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Looking back on how decisively the Cold War ended in America’s favour, it
is easy to forget how much doubt there was at the start, among Americans
and Soviets alike, that the United States was up to the task of defending its
vision of the post-war world order. George Kennan, the storied American
diplomat responsible for the 1946 ‘Long Telegram’ from Moscow, recalled
in his memoirs that the Soviets ‘thought it probable that ... Americans, in
particular, would not be able to muster, as a nation, the leadership, the
imagination, the political skill, the material resources, and above all the
national self-discipline necessary’ to prevail in the emerging global contest.
Certain members of President Harry Truman’s administration apparently
harboured doubts of their own: Secretary of State Dean Acheson, for one,
thought it necessary to ‘shock the country’ into the realisation that supplying large amounts of economic and military aid to a devastated Europe
was vital to America’s interests at a time when American–Soviet nego-
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tiations over the continent’s future were going badly.1 Truman himself
would outline what became known as the ‘Truman Doctrine’ in a speech
before a joint session of Congress on 12 March 1947 requesting aid for
Greece and Turkey. In that speech, he made clear his own view that a
global struggle was under way and that ‘the free peoples of the world
look to us for support in maintaining their freedoms’.2 At this opening
stage of the Cold War, the president’s hawkish stance was a controversial one. Asked to comment on an early draft of Truman’s speech, George
Marshall, America’s military chief of staff during the Second World War
and Acheson’s predecessor as secretary of state, commented that it contained ‘too much flamboyant anti-Communism’.3
Within a month, however, Marshall would take an even harder line than
his boss had. In April 1947, after futile marathon meetings with his Soviet
counterparts, Marshall gave a national radio address in which he explained
that Moscow’s plans for Europe, and for Germany in particular, would
not only involve ‘an indefinite American subsidy, but could result only in
a deteriorating economic life for Germany and Europe and the inevitable
emergence of dictatorship and strife’.4 Later that year, he would deliver an
address at Harvard University unveiling the massive economic rebuilding programme for Europe that would come to bear his name.5 Several
months would pass between Marshall’s speech and Congress’s approval
of the $17 billion programme (the Europeans had asked for $28 billion; $13
billion was ultimately paid out), but it was better late than never for the warravaged continent, which had been struggling to raise the export revenue
needed to feed its people and keep its industries going. With the infusion
of American dollars, Europe’s dire conditions improved almost overnight.
In only three years, German exports, for example, grew six-fold. Europe’s
trade deficit with Washington – $8.5 billion in 1947 – dropped to $1 billion
in 1950.6 Perhaps a bit self-servingly, Marshall called the plan ‘a historic
step in the foreign policy of this country’.7 Winston Churchill labelled it
‘a turning point in the history of the world’.8 Certainly, together with the
Truman Doctrine, the Marshall Plan signalled that the United States would
henceforth be taking a more aggressive stance toward the perceived threat
of communist expansion in Europe.
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Passing the test?
America’s resolve to resist communism was soon to be tested on the battlefield – not in Europe, as it turns out, but in Asia. When North Korea
launched its invasion of South Korea on 25 June 1950, it was immediately
clear that this was not some garden-variety communist subversion but, as
one American author put it, ‘raw, naked aggression … with blazing tanks
and artillery’.9 In Truman’s view, the challenge faced by the United States
in Korea was as great as the challenge faced by the democracies in opposing fascism in the 1930s. The invasion, he said, was
‘the test of all [our] talk … The Reds were probing
for weakness in our armor’.10 The first US troops
to reach the Korean Peninsula landed in July 1950,
under a United Nations banner.
By October, the US-led forces had succeeded in
expelling the North Koreans from the South, following General Douglas MacArthur’s amphibious
landing at Inchon in September. Yet Truman and
MacArthur wanted more. As George Kennan put it,
their aim was nothing less than ‘total enemy defeat,
total destruction of the enemy’s armed forces, his
unconditional surrender, the complete occupation of his territory, and the removal of the existing government and its
replacement by a regime that would respond to our concepts of “democratization”’.11 As North Korean troops retreated across the 38th parallel, UN
forces followed them.
At first, it appeared as though the United States and its allies might
succeed in forcibly reunifying the Korean peninsula – that is, until American
forces encountered a massive Chinese invading force at the North Korean
border with China. As allied troops were forced to give up the territory
they had gained, American public opinion, until then overwhelmingly supportive of the war, turned against it. When US Deputy Secretary of Defense
Robert Lovett appeared before the House Armed Services Committee in
early December 1950, at least one committee member put to him the view
that ‘our entire entry into Korea had been a mistake and that we ought to
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pull out as rapidly as possible.’12 Yet Truman was determined to fight on.
During a press conference in late 1950, he pledged that the United States
would take ‘whatever steps are necessary’ to deal with the deteriorating
military situation, including the use of nuclear weapons.13 In April 1951,
he dismissed MacArthur, who was replaced by General Matthew Ridgway.
Under Ridgway’s leadership, American forces managed to fight their way
back to the 38th parallel without using nuclear weapons, bombing China, or
even receiving any reinforcements. The Korean War would ultimately end
in a stalemate memorialised in an armistice signed on 27 July 1953. The existential danger had passed, yet the United States’ approach to the emerging
Cold War had changed dramatically. In 1950, the Pentagon’s budget was only
5% of GDP; with the outbreak of the Korean War this would surge into the
teens, where it would remain for decades. By the 1960s, the United States had
upwards of 450 military bases in 36 countries, up from just a small network
a decade earlier.14 As senior diplomat Charles Bohlen observed, ‘it was the
Korean War and not World War II that made us a world power’.15

One step forward, one step back
In his wise and well-written book Maximalist: America in the World from
Truman to Obama, Columbia University professor and former US government official Stephen Sestanovich contends that, in the lead-up to the Korean
War, Truman and his advisers had come to believe that no adversary was
strong enough to withstand the totality of American ‘power and energy’
when applied to the shaping of global events (p. 38). For Sestanovich, this
belief typifies what he calls the maximalist approach to American grand
strategy. According to him, maximalists hold that aggressive American
responses are required to meet global threats and challenges. The author
considers not just Truman but also John F. Kennedy, Ronald Reagan and
George W. Bush to have been maximalist presidents.
Yet Sestanovich warns against the view that maximalism is the only
approach to have left its mark on American foreign policy. On the contrary, he believes that US policy has been characterised by periodic swings
between maximalism and retrenchment at least since the beginning of the
Cold War. While he stresses that maximalism does not automatically mean
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reckless or mindless action, he argues that its proponents have at times been
blind, self-deluding and even ‘simply deceptive’ about the costs involved
in this all-out approach (p. 333). Retrenchment, by contrast, has usually
resulted when these costs have become clear, typically in the aftermath of
strategic failures, such as Korea following the Chinese invasion, Vietnam
and, more recently, Iraq and Afghanistan. Sestanovich adds that these two
approaches are inescapably linked: ‘When the maximalist overreaches, the
retrencher comes in to pick up the pieces. Then when the retrenchment fails
to build American power, meet new challenges, or compete effectively, the
maximalist reappears, ready with ambitious formulas for doing so’ (p. 9).
Sestanovich identifies Dwight Eisenhower as the first retrenchment president of the Cold War era. (Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford, Jimmy Carter and
Barack Obama are also labelled retrenchers, with George H.W. Bush and
Bill Clinton considered hybrid cases.) In April 1958, the former war hero
told a meeting of the National Security Council that while some believed
the best military strategy was to have ‘the most and best of everything’, his
own view was that ‘enough is enough’, and that the United States ‘should
not attempt to be the greatest military power in the world’ (p. 6). America,
he felt, could get its way without risking becoming an ‘armed camp’ by
exerting the right kind of leadership. ‘I’ll tell you what leadership is,’ he continued. ‘It’s persuasion – and conciliation – and education – and patience.
It’s long, slow, tough work. That’s the only kind of leadership I know –
or believe in – or will practice’ (p. 66). This view was informed in part by
Eisenhower’s belief that, after the bloodshed of the Second World War and
then Korea, the American people wanted peace – or, as Sestanovich would
have it, retrenchment. Eisenhower was prepared to go from ‘Timbuktu to
the North Pole’ to give it to them (p. 72).
Yet Eisenhower would also champion policies that would seem to call
his status as a retrencher into doubt. In September 1954, for example, the
tiny islands of Quemoy and Matsu (then under the control of Chiang Kaishek’s Kuomintang government) were shelled from the Chinese mainland.
Churchill advised his former wartime collaborator to simply ignore the incident, believing it was not worth sparking a war with China’s patron, the
Soviet Union. Eisenhower, however, felt otherwise, concluding a mutual-
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defence treaty with Chiang that promised direct military assistance in case
of an invasion. Indeed, Eisenhower told reporters that nuclear weapons
were available to repel an attack by the Chinese Communists, declaring,
‘I see no reasons why they shouldn’t be used just exactly as you would
use a bullet or anything else’ (p. 76). This hawkish and seemingly flippant
stance on the use of nuclear weapons in a tactical setting was also evident
in the Korean theatre and in Indochina after the French loss at Dien Bien
Phu in 1954. Eisenhower would also preside over the decidedly maximalist operations that overthrew leftist democrats Jacobo Arbenz in Guatemala
and Mohammad Mossadegh in Iran, and over the planning for the Bay of
Pigs fiasco in early 1961. In fact, soon after the Cuban Revolution in 1959,
Eisenhower’s team considered ways of ‘restraining Castro if he should
develop into a menace’ (p. 88). All of this suggests that while Sestanovich’s
notions of maximalism and retrenchment are enormously useful in making
sense of presidents’ motivations and actions at various moments during the
past six decades, there is likely more overlap between the two approaches
in every presidential administration than he acknowledges.

Overlap
The Barack Obama administration is a case in point. Given that he inherited
the twilight of two immensely costly, politically unpopular and strategically nebulous wars, one would assume, following Sestanovich’s analysis,
that Obama is a retrenchment president. Yet if Obama had any thought of
pursuing a more modest approach to foreign relations, his senior civilian
and military advisers seemed to have adopted more maximalist positions
(at least with respect to Afghanistan), even if these fell far short of the ambitions of their predecessors in the George W. Bush administration. Influenced
by the apparent success of the last-minute military surge into Iraq a few
years earlier (a conflict that is on track to cost the US Treasury $4 trillion,
to say nothing of the human cost16), the president’s advisers dismissed the
minimalist option of solely pursuing al-Qaeda and other terrorist groups in
favour of a long term counter-insurgency and nation-building campaign.
Concluding in summer 2009 that a large gap existed between the Afghan
state’s capacities and what it needed to build a stable, successful country,
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these advisers ‘agreed [the United States] would have to fill it’ (pp. 305–6).
Then-Secretary of Defense Robert Gates, for example, told Obama that the
right goal in Afghanistan was ‘victory’ (p. 306). Secretary of State Hillary
Clinton cautioned Obama not to whittle down the request for additional
troops that had come from commanding officer General Stanley McChrystal
in Kabul. Doing so, she contended, would waste ‘time, lives, and money …
If we go half-hearted, we’ll achieve nothing’ (p. 306). Meanwhile, General
David Petraeus, then head of US Central Command and still fresh from
his public success as one of the key architects of the Iraq surge, told the
president that he should not try to get by with fewer than the 40,000 troops
requested by McChrystal, asserting, ‘You’ve got one bite at this apple. It
ought to be a decisive one’ (p. 306).
Obama himself, however, was deeply reluctant to sign off on the maximalist approach, instead initiating a three-month policy review to consider
the options. At the end of this process, he agreed to send a sizable portion
of the requested troops to Afghanistan. Yet this apparently maximalist strategy included one critical caveat that had apparently not come up in all the
months of meetings and deliberations, a caveat that caught his advisers
by surprise. To the traditional mantra of counter-insurgency – clear, hold
and build – Obama had added a fourth phase: transfer. In a December 2009
speech at the US Military Academy at West Point announcing the troop
surge in Afghanistan, he stressed that ‘the nation that I’m most interested
in building is our own’.17 A retrenchment president telling the nation that
he wishes to do more at home may be par for the course, but this one was
doing so at the same time that he was sending tens of thousands of additional troops to war.
Several years later, Obama would be criticised for his defence of a foreign
policy that many felt was excessively cautious. Such an approach ‘may not
always be sexy’, he said, ‘but it avoids errors. You hit singles; you hit doubles.
Every once in a while, we may be able to hit a home run.’18 American conservatives in particular took umbrage at what they saw as Obama’s conceding
American’s vital role in the world.19 It was a moment that might have seemed
peculiar to the Obama administration were it not for Sestanovich’s book. For
better or worse, America’s foreign-policy instincts and self-identity are decid-
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edly maximalist. Yet, as Sestanovich makes clear, eras of retrenchment are
also a well-established, even inescapable, American tradition. His excellent
book reminds us that the Obama administration’s apparently ambivalent
approach to Afghanistan (among other conflicts) is perfectly in keeping with
persistent trends in modern American foreign policy.

Choosing restraint
Obama himself might have the instincts of a retrencher, but his Afghanistan
policy demonstrated the influence of the maximalists in his administration. It
is perhaps unsurprising that Robert Gates, whom Obama had retained from
the George W. Bush administration, was an advocate
for a more aggressive approach. The president might
not have fully anticipated the hawkish tendencies
of his pick for secretary of state, however. Hillary
Rodham Clinton’s domestic liberalism might be in
keeping with Obama’s own views, but on a range
of foreign-policy issues she has often appeared to
advocate the more forward-leaning of the available
policy options. In 2011, for example, she was said to
have recommended that American troops remain in
Iraq (the troops withdrew as planned).20 She is also
said to have pushed for the raid that killed Osama
Bin Laden.21 The question is whether policies like
these mean that Clinton – and, by extension, the Obama administration –
can be fairly described as maximalist.
We are fortunate to now have Clinton’s engaging and valuable memoir
of her State Department years (entitled Hard Choices), in which she writes
of visiting 112 countries and travelling nearly one million miles over a
period beginning with the ‘painful end’ of her 2008 campaign to become the
Democratic Party’s presidential nominee and spanning her years working
in ‘unexpected partnership’ with her former rival, Barack Obama (p. xi).
Some reviewers have charged that Hard Choices is a decidedly ‘political’
memoir, implying that, given the likelihood that she will make another bid
for the presidency, Clinton’s account is a guarded one lest she create fodder
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for critics or alienate potential allies for future political campaigns.22 To be
sure, Clinton makes clear from the get-go that her book is not for followers of ‘Washington’s long running soap operas’, but instead for ordinary
Americans who might want to understand how, say, a ‘collapsing economy
in Athens, Greece affects businesses in Athens, Georgia’ (p. xi). Yet while
undeniably a book written by an active politician, Hard Choices is not vapid
– indeed, it offers a lively and at times quite gripping read. Clinton’s emotional account of her role in the Benghazi attacks in Libya in 2012 might be
the book’s best chapter.
There is much in Hard Choices that, at least at first glance, suggests that
Clinton was a maximalist secretary of state, or at least tried to be. She
supported the Petraeus/McChrystal proposal to ‘bring COIN [counter-insurgency] to Afghanistan’, for instance, contending: ‘I believed more military
forces were crucial to create space for a transition process to Afghanistan
and the region, to bring the conflict to the end.’ This certainly appears to be a
maximalist perspective, even if she shared her boss’s concerns about a troop
surge leading to an ‘open-ended commitment without any conditions or
expectations’ (p. 147). She also dismisses ‘talk of America’s decline’, countering that ‘everything I have done and seen has convinced me that America
remains the “indispensible nation”’ (p. xii). In her view, the Obama administration inherited many global lemons from its predecessor, but has worked
hard to turn them into policy lemonade, pursuing goals that have included
bolstering America’s standing in the world.
How might these maximalist impulses be squared with Obama’s own
desire to focus on domestic policy? Perhaps the answer resides in the fact
that there have been instances of both retrenchment and maximalism in
every presidential administration since the start of the Cold War, the Obama
administration being no exception. This suggests that a more helpful term
to use in connection with Obama’s grand strategy is ‘restraint’.23 If we define
this as dispassionate and moderate behaviour stemming from the sober
realisation that American resources are finite, acting forcefully does not
ensure success, and domestic challenges are acute, we might better capture
the goals and possibilities of the Obama administration than by applying a
strict maximalist-versus-retrenchment perspective. Obama is still commit-
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ted, at least notionally, to the kind of universal maxims that often precipitate
maximalist actions, but has prioritised getting soldiers home and reducing
foreign entanglements. To be sure, this restraint could in fact be ‘just isolationism that dares not speak its name’, a possibility explored by Michael
Ignatieff in his excellent overview of Obama’s foreign-policy choices.24 In
Obama’s case, and as his administration’s escalated drone-strike campaigns
have demonstrated, restraint does not have to be dovish – a point his critics
often miss. After reading these two books, this reviewer is inclined to view
Obama as a kind of liberal realist or Niebuhrian, a president who has faced
up to domestic fiscal realities and global complexities that require caution
lest America end up yet again biting off more than it can chew.
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