy (see Chapter 5). 
Disagreement over U.S. objectives in Angola and southern Africa was 
evident in 1981 when the administration officially adopted the con-
structive engagement approach and attempted to begin assisting the 
Angolan rebels, an effort that failed in the face of congressional oppo-
sition. Once the general course emerged, predicated on U.S. mediation 
of the Angola-Namibia-South Africa disputes, disagreement among 
policy makers caused three different alliances to form. First, hard-
liners from the White House (e.g., Casey, Clark, and Poindexter), the 
foreign policy bureaucracy (e.g., certain officials from CIA, Defense, and 
NSC staff), Congress (e.g., Kemp, Burton, Dornan, Symms, Wallop, and 
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Helms), and the public (e.g., the Cuban-American National Founda-
tion and the Heritage Foundation) formed one dissident alliance that 
worked doggedly to begin u.s. aid to rebels in Angola and work more 
cooperatively with South Africa. Another dissident alliance, made up 
of more liberal members of Congress and the public, pressed for more 
forceful action to combat apartheid and South African regional aggres-
sion while advocating better, more cooperative relations with both the 
Angolan and Mozambican governments. A status quo alliance of prag-
matists from all four circles sought to preserve the regional diplomatic 
approach and balance U. S. support for the rebels, opposition to Cuban 
troops, and moderation of the Angolan regime, and avoid an outright 
alliance with South Africa. 

The jockeying among these three alliances caused U.S. policy 
to develop as it did. The alliances gave each component greater ac-
cess and influence in the policy-making debate. Members of Congress 
received inside information and some voice in internal administra-
tion debates, administration officials had their preferences represented 
in congressional debates and written into legislation, and supportive 
members of the public received access to information and support for 
their activities while helping the other members of their alliance to 
shape the terms of the debate. All three alliances utilized the tools at 
their disposal to structure the debate, seize the initiative, take action, 
and protect their preferences. In particular, the hard-liner alliance con-
ducted a carefully timed and coordinated effort that harnessed various 
legislative and executive branch actions in an organized campaign. 
The efforts were especially acute during the 1985 debate on whether 
to begin aid to the UNITA rebels; the arena began in Congress with the 
fight to repeal the Clark amendment and then expanded to include 
both branches as administration deliberations followed. The clash 
prompted a lengthy and acrimonious debate in all arenas, and the re-
sulting policy uneasily combined some sanctions against South Africa, 
some assistance for the rebels, and U.S. diplomatic efforts to negotiate 
a regional settlement. 

These two examples and the evidence from the other cases sug-
gest that the opportunity to form such alliances improves the ability 
of members of each circle to shape policy to their liking. Each compo-
nent-adviser, bureaucrat, member of Congress, and private citizen or 
group-contributes to and benefits from the alliance. A White House 
adviser advocating a particular viewpoint gains avenues through which 
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to marshall support for a particular position. If that position is consis-
tent with the established policy, the alliances serve as backstops which 
help to sustain the approach and ensure faithful implementation. Con-
versely, if the adviser's position has been rejected or has not been given 
a hearing, alliances can generate pressure to review existing policy, ma-
nipulate the process, and reopen a policy debate, giving the adviser an 
(additional) opportunity to advocate the desired option. Moreover, alli-
ances provide dissenting advisers with post hoc opportunities to try to 
block the implementation of an undesired decision. Hence, such alli-
ances provide means by which advisers manipulate the process, each 
other, and the president in order to turn their policy preferences into 
official policy, prevent undesired options from being implemented, 
and undermine existing policy with the purpose of prompting a re-
vision. 

Similar advantages present themselves to foreign policy bureau-
crats. While providing the source of information and the avenues by 
which to affect implementation, bureaucrats benefit from alliances in 
several ways. Perhaps most fundamentally, such alliances provide au-
thorization for bureaucratic actions, a route through which to shape the 
policy debate, and an avenue for dissent from official policy. An alli-
ance with a sympathetic presidential adviser and members of Congress 
provides "patrons" who may champion the perspective of a bureaucrat 
who dissents from existing policy, bring the official into deliberations 
or reviews, and use the information that the bureaucrat provides. At a 
minimum, the member of the foreign policy bureaucracy who dissents 
from existing policy gains another channel through which to push a 
preferred option. At most, control by different alliances over certain 
channels of implementation and information in the foreign policy bu-
reaucracy prompts parallel or simultaneous policy making in which 
different parts of the bureaucracy pursue different policies, or each 
agency responsible for a particular track of U. S. policy emphasizes that 
track as the primary channel and attempts to minimize, or even scuttle, 
the other track(s). 

Similarly, members of Congress stand to gain, perhaps more than 
any other circle. First, members of these alliances gain access to ex-
ecutive branch information and debates. Moreover, members are given 
a voice in the internal administrative debates through their executive 
branch allies; congressional support also strengthens the positions of 
adviser and bureaucrat in administration deliberations. These alliances 
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also constitute additional channels through which members of Con-
gress can send signals, advocate options, and apply pressure or provide 
support. Access to executive branch allies provides special opportuni-
ties for some members to attend otherwise restricted meetings, receive 
personal reports and briefings, and participate in executive branch de-
liberations. Such access also helps members of Congress to time their 
actions carefully to maximize their impact, and members can shape 
statements, letters, and legislative proposals in light of the inside infor-
mation they receive from advisers and bureaucrats. Hence, in addition 
to improving knowledge and information, alliances provide support 
for actions taken in pursuit of policy preferences. 

Together the alliances represent formidable forces that magnify 
the potential for bargaining, compromise, conflict and stalemate in 
the formulation and application of policy. Strong alliances with well-
orchestrated campaigns can steamroll opponents and undermine rivals 
with the purpose of sustaining or reversing existing policy. Finally, 
with members in each circle, alliances can conduct parallel policy 
making, with each existing network developing and implementing a 
separate strand of policy. The Angola case provides a good example 
of this phenomenon: the pragmatist alliance, centered on the State De-
partment, developed a diplomatic approach, while the hard-liner alli-
ance, centered on the CIA, developed a covert, paramilitary stance. At 
times the two alliances operated as if they were independent of one 
another, and their supporters barely tolerated the existence of the other 
track. 

In sum, cross-branch alliances provide advantages to their mem-
bers in at least five ways: (1) they expand access to and sharing of 
information across the circles; (2) they help their constituents set the 
agenda, bring issues to the forefront, and force consideration of certain 
options; (3) they enhance the ability of each individual component to 
structure the terms of the debate and apply pressure or persuasion, 
whether in policy deliberations, legislative efforts, or the framing of 
public opinion; (4) well-developed alliances with members in each 
circle acquire opportunities to act, allowing coordination and orches-
tration of efforts and sometimes providing openings to conduct their 
own policies; and (5) alliances enhance the ability of their members 
to sustain preferred initiatives or to obstruct undesired policies by ex-
panding the range of access points and policy instruments at their dis-
posal. Combined, these effects increase the influence of the compo-
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nents and amplify their impact of policy. They also ensure that policy 
emerges from interbranch interaction. 

Post-Cold War Foreign Policy Making 

Although it is certain that the Reagan Doctrine itself has little spe-
cific relevance for the post-cold war world, given its focus on fighting 
communism and confronting the now-defunct Soviet Union, the same 
cannot be said for the processes by which U.S. foreign policy makers 
formulated and implemented this initiative. On the contrary, a final 
set of lessons from the Reagan Doctrine apply directly to future Ameri-
can foreign policy making. The underlying theme is that foreign policy 
making is a messy, complicated affair involving many different actors, 
and that probably will not change. The presidential preeminence that 
generally characterized the cold war era is unlikely to return, for sev-
eral reasons. 

First, the level of threat has diminished significantly. The formula-
tion and application of the Reagan Doctrine occurred through the com-
plex interaction of many individuals and groups, even in the presence 
of a very real threat from the Soviet Union. Disputes over interests, 
instruments, and roles occurred among U.S. policy makers in spite of 
the presence of this dominant adversary. In the cases analyzed in this 
book, variation in the perception of threat produced varying levels and 
types of agreement, disagreement, and policy activism. Where threat 
was perceived, consensus developed (e.g., Afghanistan); where threat 
was disputed, conflict and disagreement developed (e.g., Nicaragua). 
This suggests that the post-cold war world, with no Soviet Union 
and no clear replacement threat, can be expected not only to sustain 
the complex policy-making process exhibited in the Reagan Doctrine 
cases, but even to increase it. 

Second, increasing interdependence and transnational ties make 
a return to presidential preeminence unlikely. Foreign policy making 
has become more like domestic policy making: subject to conflict, bar-
gaining, and persuasion among competing groups within and outside 
the government. David Deese has noted that "the foreign policy en-
vironment is no longer the arena of contending national interests," 
which has caused the growth of domestic interests, the fragmentation 
of responsibility, and the competition for influence among actors from 
all four circles (Deese 1994, xl). One cause of this is the increasingly 
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