
One of the most con-
tentious issues in U.S. foreign policy has been the use of military force to inter-
vene in the domestic affairs of other states. U.S. military interventions since
1945 have varied signiªcantly, however, in how deeply they intrude on the do-
mestic institutions of target states. Some interventions involved signiªcant in-
terference in other states’ domestic affairs (from the Vietnam War to the
operations in Haiti and the Balkans in the 1990s); in other cases, the United
States rejected such interference (as in the 1991 Persian Gulf War). More gener-
ally, some great power military interventions explicitly try to transform the do-
mestic institutions of the states they target, whereas others do not, attempting
only to reverse foreign policies or resolve disputes without trying to reshape
the internal landscape of the target state.

The choice of intervention strategy is crucial not only for the target state but
also for the intervening state itself. Choosing a strategy ill-suited to the conºict
or for which the intervening state is ill-prepared can have disastrous conse-
quences for both intervener and target. The choice of strategy is likely to re-
main central to future intervention debates, even after Iraq. Indeed, Richard
Haass, president of the Council on Foreign Relations, asserts that choices such
as whether to pursue democracy or stability—one manifestation of the debate
over intervention strategy—lie along the “single most important fault line in
American foreign policy today.”1
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This article argues that it is impossible to fully understand both when and
how states intervene without exploring a crucial but often-overlooked factor in
international relations: the role of individual leaders. Even among U.S. inter-
ventions, successive American presidents have approached the same conºict
differently. For example, George H.W. Bush limited the U.S. intervention in
Somalia to humanitarian aid, whereas Bill Clinton at least initially allowed
the mission to expand to address underlying internal problems. Although
leaders frequently profess otherwise, most great power military interventions
in smaller powers are “wars of choice”—that is, they do not result from a di-
rect or existential threat to the state. Leaders play a critical role in choosing
where and how states respond to other, more indirect threats with interven-
tion.2 Furthermore, theories relying on relatively stable or slow-changing fac-
tors such as the structure of the international system or regime type cannot
fully account for changes in a state’s intervention choices over time. Moving
the focus of the analysis to individual leaders can help to address this
variation.

In the last few decades, however, international relations theorists—with the
notable exception of those who take a psychological approach—have rarely fo-
cused on leaders. Some scholars do not expect leaders to play a signiªcant role
independent of the domestic or international setting; others recognize that
leaders matter, but despair of making parsimonious, generalizable predictions
about individuals.3

This article charts a middle course between the two extremes of studying
leaders as a series of “great men,” on the one hand, and excluding them by as-
suming that they respond to domestic or international conditions in similar
ways, on the other. The article contributes to a recent revival of interest in the
role of leaders in international relations by providing a simple but powerful
typology of leaders that addresses changes in how states intervene over time.4

The critical variable centers on how leaders perceive threats: Do they believe
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2. On the importance of leaders in making intervention decisions, see, for example, James N.
Rosenau, “Intervention as a Scientiªc Concept,” Journal of Conºict Resolution, Vol. 13, No. 2 (June
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that the internal characteristics of other states are the ultimate source of
threats? This variation in leaders’ causal beliefs about the origin of threats
yields two ideal-typical ways to assess and prioritize the many threats states
confront. “Internally focused” leaders see a causal connection between threat-
ening foreign and security policies and the internal organization of states, and
thus are more willing to undertake “transformative” interventions, in which
the intervening state is deeply involved in the building or rebuilding of do-
mestic institutions in the target state. In contrast, “externally focused” leaders
diagnose threats directly from the foreign and security policies of other states,
and thus are more likely to pursue “nontransformative” strategies that aim
only to resolve a given conºict with minimal involvement in domestic affairs.

These different causal beliefs about the origin of threats shape the cost-
beneªt calculation leaders make when they confront intervention decisions, in
two ways. First, causal beliefs inºuence the value leaders place on transform-
ing target states. Second, causal beliefs affect how leaders allocate scarce re-
sources that inºuence preparedness for different intervention strategies.
Although this article focuses on the choice of strategy, the question of strategy
also inºuences the decision to intervene at all: if a leader estimates that the
strategy most likely to secure the intervention outcome he prioritizes is not
feasible or applicable, or that it will be particularly costly, he may be dissuaded
from intervening in that conºict in the ªrst place. Thus leaders’ causal beliefs
about the origin of threats have profound consequences for the decision to in-
tervene and for the choice of intervention strategy, as well as implications for
the probability of intervention success.5

Intuitively leaders seem crucial to understanding the choice of intervention
strategy. Yet demonstrating how their beliefs act as an independent inºuence
on the way states intervene is a challenge. To isolate the effect of leaders, I
examine two U.S. presidents during the Cold War—John F. Kennedy and
Lyndon B. Johnson—allowing me to hold constant domestic institutions, great
power status, and the structure of the international system. The Kennedy-
Johnson comparison provides strong analytical leverage. To avoid several
problems in studying beliefs, I measure leaders’ causal beliefs in the period be-
fore they arrive in ofªce, using archival and historical sources. As Henry
Kissinger put it, “The convictions that leaders have formed before reaching
high ofªce are the intellectual capital they will consume as long as they con-
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5. The theory does not address the likelihood of long-term intervention success or the durability
of settlements. The role of leaders’ causal beliefs in the initial decision to intervene (including deci-
sions against intervention) is discussed in Elizabeth N. Saunders, “Wars of Choice: How Leaders
Shape Military Interventions,” unpublished manuscript, George Washington University, 2009.



tinue in ofªce.”6 The empirical discussion illustrates one manifestation of
the argument: leaders confronting the same conºict may arrive at differ-
ent diagnoses of threat, and thus choose different strategies. I examine how
Kennedy and Johnson approached Vietnam, a difªcult case for the the-
ory. Kennedy chose a transformative strategy of deep interference in South
Vietnamese affairs, whereas Johnson pursued a nontransformative strategy
that concentrated on defeating aggression from the North. Illustrating that
leaders differed on a question as fundamental as the nature of a threat to na-
tional security, and that this difference affected how they intervened, helps to
demonstrate that leaders systematically inºuence how states use force.

The next two sections deªne the universe of cases and the dependent vari-
able. In subsequent sections, I review alternative explanations, and develop
the two ideal-typical leaders and the two causal mechanisms through which
their threat perceptions inºuence intervention decisions. I then turn to estab-
lishing the prepresidential beliefs of Kennedy and Johnson. Next I trace how
their beliefs inºuenced the way they intervened in Vietnam. I conclude by dis-
cussing the implications of the argument and how it applies to the recent war
in Iraq.

What Is Military Intervention?

Many deªnitions of military intervention assume that it involves interference
in the domestic institutions of target states.7 But as Martha Finnemore argues,
these deªnitions obscure variation in how states intervene.8 Even interven-
tions inside a single state may not attempt to determine or change domestic
institutions. In 1958, for example, U.S. forces landed in Lebanon but stopped
short of direct interference in Lebanese institutions, aiming mainly to dem-
onstrate the credibility of U.S. security guarantees in the Cold War context.9

To allow the depth of internal interference to vary, I thus deªne military
intervention as an overt, short-term deployment of at least 1,000 combat-ready
ground troops across international boundaries to inºuence an outcome in an-
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Perception and Misperception in International Politics (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press,
1976), pp. 146–147.
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9. See, for example, Salim Yaqub, Containing Arab Nationalism: The Eisenhower Doctrine and the Mid-
dle East (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004), p. 224.



other state or an interstate dispute; it may or may not interfere in another
state’s domestic institutions. “Short-term” may encompass a wide range of
time frames, but it excludes conquest or colonialism. Interventions into both
interstate and intrastate conºicts or crises are included in the universe of cases;
both can vary in the degree of internal interference. Wars such as the 1991 Gulf
War are also included, because they involved an outside power intervening in
a conºict between other states. Furthermore, intervention may support or op-
pose an existing government. Even a transformative strategy can aid an exist-
ing government (e.g., through institutional reform or creation).

To ensure comparability, I exclude covert operations because they do not
risk extensive military losses, prestige, or audience costs to the same degree as
overt actions. Leaders of all types may be tempted by covert operations, which
they may see as potentially quick and low cost. The process that governs deci-
sions to intervene covertly may be theoretically different from that leading to a
decision to intervene overtly; lumping them together would risk comparing
apples and oranges.10 Additionally, because ground troops are likely required
for transformative strategies, operations involving only air or naval power are
excluded.11 Covert, air, or naval operations may be relevant, however, when
they are part of ongoing overt interventions.

Transformative versus Nontransformative Strategies

Intervention strategy here means the initial, intended strategy. The actual in-
tervention strategy may be the product of other factors that interact with inten-
tions, such as the preferences and performance of the military. But even when
leaders do not get their way (or change the strategy later), the intended policy
choice may have important consequences as the intervention unfolds.

I distinguish between two ideal-typical strategies. A transformative strategy
explicitly aims to interfere in or actively determine the target state’s domestic
institutions (most notably political institutions but also economic, social, or
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10. Other scholars likewise focus on overt military interventions. See, for example, Bruce W.
Jentleson and Ariel E. Levite, “The Analysis of Protracted Foreign Military Intervention,” in Le-
vite, Jentleson, and Larry Berman, eds., Foreign Military Intervention: The Dynamics of Protracted
Conºict (New York: Columbia University Press, 1992), pp. 8–9.
11. For a similar restriction, see Jeffrey Pickering and Mark Peceny, “Forging Democracy at Gun-
point,” International Studies Quarterly, Vol. 50, No. 3 (September 2006), p. 546. Theoretically, air or
naval power could be used in support of either a nontransformative or a transformative operation.
For example, air power could be used to enforce no-ºy zones in a peacemaking operation. Leaders
may alternatively choose air-only operations as part of an explicit choice to undertake a nontrans-
formative strategy. But it is also possible that the decision to initiate an air-only operation is gov-
erned by a different causal process than the decision to deploy ground troops, since leaders may
choose air-only operations in the hope of minimizing casualties or political debate.



military institutions). National-level institutions are an obvious source of
change, but transformation may occur through local-level institutions, either
in tandem with national-level change or as a way to spur national-level change
or bolster an existing regime. As John Owen points out, changing institutions
is distinct from changing only the leader (or a small group of elites),12 and
thus the distinction between transformative and nontransformative strategies
holds even at the level of regime change. Leadership change that occurs along
with institutional change would qualify as transformative. But interventions
that result in regime change might change only the leadership of the target
state (in what might be termed a “decapitation”) without fundamentally alter-
ing its domestic institutions. Similarly, interventions to shore up existing
governments may interfere with domestic institutions or attempt to stop insti-
tutional change that would otherwise occur, but they may also try to protect
the status quo with limited or no institutional interference.

A transformative strategy may also aim to change local-level institutions,
usually as a means of achieving national-level change, but with most of the in-
stitution building occurring at the local level. Examples of local-level trans-
formative strategies include nation building and postconºict reconstruction.
Some forms of counterinsurgency, particularly population-centered counterin-
surgency, explicitly incorporate institution building into the warªghting strat-
egy, and thus can also be considered transformative.13 In such a strategy,
counterinsurgency forces must not only drive away guerrillas but also build
local security institutions to protect the population, and then, ideally, political
and civic institutions that build loyalty to the government. Conventional force
using regular units can be counterproductive against a guerrilla strategy.14

The indicators I use to assess institutional change are measured in terms of
the goals of the intervention and the intended strategy. At the national level,
I examine how deeply the intervening state intended any leadership change
to extend; whether the intervention aimed at national-level institutional re-
form or construction; whether the military strategy explicitly sought to
change domestic institutions, rather than simply defeating enemy forces; and
whether nonmilitary issues were well integrated with and considered part of
the overall military strategy. Indicators for intended local-level change in-
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12. John M. Owen IV, “The Foreign Imposition of Domestic Institutions,” International Organiza-
tion, Vol. 56, No. 2 (Spring 2002), p. 377.
13. For a useful summary of this approach to counterinsurgency, see Andrew F. Krepinevich Jr.,
The Army and Vietnam (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986), pp. 7–16.
14. See Ivan Arreguín-Toft, How the Weak Win Wars: A Theory of Asymmetric Conºict (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2005), chap. 2; and Jason Lyall and Isaiah Wilson III, “Rage against
the Machines: Explaining Outcomes in Counterinsurgency Wars,” International Organization,
Vol. 63, No. 1 (Winter 2009), pp. 67–106.



clude whether the overall strategy aimed to build or reform local-level institu-
tions; whether troops sought to interact with the local population; and
the integration of local-level nonmilitary issues with the overall military
strategy.

In contrast, a nontransformative strategy seeks to resolve an international or
civil conºict or crisis, or restrain or roll back a foreign policy action, without
the explicit intention to alter domestic institutions at any level. Examples in-
clude interventions designed to liberate territory or protect local allies from
outside aggression (as in the 1991 Gulf War). Leaders can also choose a non-
transformative strategy in humanitarian interventions, as in George H.W.
Bush’s limited approach in Somalia. For a civil conºict, a nontransformative
strategy would focus on stopping the ªghting or preventing international con-
sequences such as conºict spillover, but without nation building. Of course, a
nontransformative strategy may have a dramatic effect on civilians and insti-
tutions, and it is possible that internal change may occur as a by-product. Fur-
thermore, nontransformative interventions, particularly in internal crises,
usually involve some treading on the state’s internal affairs. But the coding is
intended to distinguish limited or collateral involvement (which may even be
brutal or highly destructive) from deliberate institutional interference. For
example, in 1904, faced with a crisis over the collection of debt amid instability
in the Dominican Republic, President Theodore Roosevelt declared, “If I possi-
bly can, I want to do nothing to them. If it is absolutely necessary to do some-
thing, then I want to do as little as possible.”15 When he intervened, Roosevelt
ensured that the United States defended the Dominican customhouses. As
Lester Langley summarizes, “After that, if their political house was in disor-
der—and it usually was—it was their house.” In contrast, Woodrow Wilson
took a far more transformative approach when he occupied the country from
1916 until 1924.16

Notwithstanding gradations within each class of intervention, it makes
sense to treat the distinction between transformative and nontransformative
strategies as dichotomous. Actively involving the military in the internal af-
fairs of the target is fundamentally different from a more conventional battle
that seeks no such interference.17
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15. Quoted in Lester D. Langley, The Banana Wars: United States Intervention in the Caribbean, 1898–
1934, 2d rev. ed. (Wilmington: SR Books, 2002), p. 23.
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Explaining Intervention Strategy

This section formulates potential alternative explanations drawn from the ex-
isting literature on intervention, and argues for a focus on the individual level.

potential alternative explanations

The existing literature on military intervention has focused primarily on
when and why states initiate intervention,18 or the utility or successful imple-
mentation of particular forms of intervention (such as democratization or
peacekeeping).19 Most existing approaches do not address how states choose
among different intervention strategies, or the speciªc issue of how deeply
intervention interferes in the domestic institutions of target states.20

Several theories could potentially be extended to address the choice of inter-
vention strategy. Many formulations, however, are not well suited to explain-
ing variation in intervention choices within states over time because they rely
on international or domestic factors that are either stable or slow to change.
Furthermore, although they differ widely on the speciªcs, many explanations
suggest that states with given international or domestic characteristics re-
spond to intervention opportunities in similar ways, leaving no independent
role for leaders. For example, most realist theories share the assumption that
states respond to threats in the international system—the structure of which
changes rarely—in ways that depend primarily on power, regardless of who is
in charge.21 At the domestic level, many theories, including some that do ad-
dress intervention strategy, also focus on cross-national trends or the continu-
ity of national intervention tendencies, rather than on changes in strategy
within a given domestic setting. For example, Owen argues that states try to
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18. This tendency spans a variety of theoretical and methodological approaches. See, for example,
Paul K. Huth, “Major Power Intervention in International Crises, 1918–1988,” Journal of Conºict
Resolution, Vol. 42, No. 6 (December 1998), pp. 744–770; Alastair Smith, “To Intervene or Not to In-
tervene: A Biased Decision,” Journal of Conºict Resolution, Vol. 40, No. 1 (March 1996), pp. 16–40;
and Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, Balancing Risks: Great Power Intervention in the Periphery (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cor-
nell University Press, 2004), chap. 1.
19. See, for example, Roland Paris, At War’s End: Building Peace after Civil Conºict (New York: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2004); and Virginia Page Fortna, Does Peacekeeping Work? Shaping Belliger-
ents’ Choices after Civil War (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2008).
20. Exceptions include studies examining the conditions under which states promote democracy.
See, for example, Mark Peceny, “Two Paths to the Promotion of Democracy during U.S. Military
Interventions,” International Studies Quarterly, Vol. 39, No. 3 (September 1995), pp. 371–401. Addi-
tionally, Owen provides a valuable study of the forcible promotion of domestic political institu-
tions, but does not include interventions that did not involve institutional promotions. See Owen,
“The Foreign Imposition of Domestic Institutions.”
21. Such logic underpins structural realist approaches such as that of Kenneth N. Waltz, although
this approach is not a theory of foreign policy. See Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Reading,
Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1979).



promote their own institutions; others have noted the tendency for the United
States to promote liberal democratic institutions.22 Bureaucratic perspectives
posit that organizations favor particular doctrines: for example, the U.S. Army
has traditionally disliked transformative operations.23 But these approaches
also stress the continuity of strategy. Constructivists often emphasize the social
or shared nature of ideas, and thus also tend to focus on long-term trends.
Finnemore, for example, details how shared understandings of the purpose of
intervention have evolved. But within a given time period such as the Cold
War, most states share one understanding of the purpose of intervention.24

Thus, while many of these analysts highlight important tendencies and conti-
nuities, there remain short-term changes in the way states use intervention
that can provoke ªerce debate.

Certain variants of existing approaches are better suited to addressing
changes in intervention strategy over time, and thus form the principal alter-
native explanations I explore. One simple explanation is that states choose in-
tervention strategies through a cost-beneªt analysis that is independent of
individual leaders.25 Under this structural/material conditions hypothesis, all
leaders should make the same cost-beneªt calculation in the face of similar sit-
uations and existing capabilities. Leaders determine strategy based on factors
such as available capabilities in the intervening state or the characteristics of a
given intervention opportunity (e.g., terrain).

Another set of alternative explanations involves competition among domes-
tic actors. Here, domestic political actors, including leaders, may vary in the
way they view the beneªts of intervening with a given strategy. But under this
domestic competition hypothesis, it is the political struggle among these actors
that accounts for variation in intervention decisions. A model that focuses on
how leaders vary in their interactions with bureaucracies, or how much they
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22. Owen, “The Foreign Imposition of Domestic Institutions,” p. 396. In the U.S. context, see Tony
Smith, America’s Mission: The United States and the Worldwide Struggle for Democracy in the Twentieth
Century (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1994); and Odd Arne Westad, The Global Cold
War: Third World Interventions and the Making of Our Times (New York: Cambridge University Press,
2005), chap. 1. Bruce Bueno de Mesquita and George W. Downs argue that democracies are more
likely to promote autocracies in target states, because autocrats will more reliably provide favor-
able foreign policies. See Bueno de Mesquita and Downs, “Intervention and Democracy,” Interna-
tional Organization, Vol. 60, No. 3 (Summer 2006), pp. 627–649.
23. See, for example, Krepinevich, The Army and Vietnam, pp. 4–7.
24. Finnemore, The Purpose of Intervention, pp. 124–129. Scholars have also explored the role of
shared ideas among domestic elites. See D. Michael Shafer, Deadly Paradigms: The Failure of U.S.
Counterinsurgency Policy (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1988), p. 34.
25. For a related argument that addresses why states choose between multilateral versus unilat-
eral interventions, see Sarah Kreps, “When Does the Mission Determine the Coalition? The Logic
of Multilateral Intervention and the Case of Afghanistan,” Security Studies, Vol. 17, No. 3 (July
2008), pp. 531–567.



defer to or override organizations such as the military, could account for varia-
tion over time.26 Intervention decisions might also result from interactions or
logrolling among advisers, other elites, or domestic groups.27 Examining the
behavior of different leaders who confront similar bureaucratic preferences or
interact with similar advisory groups can help to sort out the relative role of
leaders.

threat perception and the individual level

In addition to these two potential explanations, a logical hypothesis for when
and how states intervene is that states respond to perceived threats. Yet many
explanations that connect intervention to a perception of threat make over-
simpliªed or ambiguous predictions. Realists, for example, often argue that
leaders intervene to protect vital national interests or in response to threats,
but provide little guidance in studying how states deªne national interests or
assess threats.28 An alternative is to look to the individual level, where scholars
have recently taken renewed interest. One strand of research explores how a
leader’s desire to stay in ofªce affects his policy choices.29 In these theories,
however, domestic political institutions or electoral incentives, rather than the
attributes of individual leaders, drive policy choice. Another strand examines
leaders’ reputations (e.g., for toughness or competence).30 But these arguments
leave much variation among individual leaders unexplored. If leaders have an
incentive to demonstrate resolve, for example, where and how will they
choose to make a stand?

There is also a rich tradition drawing on psychological theories, highlighting
factors that produce error or bias in decisionmaking, as well as differences in
leadership style and personality.31 I focus on how beliefs shape conceptions
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26. In the context of U.S. intervention policy, see James M. Scott, Deciding to Intervene: The Reagan
Doctrine and American Foreign Policy (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1996), pp. 7–13. See
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28. See, for example, Hans J. Morgenthau, “To Intervene or Not to Intervene,” Foreign Affairs, Vol.
45, No. 3 (April 1967), p. 430. In the context of alliances, see also Stephen M. Walt, The Origins of Al-
liances (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1987), pp. 21–26.
29. See, for example, Bruce Bueno de Mesquita, Alastair Smith, Randolph M. Siverson, and James
D. Morrow, The Logic of Political Survival (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2003).
30. See, for example, Giacomo Chiozza and Ajin Choi, “Guess Who Did What: Political Leaders
and the Management of Territorial Disputes, 1950–1990,” Journal of Conºict Resolution, Vol. 47,
No. 3 (June 2003), pp. 251–278.
31. The literature is vast. On error and bias, see, for example, Jervis, Perception and Misperception in
International Politics. On leadership style, see James M. Goldgeier, Leadership Style and Soviet Foreign
Policy: Stalin, Khrushchev, Brezhnev, Gorbachev (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994);



of threat, rather than bias in decisionmaking or policy execution. But the
argument could be extended to include psychological factors. For example,
Yuen Foong Khong shows that the use of different analogies inºuenced how
Kennedy and Johnson intervened in Vietnam.32 The typology I develop sug-
gests that certain leaders will be disposed to invoke certain analogies.

Causal Beliefs: Two Paths to Threat Perception

Causal beliefs, or “beliefs about cause-effect relationships,” guide leaders’ un-
derstandings of the origin of threats.33 The military interventions I am con-
cerned with here involve great powers intervening in smaller powers. There
are many more potential threats from smaller powers than leaders can con-
front directly, however. Within a polity, there might be a broad consensus
about overall goals. For example, all U.S. presidents during the Cold War were
anticommunist. But leaders need some way to prioritize the many possible in-
tervention opportunities they confront.

In this framework, two different ideal-typical causal beliefs lead to percep-
tions of threat. One belief—held by internally focused leaders—is that the
smaller power’s foreign and security policies, including its alliances, are inti-
mately connected to its internal institutions. Leaders who hold this causal be-
lief care about threatening foreign and security policies or outcomes, but they
also view the smaller power’s domestic order as a genuine source of threat, in
several ways. Internally focused leaders are concerned about the risk that a re-
gional ally or friendly state will be attacked, or in the Cold War context, that a
client state will fall under the other superpower’s sphere of inºuence. But an
internally focused leader would blame the smaller power’s internal institu-
tions for leaving it vulnerable to either external attack or takeover from within.
Internally focused leaders may see another state’s domestic institutions as
more directly threatening, linking aggressive behavior to internal institutions.
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and Margaret G. Hermann and Charles W. Kegley Jr., “Rethinking Democracy and International
Peace: Perspectives from Political Psychology,” International Studies Quarterly, Vol. 39, No. 4 (De-
cember 1995), pp. 521–529. On personality, see Byman and Pollack, “Let Us Now Praise Great
Men,” pp. 136–140.
32. See Yuen Foong Khong, Analogies at War: Korea, Munich, Dien Bien Phu, and the Vietnam Deci-
sions of 1965 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1992), chaps. 4–7.
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Institutions themselves may also be sufªcient to trigger threat perception. In a
democracy, for example, internally focused leaders might subscribe to the lib-
eral proposition that nondemocracies are inherently threatening.34 Alterna-
tively, leaders may afªrmatively prefer autocracy, although it is important to
distinguish such a preference from viewing autocrats as a short-term expedi-
ent to solve a foreign policy problem. Conditions conducive to revolution or
instability within a smaller power could also be seen as threats. “Demonstra-
tion effects” from alternative authority structures in other states may cause
leaders to perceive a threat to their power (as when the Soviets saw West
Berlin as a dangerous alternative that had to be sealed off).35

In contrast, externally focused leaders diagnose threats from other states’
foreign and security policies or international orientation, and do not see
a causal connection between these outcomes and the domestic institutions
of smaller powers. When externally focused leaders consider threats to a
smaller power’s security or alignment, they do not connect such threats to
the smaller power’s internal institutions. In terms of more direct threats to the
great power’s interests—such as the seizure of a strategic asset, the expropria-
tion of natural resources, or the initiation of regional or civil aggression—
externally focused leaders treat smaller powers relatively similarly, because in
this view, any state might engage in such behavior regardless of its internal or-
ganization. Any concern an externally focused leader has about domestic cri-
ses within other states centers on the international dimensions of those crises,
such as whether civil strife results in conºict spillover, produces a change in
the state’s alliances, or threatens a state’s ability to meet its international eco-
nomic obligations (as in Roosevelt’s concern about the Dominican custom-
houses). The form of the smaller state’s internal institutions is less important to
these leaders, though they may still have a preference for those institutions.

In this framework leaders may hold either causal belief. It is important to
note that both leader types are usually concerned with other states’ foreign
and security policies and position in the international system; the difference
arises from how the two types diagnose the source of those policies and
outcomes. Internally focused leaders, while concerned with international be-
havior and outcomes, pay additional attention to domestic organization. In-
ternally focused leaders may have a longer time horizon, perhaps expecting
that over time, a government with a favorable internal order will moderate
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any unacceptable foreign policies. Internally focused leaders might also see
more total potential threats, given that the very nature of a smaller power’s
domestic order could be considered an embryonic threat. These two leader
types are, of course, ideal types; in reality, leaders may have a more complex
understanding of the nature of threats.

Although there are important connections between the two types and the re-
alist and liberal traditions, the categories developed here are more general.
Some realists have considered internal processes such as revolutions to be
sources of threat.36 Furthermore, although in its general form liberal theory fo-
cuses on domestic and societal factors in international politics, liberalism is of-
ten concerned with the effects of democracy and economic interdependence.37

The theory developed here could be applied in nondemocratic settings (for ex-
ample, Soviet leaders could be more or less internally focused, perhaps accept-
ing less thoroughly communist regimes if they were strong allies).

Leaders form these causal beliefs before they arrive in ofªce. The theory is
agnostic about how leaders acquire beliefs. The varied pathways—which may
include psychological mechanisms (such as learning from past experience),
work on policy issues, self-education, or contact with groups that hold shared
beliefs—show that causal beliefs are not reducible to a single alternative
explanation.

This argument raises the question of whether beliefs change over time, per-
haps through learning (deªned as “changes in belief systems . . . as the result
of experience or study,” following Andrew Bennett).38 Although empirically
I look for evidence that leaders’ beliefs changed through learning, in practice I
ªnd little evidence of changes in causal beliefs, consistent with research show-
ing that people assimilate new information through the framework of existing
beliefs.39 It is especially difªcult to assess learning in an ongoing intervention
because changes in strategy may be driven by reluctant adjustments in the face
of battleªeld or political realities, rather than changes in core beliefs about the
nature of threats; the distinction is important because if beliefs do not change,
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leaders may modify existing approaches in an ad hoc way or make subsequent
decisions using their original beliefs. The theory thus has more to say about
the initial choice of strategy than about changes in strategy as the intervention
unfolds. Leaders must still live with their policy investments, however, and
may ªnd it difªcult to shift policy on short notice. The initial choice of strategy
may therefore have important consequences over a signiªcant period even if it
evolves later.

How Causal Beliefs Inºuence Intervention Decisions

There are two mechanisms through which causal beliefs shape the way leaders
confront intervention decisions. The leader’s type directly shapes the cost-
beneªt calculus of intervention decisions by inºuencing how the leader values
the beneªts of successfully transforming target states. Externally focused lead-
ers place relatively more weight on the international aspects of crisis out-
comes. If forced to choose, they rank obtaining favorable foreign and security
policies from the target state over achieving the “right” domestic institutions.
U.S. presidents, for example, frequently have tolerated “friendly dictators.” As
Franklin Roosevelt (apocryphally) said of Nicaragua’s Anastasio Somoza, “He
may be a son-of-a-bitch, but he is our son-of-a-bitch.”40

In contrast, when considering conºict or crisis outcomes, internally focused
leaders prioritize favorable domestic outcomes within target states. For exam-
ple, a smaller power might have democratic institutions after a crisis, but dem-
ocratic elections could produce a government that is hostile to the great power
or does not pursue the great power’s preferred policies (as many worried
would occur if a democratic Iraq elected an anti-American government).41 Of
course, internally focused leaders would also welcome friendly foreign and se-
curity policies from the smaller state. But knowing that it may take time for
policies to evolve, internally focused leaders may be willing to sacriªce favor-
able foreign policies in the short term in exchange for long-term institutional
success. Thus internally focused leaders see greater beneªts from achieving in-
ternally successful outcomes, which in turn contribute more to these leaders’
expected utility calculation for a transformative intervention.
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Leaders’ causal beliefs also inºuence the cost-beneªt calculus of interven-
tions through a second, indirect mechanism: by inºuencing how leaders allo-
cate scarce resources to confront threats. Before speciªc crises arise, leaders
transmit their causal beliefs through the policy process by making policy in-
vestments in capabilities suitable for different intervention strategies. Policy
investments also provide an observable implication of beliefs, because leaders
in effect declare in advance what threats they believe are most important.
Policy investments occur through several mechanisms, including changes
in stafªng, overall strategy and the defense posture, budgetary allocations,
institutional creation and change (particularly within the bureaucracy), and
contingency planning. These mechanisms affect the distribution of resources—
including not only material capabilities but also bureaucratic and intellectual
capabilities—available for transformative and nontransformative strategies.
For example, military forces, military and civilian bureaucratic institutions,
and nonmilitary factors such as foreign aid programs can all place more or less
weight on transformative or nontransformative strategies.

The distribution of intervention capabilities, in turn, affects preparedness for
different intervention strategies. All military interventions carry inherent risk
(stemming from factors arising outside the theory and related to the conºict it-
self, such as terrain). But another form of risk (what might be termed “induced
risk”) stems from preparedness for different intervention strategies, which
may raise the estimated probability of success or reduce the estimated cost of a
particular strategy.

The relationship between investments and preparedness is not linear. The
distribution of intervention capabilities reºects many relatively static factors,
such as the structure of the military. Bureaucratic resistance may also hamper
investments, as many have argued about Kennedy’s attempts to institutional-
ize a counterinsurgency capability within the U.S. military. Furthermore,
investments may not take effect quickly enough to inºuence intervention out-
comes. But even if leaders are not completely successful or if changes in capa-
bilities lag, policy investments are evidence of how a leader intended to
organize capabilities to meet threats, and they may affect his perception of
what means are available when crises arise.

When leaders face a decision to intervene, they must evaluate the expected
utility of the strategy they may employ (as well as the expected utility of not
intervening at all). The theory does not predict that leaders blindly follow their
beliefs; rather, it argues that structural and material factors and domestic com-
petition are not sufªcient to explain the choice of strategy, and that leaders’
causal beliefs have an effect on decisions independent of structural and mate-
rial conditions or domestic competition. The most direct way that causal be-
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liefs inºuence the expected utility of a given intervention strategy is through
the valuation of beneªts. The effect of causal beliefs is also channeled indi-
rectly through policy investments, which affect estimates of both costs and
the probability of success through the mechanism of preparedness. Thus inter-
nally focused leaders are more likely to pursue transformative strategies,
whereas externally focused leaders are more likely to pursue nontransform-
ative strategies.

Leaders do not have the luxury of choosing which crises break out, however.
They may feel pressure (perhaps from international or domestic audiences) to
act even when they do not perceive a direct threat, raising the expected costs of
doing nothing. As Jon Western details, toward the end of his term, George
H.W. Bush faced mounting pressure to do something about the crises in
Somalia and Bosnia, which he did not perceive as threats. He initiated a non-
transformative intervention in Somalia partly because he believed his succes-
sor, Bill Clinton, would intervene in Bosnia, and the military argued that
Somalia would be the more limited task.42 In such cases, causal beliefs may
still affect how leaders intervene.

Overall, there are several scenarios reºecting the inºuence of leaders’ causal
beliefs about the origin of threats on intervention decisions, both within and
across the tenures of different individuals. In this article I focus on differences
across leaders. Two leaders may disagree that a given crisis or conºict repre-
sents a threat, for example. Leaders may agree that a threat exists but may dis-
agree about the source of the threat, especially because many crises or conºicts
have both an international and a domestic dimension. In such cases, both
leader types might perceive threats from aggressive behavior by another state
or from the potential loss of territory within their sphere of inºuence. But an
internally focused leader would focus on the domestic dimension of the crisis,
whereas an externally focused leader would concentrate on the international
aspects of the crisis, leading to different intervention strategies. Finally, both
leader types might conclude that a crisis or conºict merits intervention, but not
because they agree it represents a threat. For example, an externally focused
leader may feel domestic or international pressure to intervene in an internal
crisis. He might gamble on a transformative strategy (for which he is less pre-
pared), or he might follow Bush’s action in Somalia and stick with a nontrans-
formative strategy, for which he is better prepared. In the latter case, the
strategy might be ill-suited to the nature of the conºict, a result that might be
called a “mismatched” intervention.
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Research Design: Isolating and Measuring Causal Beliefs

This section outlines the research design I use to examine two U.S.
presidents—Kennedy and Johnson—who agreed that the conºict in Vietnam
merited intervention, but viewed the nature of the threat differently and thus
chose different intervention strategies. To isolate the effect of leaders’ beliefs, I
concentrate on a single state within a single international system: the United
States during the Cold War. Holding constant not only the bipolar structure of
the international environment but also the democratic institutions of the
United States helps to show that neither regime type nor a consistent tendency
within American foreign policy fully determines the choice of intervention
strategy. Examining the United States provides a hard test for the role of lead-
ers, who might be expected to play a greater role in autocracies; furthermore,
the public and elite groups have more access to policymaking than in other
systems. Additionally, one might expect a strong “threat consensus” during
the Cold War. Yet despite a shared commitment to ªghting communism, Cold
War presidents varied in how they viewed the threat and in how they pur-
sued containment, especially in the third world.43 Some presidents (such as
Kennedy, Jimmy Carter, and Ronald Reagan) focused on preventing third
world states from “going communist” from within because of weak or illiberal
institutions that left them vulnerable to the appeal of communism, whereas
others (such as Eisenhower, Johnson, and Richard Nixon) concentrated on
outside aggression against third world states or subversion of institutions
from the outside. The threat of “communism” could thus represent merely the
threat of further communist bloc advances on the world map, or take on
the additional meaning of a threat from the domestic institutions of third
world states that might go communist as a result of internal weakness.

Even with the advantages of this research design, there are pitfalls in tracing
the effect of beliefs on behavior. Leaders may say and do things under the
pressure of crisis decisionmaking that may not reºect their actual beliefs. Fur-
thermore, stated beliefs may be merely post hoc justiªcations for action. Thus
one cannot infer beliefs merely by observing leaders in crises. I therefore shift
my primary measurement of causal beliefs to the prepresidential period, to
show that presidents arrived in ofªce with causal beliefs already in place.

To measure causal beliefs, I investigate the future president’s views on the
nature of threats; how the future president viewed states in the third world
(where most Cold War military interventions occurred), especially whether he
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focused on third world states’ internal institutions or their external alignment;
and the nature and purpose of foreign aid, a useful measure of how the future
president saw the nature of threats that is not necessarily correlated with an in-
tervention strategy. These indicators probe threat perception (independent of
intervention decisions), and not simply a belief in the efªcacy of a particular
strategy, which would risk a tautological explanation. I also examine any
views the future president expressed on strategy and policy investments. Un-
derstanding how a leader’s causal beliefs translated into positions on strategy
and the use of force in his prepresidential years is helpful evidence because it
is separated in time from the future leader’s intervention decisions, and
it helps establish whether his views changed over time. Finally, I examine pol-
icy investments made early in each administration.

The Kennedy-Johnson comparison is particularly useful. Given that Johnson
shared Kennedy’s party afªliation, served as Kennedy’s vice president, inher-
ited much of Kennedy’s national security apparatus, and stressed continuity to
the public in the wake of Kennedy’s assassination in November 1963, the dif-
ferences Johnson had with Kennedy are even more striking. In Congress, both
men commented on many of the same issues and crises before taking ofªce.
In terms of other domestic actors, Kennedy and Johnson faced similar bur-
eaucratic constraints as president and relied on many of the same advisers.
Kennedy’s assassination also meant that changes in strategy did not arise from
voters electing a president with particular intervention preferences.

The Vietnam War is arguably a difªcult case for the theory. Conºicts such as
Vietnam attracted American interest in part because the nature of the govern-
ment was at stake amid the superpower struggle; all presidents who con-
fronted the conºict hoped to keep South Vietnam noncommunist. Successive
presidents also feared that the loss of Vietnam would damage U.S. credibility.
Given this consensus, any differences in how presidents viewed the nature
of the conºict are particularly instructive; furthermore, in the particular case of
Vietnam, Johnson felt pressure to continue Kennedy’s policies. Yet even if one
assumes that presidents agreed that the loss of Vietnam would harm U.S. in-
terests in the Cold War, the theory still implies that leaders might view a
conºict such as Vietnam differently. The theory expects an internally focused
leader to identify the domestic institutions of states such as South Vietnam as
the source of their vulnerability to a communist takeover, and thus focus on
building up those institutions as part of his intervention strategy. In contrast,
an externally focused leader would be expected to limit his concern primarily
to ensuring a noncommunist government, paying less attention to the nature
of that government and concentrating more on the international or outside
sources of vulnerability.

Vietnam is also a difªcult case for my theory because circumstances within
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the war changed over time. Thus a simple explanation, following the struc-
tural/material conditions hypothesis, is that any differences in strategy re-
sulted from changing circumstances. In this view, Kennedy had the luxury of
trying a transformative counterinsurgency strategy because the situation in
South Vietnam was not as bad as it ultimately would become during Johnson’s
tenure.44 Yet both Kennedy and Johnson confronted proposals from within
their administrations to try alternatives to their favored strategy. Furthermore,
although scholars cannot know what Kennedy might have done in 1964 and
1965, we have the record of Johnson’s vice presidency, as well as Johnson’s
views in the early portion of his presidency. These years allow an assessment
of the two men’s approaches under relatively comparable circumstances.
Given that Vietnam is a difªcult case for the theory, and that the theory identi-
ªes ideal types that, by deªnition, cannot perfectly match reality, I make a lim-
ited claim: that Kennedy and Johnson approached the conºict in Vietnam
through different prisms that reºected their different causal beliefs, and these
different approaches left a discernible imprint on their choices.

John F. Kennedy: Beliefs and Policy Investments

John F. Kennedy arrived in ofªce with a strong interest in transformative strat-
egies, the product of a consistent focus on the developing world’s internal
problems throughout his congressional career. Like most U.S. politicians dur-
ing the Cold War, Kennedy was concerned about the advance of communism
in the third world, and he was not immune from the tendency to see the
Kremlin’s hand everywhere. But he also believed that the domestic conditions
of third world states were an important risk factor for communist takeovers,
and thus directly affected U.S. national security. While he undoubtedly aimed
to build his foreign policy credentials, advocating his call for more U.S. in-
volvement in the third world, especially after Korea, was hardly the most po-
litically obvious move. In the fall of 1951, for example, Kennedy embarked on
a seven-week tour of the Middle East and Asia that informed his views about
the origin of threats. But at home, as Robert Dallek notes, Kennedy’s “journey
of discovery evoked more indifference and hostility than encouragement or
praise.”45 Yet during his years in Congress, Kennedy devoted considerable
time to domestic conditions in the third world.

Kennedy displayed an early tendency to diagnose crises and threats in
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terms of other states’ domestic problems. For example, in a speech discussing
the 1951 crisis over British oil interests in Iran, Kennedy argued that the crisis
was “not over oil alone,” citing a litany of internal problems in countries such
as Iran, including “corrupt and inefªent bureacrac[ies].” He argued, “Of equal
importance to military action is the development of techniques by which we
might adjust the internal instability that creates a special threat to the security
of the [M]iddle East, and which can result in action such as the [nationaliza-
tion] of the oil of Iran.” He pressed the case for a more active U.S. policy, argu-
ing, “We have been anti-communist. We have been ‘Pro’ nothing. . . . That puts
us in partnership with the corrupt and reactionary groups whose policies
breed the discontent on which Soviet Communism feeds and prospers.”46

Kennedy also displayed an internal focus in his approach to the problem of
building and maintaining the United States’ alliances and sphere of inºuence.
Kennedy emphasized the priority of internal issues over short-term external
alignment, and stressed that the United States should not require new nations
to pick sides in the superpower contest. He was therefore tolerant of neutral
states such as India: as long as other states’ institutions developed along favor-
able lines, foreign policies might follow. On his 1951 tour, he talked with In-
dian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru about nonalignment and the problems
of newly independent nations and came away with a more sympathetic view
of neutralism.47 He also criticized Eisenhower’s drive to build third world mil-
itary alliances, arguing that they would not address the internal problems that
caused conºicts. In 1958 he wrote to an Arizona voter that the Eisenhower ad-
ministration’s drive for a Middle East defense pact would be ineffective with-
out “an economic program which embraces the Middle East regionally,”
because “the danger of external aggression is not the chief one in the Middle
East at the present time.”48

Kennedy saw foreign aid as an important tool for defending U.S. interests.
In contrast to Eisenhower, and later Johnson, Kennedy emphasized the form
that aid should take and the necessity of responding to each country’s needs,49

with an eye toward investing in long-term institutional development. In a ma-
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jor speech on India in March 1958, he argued that only through “programs of
real economic improvement” could developing states “ªnd the political bal-
ance and social stability which provide the true defense against Communist
penetration.”50 Kennedy also advocated moving away from Eisenhower’s em-
phasis on military aid and toward internal political and economic aid, while
using the military for local development programs.51

Finally, Kennedy’s views on strategy and the use of force in his prepresi-
dential career show how his internal diagnosis of threats translated into policy
prescriptions in these years. One of the most striking and well documented as-
pects of Kennedy’s prepresidential views on strategy was his deep interest in
guerrilla warfare. Kennedy was exposed to the brand of counterinsurgency
theory that emphasized transformative elements such as modernization and
institution building. On his 1951 trip, he saw up close the British counterinsur-
gency strategy in Malaya, known as the “Briggs plan,” which involved a large-
scale population resettlement program and institution building.52 Although at
the time Kennedy visited Malaya he recorded in his travel journal that the
“Briggs plan [was] not a success” and was behind schedule, he seemed to un-
derstand the local nature of the conºict, noting that much of the Chinese popu-
lation was “sitting on [the] fence as [they] don’t want to pick [the] wrong
side,” and was “subject to threats and intimidation” by guerrillas.53 Later, he
accused the Eisenhower administration of ignoring guerrilla warfare, saying
as early as February 1954, “We must ask how the new . . . policy and its de-
pendence on the threat of atomic retaliation will fare in these areas of guerrilla
warfare.”54 At the same time, Kennedy also believed the United States had to
build up conventional forces to deal with “brush ªre” or limited wars.

Kennedy also expressed views on the conºict in Indochina. He connected
the nature of the communist threat to domestic issues. During his visit to
Vietnam on his 1951 trip, he recorded in his travel journal that the communists
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were “preaching” issues such as independence, reform, and development, and
thus “we will lose if all we offer is merely a defense of [the] status quo.”55

During the 1954 debate over whether to intervene in Indochina to save the col-
lapsing French position at Dien Bien Phu, Kennedy argued that “the war in
Indo-China is an internal one . . . military guarantees of assistance from sur-
rounding countries in case of outright aggression by the Chinese will be of lit-
tle value in a war that is primarily civil.”56 He was even willing to risk
relations with allies. In his 1951 travel diary, Kennedy argued that “our policy
must be true” to issues such as land reform and independence “regardless of
ties to France” and Britain, and that “we must do what we can as our aid gets
more important to force [the] French to liberalize political conditions.”57

Kennedy carried these views to the White House. He recruited many aca-
demic theorists of development as advisers, though they largely conªrmed his
preexisting views.58 His overall strategy gave signiªcant weight to internal
threats within other states, and he invested heavily in programs designed to
shape the internal order of other states. A major focus of his policy investments
was a top-down effort to increase counterinsurgency capabilities, to which he
devoted considerable personal attention.59 The effort contained a transforma-
tive emphasis: to take but one example, in December 1961 he issued National
Security Action Memorandum (NSAM) 119, pushing for more attention to
“civic action,” deªned as “using military forces on projects useful to the popu-
lace at all levels.”60

Kennedy also worked to institutionalize his strategy within the bureaucracy.
He created a White House–based monitoring committee, the “Special Group
(CI),” to oversee interagency efforts on counterinsurgency.61 In addition to the
Agency for International Development and the Peace Corps, he launched
the Alliance for Progress. Despite their limitations, all had a transformative
character.62 He also began to shift the emphasis of U.S. aid away from military
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aid and toward economic development assistance. He told Congress in 1961
that failing to meet the United States’ moral, economic, and political obliga-
tions in the world would be, “in the long run, more expensive,” because it
risked a “collapse of existing political and social structures which would inevi-
tably invite the advance of totalitarianism into every weak and unstable area.
Thus our own security would be endangered.”63 Many of Kennedy’s efforts
to promote political and economic development were not particularly suc-
cessful. Furthermore, the U.S. Army heavily resisted counterinsurgency, and
Kennedy did not do enough to encourage a real shift in doctrine.64 For my pur-
poses, however, it is Kennedy’s perception of his policy investments that
matters.

Lyndon B. Johnson: Beliefs and Policy Investments

Although he was less interested in or experienced with international issues
than Kennedy, Johnson was not a neophyte on national security and foreign
policy, especially given his service on several defense-related committees in
Congress.65 Johnson is a particularly difªcult ªgure to classify, partly because
he is so closely associated with transformative programs such as the Great
Society at home, and he had genuine concern for the poor abroad. But his do-
mestic beliefs did not necessarily translate directly to his views of the interna-
tional sphere. In his prepresidential years he demonstrated an external focus,
with little of Kennedy’s tendency to connect national security threats to the do-
mestic affairs of other states.

Johnson’s view of threats in the international environment homed in on the
risk that the communist bloc would engage in aggression, either directly
through an attack or through subversion that was still directed from the out-
side. He therefore emphasized drawing lines against aggressors, but unlike
Kennedy, he paid little attention to exactly where the line was drawn or
whether the domestic characteristics of the states on the front line might make
them less vulnerable to communism. Amid the 1947 debate on the Truman
Doctrine, for example, Johnson wrote one of his mentors that he thought
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Truman should say, “‘This is it. We will not tolerate prima donna, high-
handed, sulking, thieving forces who seek to gobble up helpless peoples in or-
der to become the dominant power and rule the world.’ As you well said,
Truman chose to say that the place is Greece, the time is now.”66 Whether
Greece was the right place to draw the line mattered less than the line itself. In
the 1954 Guatemala crisis, Johnson introduced a resolution (over the objections
of his adviser George Reedy) to reafªrm the Monroe Doctrine and stop exter-
nal interference in the Western Hemisphere. But as for Guatemala itself, he
wrote a constituent that he did not “know the names and the characters of the
rebels in Guatemala.”67

Johnson’s somewhat complex views on foreign aid also displayed a ten-
dency to separate the domestic institutions of third world states from their
place in the Cold War struggle.68 He had genuine concern for the world’s poor;
indeed, some scholars see a connection between Johnson’s transformative vi-
sion for the United States (through his commitment to the New Deal and, later,
the Great Society) and his view of the developing world.69 But for Johnson, in-
ternal problems were largely separate from Cold War threats, whereas for
Kennedy, they were intertwined. Johnson wrote a constituent in June 1958 that
he was “uncertain as to how far we should go in spending money for this pro-
gram,” but that foreign aid might help “as a means of battling for the coopera-
tion of the one-third of the world’s population that is not at present committed
to the United States or Russia.”70 But his version of a “hearts and minds” cam-
paign did not have much depth with regard to its long-term commitment to
the development of other states’ institutions. As the Senate Democratic leader,
he helped shepherd Eisenhower’s foreign aid bills through Congress. But he
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also expressed skepticism, writing in March 1958 that he sometimes “felt that
we should eliminate foreign aid completely.”71 As vice president, he deemed
the Alliance for Progress a “thoroughgoing mess.”72

These externally oriented views translated into a nontransformative view of
strategy and a focus on conventional preparedness in Johnson’s prepresi-
dential years. In 1948, for example, he peppered his staff with inquiries about
the U.S. military’s manpower strength, the stockpiling of raw materials, and
particularly air power.73 In July 1950 Johnson persuaded his colleagues to
name him chairman of a new watchdog subcommittee for preparedness. Over
the next few years, the subcommittee investigated many of the same themes of
conventional preparedness that Johnson raised in 1948, with no discernible in-
terest in unconventional warfare.74 As Lawrence Freedman argues, “Johnson
was less inclined to the political theory behind counterinsurgency strategy.”75

In his statements on the 1954 crisis in Indochina, Johnson emphasized inter-
national concerns. In a newsletter for his constituents, for example, he in-
voked the domino theory, and his only discussion of the internal situation in
Indochina was to note that the “French have refused to grant full independ-
ence.”76 Thus in the period when Kennedy began to focus on the third world’s
internal problems as a source of threat, Johnson simply saw territory that
might be grabbed by the Soviets and prepared to defend it accordingly.

Kennedy’s assassination, as well as Johnson’s desire to convey a sense of
continuity, meant that Johnson had less ºexibility than most new presidents to
make policy investments. Nonetheless, his choices are illuminating. Although
there was much continuity in the advisory circle, there were shifts: in particu-
lar, midlevel ofªcials who favored a politically oriented approach to third
world conºicts became increasingly peripheral. In terms of policy, Johnson de-
emphasized development-oriented aid and demanded support for U.S. anti-
communist goals in return for aid. Although he promised to continue the
Alliance for Progress—which Kennedy himself, by the time of his death, recog-
nized as problematic—Johnson shifted the program’s emphasis away from
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gradually transforming Latin American countries.77 Johnson also did not sus-
tain the top-down pressure to build counterinsurgency forces. He allowed the
Special Group (CI) to wither, for example.78 Johnson prioritized externally suc-
cessful outcomes, which meant stable, anticommunist regimes and little else.
He would take a different approach to military intervention when he suc-
ceeded the slain Kennedy.

Kennedy, Johnson, and Vietnam

This section discusses how Presidents Kennedy and Johnson intervened in
Vietnam, focusing on the choice of strategy. I also discuss possible alternative
explanations. Scholars continue to debate the differences—if any—between
the Kennedy and Johnson approaches to Vietnam, as well as whether Johnson
was constrained by circumstance or had freedom to maneuver.79 To be sure,
there was continuity between the two administrations (such as concern about
the international and political implications of losing Vietnam); Johnson also
faced different circumstances (such as political instability in the wake of the as-
sassination of South Vietnamese President Ngo Dinh Diem and a stepped-up
effort by North Vietnam that led to deteriorating conditions in the South). The
two presidents’ threat perceptions do not account for all aspects of the Viet-
nam intervention. But this section illustrates that even when two leaders agree
that a crisis merits intervention, they may differ in whether they see the nature
of the crisis as arising from domestic institutions, and this difference can have
important consequences for initial intervention choices.

kennedy and vietnam

Kennedy’s approach to Vietnam reºected the tight link he saw between the po-
litical situation within South Vietnam and the war effort. In a January 1961
meeting, for example, he “asked whether the situation was not basically one of
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politics and morale.”80 At a November 1961 National Security Council (NSC)
meeting, the president noted that whereas Korea had been a “case of clear ag-
gression,” the “conºict in Viet Nam is more obscure and less ºagrant.”
Kennedy “described it as being more a political issue, of different magnitude
and (again) less deªned than the Korean War.”81 Although he often referred to
the problem of insurgency as “Communist-directed” or a form of “indirect ag-
gression,”82 Kennedy located the source of the conºict within Vietnam.

Given this view, Kennedy devoted considerable attention not only to
whether to intervene, but how. As Leslie Gelb and Richard Betts note, the de-
bate within the Kennedy administration “was not whether one was for or
against force, but rather what form force should take,” conventional operations
or politically oriented counterinsurgency.83 From the early days of his tenure,
Kennedy repeatedly resisted recommendations for a conventional deployment
in Vietnam and instead asked for more counterinsurgency options that would
address underlying internal issues. In February 1961, for example, he asked
Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) Chairman Lyman Lemnitzer whether troops in South
Vietnam could be redistributed for “anti-guerilla activities,” even if it meant
taking troops away from defending the border.84 In May 1961 he resisted a JCS
recommendation for a deployment intended, among other purposes, to deter a
potential invasion from North Vietnam or China, and to signal “ªrmness.”85 In
the fall of 1961, Kennedy sent Deputy National Security Adviser Walt Rostow
and Gen. Maxwell Taylor to Vietnam, speciªcally instructing Taylor to exam-
ine political, social, and economic issues as closely as military considerations.86

Despite repeated recommendations from his advisers (including Rostow
and Taylor) to send troops, however, Kennedy opposed a conventional de-
ployment and pushed for a counterinsurgency alternative. He expressed not
only skepticism about intervening at all but also displeasure with his advisers’
strategy for intervention. Invoking the analogy to U.S. action in Greece,
he wrote to Secretary of State Dean Rusk and Defense Secretary Robert
McNamara to “get our ducks in a row,” asking “to have someone look into
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what we did in Greece. . . . How much money was used for guerrilla warfare?”
He thought “there should be a group specially trained for guerrilla warfare. I
understand that the guns that have been used have been too heavy. Would car-
bines be better? Wonder if someone could make sure we are moving ahead to
improve this.”87 Kennedy authorized an increase in the U.S. advisory role with
expanded rules of engagement. But by January 1962 an unhappy Kennedy had
written McNamara that he was “not satisªed” that the Pentagon was devoting
sufªcient attention to counterinsurgency issues, “although it is clear that these
constitute a major form of politico-military conºict for which we must care-
fully prepare. The effort devoted to this challenge should be comparable in im-
portance to preparations for conventional warfare.”88

Finally, in early 1962 such a strategy began to come together. Passing over
many of his top advisers, Kennedy relied on the State Department’s Roger
Hilsman, who had experience with guerrilla warfare. After going to Vietnam
at Kennedy’s request, Hilsman wrote a report drawing on the ideas of Robert
Thompson, leader of the British advisory group in Vietnam, who had worked
on the Briggs plan in Malaya that Kennedy had witnessed up close in 1951 and
whose counterinsurgency thinking emphasized civic action and institution
building. The Hilsman-Thompson strategy had become the basis for U.S. pol-
icy in South Vietnam by March 1962.89

At the heart of this policy was the “Strategic Hamlet Program,” which, on
paper at least, aimed at local-level transformation through civic action de-
signed to change the national government’s relationship to its people. The
Hilsman report’s “Strategic Concept” section listed as its ªrst principle that the
“problem presented by the Viet Cong is a political and not a military prob-
lem.” In addition to the physical creation of strategic hamlets for the purpose
of providing security to the population (a key to the population-centered
counterinsurgency approach), the plan called for civic action teams “to assist
locals in the construction of strategic villages and to build the essential socio-
political base. . . . The public administration members will set up village
government and tie it into the district and national levels assuring the ºow of
information on village needs and problems upward and the ºow of govern-
ment services downward.”90
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Thus the intended U.S. strategy—which is of primary interest here—was
transformative, in the sense that the aim was to build local-level institutions,
interact with the population, and integrate nonmilitary issues with the overall
military strategy. The Strategic Hamlet Program itself was ultimately a failure,
for complex reasons, including ºawed assumptions, poor implementation on
the U.S. side, and the refusal of President Diem, a leader aiming to retain
power, to reform his corrupt regime. The rural population suffered terrible dis-
location, further diminishing support for the government (which used the pro-
gram to increase Diem’s power).91 Kennedy also ignored critical differences
between the characteristics of the Vietnamese and Malayan conºicts.92 But in
terms of the president’s intended choice of strategy, rather than opting for a
deterrent force or airstrikes, Kennedy—who was no dove—chose a counterin-
surgency strategy that involved deep interference in the internal affairs of
South Vietnam, in the hope of creating a stable, noncommunist bulwark.

By 1963, however, Kennedy had to confront Diem’s increasingly weak popu-
lar support. In the fall of 1963, Kennedy’s linking of the political and military
aspects of the war led him to consider removing Diem, whom he perceived as
an obstacle to reform. The complex decisionmaking surrounding the coup
partly reºected a lack of consensus within the administration, which was en-
gaged in an ongoing debate over how much and how best to push Diem to re-
form. In August 1963 some administration ofªcials saw the conºict in Vietnam
as political and thus favored a coup against Diem, whereas others saw it in
military terms and opposed a coup.93 Kennedy vacillated on the coup—to a
large extent out of concern that the coup itself might fail—but as Freedman
notes, “his indecision had the same effect as an anti-Diem choice.”94

Although he vacillated, Kennedy sympathized with the view that the prob-
lem in Vietnam was political and that Diem was an obstacle to military prog-
ress. In instructions to McNamara before a mission to Saigon in September
1963, for example, Kennedy wrote that “events in South Vietnam since May
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have now raised serious questions . . . about the future effectiveness of this ef-
fort unless there can be important political improvement in the country.” He
went on to argue, “It is obvious that the overall political situation and the mili-
tary and paramilitary effort are closely interconnected in all sorts of ways.”95

Kennedy was under no illusions that there was a logical, much less desirable,
successor to Diem. The president’s willingness to entertain a change in govern-
ment in South Vietnam is even more surprising in the face of such potential
uncertainty and instability.

The move against Diem was motivated neither by moral outrage against
Diem’s repressive policies nor by the impulse to democratize Vietnam for its
own sake, but rather by the link many in the administration saw between the
political situation and the war effort. Indeed, at the NSC meeting on October 2,
1963, Kennedy explicitly argued that U.S. policy should be based “on the harm
which Diem’s political actions are causing to the effort against the Viet Cong
rather than on our moral opposition to the kind of government Diem is
running.”96 The goal was not necessarily a democratic government in South
Vietnam, but rather a government that at least had a broader base of support.
One need not assume, therefore, that Kennedy was motivated by an idealist
impulse to conclude that he connected military success with some form of po-
litical change.97 For its proponents, at least, the coup was a component of a
transformative strategy, rather than an operation that would simply swap one
leader for another. Despite his awareness of the hazards of removing Diem—a
U.S. ally—Kennedy was willing to risk destabilizing Vietnam to transform it.
Ironically, the fears of those who opposed the coup proved correct: Diem’s
death on November 2, 1963 (a surprise to Kennedy, who thought Diem would
go into exile), left internal instability in South Vietnam that would preoccupy
Johnson.

Thus Kennedy chose a transformative strategy to combat what he viewed as
a fundamentally political problem within South Vietnam. To be sure, Kennedy
held a Cold War mind-set and worried about the international (and political)
ramiªcations of losing Vietnam. Furthermore, a politically oriented strategy
faced many obstacles, from difªculty in convincing the South Vietnamese to
reform to the U.S. Army’s resistance to counterinsurgency. But my aim here is
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only to explain the strategy Kennedy intended to use. Even if Kennedy ac-
cepted the international or political imperatives to save Vietnam, he saw
Vietnam’s internal strength as bound up with how to ªght the war.

johnson and vietnam

Johnson faced different and arguably more difªcult circumstances in Vietnam,
in addition to the burden of taking over for Kennedy. But as Dallek summa-
rizes, Johnson was a “different man facing different circumstances” and
“charted his own course.”98 Many factors inºuenced his escalation decisions;
this discussion focuses on the nature of the escalation strategy. Although he
struggled with the instability in South Vietnam after Diem’s death, he did not
connect internal Vietnamese problems to the international and military dimen-
sions of the war to the same degree as Kennedy, and thus he limited his con-
cern primarily to ensuring a noncommunist government, with only limited
attention to the nature of that government.

One way to disentangle the effect of Kennedy’s and Johnson’s threat percep-
tions from that of the evolving circumstances within Vietnam is to look at peri-
ods in which they confronted the same or relatively similar circumstances. As
vice president, for example, Johnson sat in on many Kennedy administration
meetings, and had exposure to debates about the nature of the war and the
counterinsurgency approach that Kennedy favored.99 Yet Johnson ªt more nat-
urally with those who placed less emphasis on the political aspects of the war,
and thus opposed a coup against Diem, or even pushing Diem to reform. After
traveling—very reluctantly—to Vietnam as vice president in 1961, Johnson
told the House Foreign Affairs Committee, “This certainly is no time for nit-
picking where Diem is concerned.” He argued, “We either decide that we are
going to support him and support him zealously or that we are going to let
South Vietnam fall.”100 In August 1963, amid the debate over the coup against
Diem, Johnson argued in a high-level meeting that he “recognized the evils
of Diem but has seen no alternative to him. Certainly we can’t pull out. We
must reestablish ourselves and stop playing cops and robbers.”101 Another ac-
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count of the meeting notes that Johnson said he “had never been sympathetic”
to a coup and “thought that we ought to reestablish ties to the Diem govern-
ment as quickly as possible and get forward with the war against the Viet
Cong.”102 For Johnson, internal reform was distinct from moving “forward
with the war.”

When Johnson assumed the presidency, he publicly pledged to continue
Kennedy’s policies. But behind the scenes, he quickly demonstrated a key dif-
ference on Vietnam policy: he was less interested in domestic issues within
Vietnam or in nation building. According to Central Intelligence Agency
Director John McCone, in his ªrst group meeting with advisers on Vietnam on
November 24, 1963, Johnson said “he wanted to make it abundantly clear that
he did not think we had to reform every Asian into our own image. He said
that he felt all too often when we engaged in the affairs of a foreign country we
wanted to immediately transform that country into our image and this, in his
opinion, was a mistake. He was anxious to get along, win the war—he didn’t
want as much effort placed on so-called social reforms.” McCone detected a
difference between the “President Johnson tone” and the “Kennedy tone,” and
noted that “Johnson deªnitely feels that we place too much emphasis on social
reforms; he has very little tolerance with our spending so much time being
‘do-gooders.’”103 Yet there remained important voices advocating sticking
with the hamlet program or at least retaining a transformative strategy. As
National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy put it early on the morning of
November 22, 1963, even after Diem’s death, “everyone recognized that the
strategic hamlets . . . had to remain the center of the war effort.”104

In late 1964 and early 1965, Johnson wrestled with governance problems in
South Vietnam, and did show a persistent interest in ªnding stability. During
this period, Johnson (like Kennedy before him) rejected several military sug-
gestions for escalating the U.S. response in Vietnam using conventional force,
including options to take the war to the North.105 Furthermore, he gave some
signiªcant attention to bolstering South Vietnam’s internal strength. For exam-
ple, in a May 1964 telephone conversation with Bundy, Johnson asserted, “I
think that if we can furnish the military government people that are trained in
civil administration, the mayors, and the councilmen, and folks of that type . . .
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get enough of them where one good American can run a hamlet . . . I think
that’ll improve that situation a good deal.”106 On December 30, 1964, Johnson
cabled Taylor (then serving as ambassador in Saigon): I have never felt that
this war will be won from the air, and it seems to me that what is much more
needed and would be more effective is a larger and stronger use of Rangers
and Special Forces and Marines. . . . I am ready to look with great favor on that
kind of increased American effort, directed at the guerrillas and aimed to
stiffen the aggressiveness of Vietnamese military units up and down the
line.”107 In early March 1965 (even as he considered escalation), Johnson “ex-
pressed concern and understandable frustration” about the paciªcation effort,
and “[kept] wondering if we are doing all we can.”108 In mid-March Johnson
directed several departments and agencies to craft a nonmilitary program in-
cluding “close control of the population,” “land reform operations,” and
“intensiªed housing and agricultural programs”; by April the president had
approved a forty-one-point program of nonmilitary measures.109

This attention to South Vietnam’s internal affairs, however, must be seen
in light of several considerations, as well as the larger sweep of the evi-
dence. Johnson was hoping to keep Vietnam on the back burner until after the
1964 U.S. presidential election.110 Additionally, arguably any U.S. president
taking over from Kennedy and pledging to maintain the commitment to South
Vietnam would have had to confront the internal instability left in the wake of
the coup against Diem.

More signiªcantly, in this same period, even as Johnson discussed political
and other nonmilitary measures to shore up the South, his analysis of the
problem in Vietnam was consistent with an external focus. Johnson diagnosed
the source of South Vietnam’s vulnerability to a communist takeover in terms
of external aggression from the North. On November 2, 1964, the day before
his landslide general election victory, Johnson ordered a new NSC working
group to study options in Vietnam, setting the escalation in motion in ear-
nest and culminating in the choice of a limited bombing campaign against
the North. In his analysis of Johnson’s decisionmaking, Khong argues that the
president found the analogy with the Korean War persuasive and thus
saw the problem in terms of external aggression, a key factor in his acceptance
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of a limited bombing campaign (the so-called Option C).111 The salience of the
Korean analogy in Johnson’s thinking, in turn, may have arisen from his causal
beliefs. In contrast, as Khong notes, Kennedy rejected the Korean analogy, and
had been far more inclined to draw on the Greek and Malayan analogies.

In this period Johnson also displayed a tendency to separate the military as-
pects of the war from Vietnamese domestic issues. In April 1965, on the same
day he approved the forty-one-point nonmilitary program, Johnson was, ac-
cording to Bundy’s notes, “full of determination—we have set our hand to
[the] wheel. . . . we got to ªnd em & kill em.”112 His April 1965 speech at Johns
Hopkins University, in which he offered to invest $1 billion to develop the
Mekong Delta region, appeared on the U.S. agenda suddenly, in March, and
disappeared quickly, after the North Vietnamese emphatically rejected it.113 In
the speech itself, the discussion of the development proposal came in a sepa-
rate section and was not connected to the nature of the conºict or the military
strategy.

Furthermore, even in 1964 Johnson’s focus began to shift to North Vietnam.
On May 13, 1964, in a call with Bundy, he argued that “we’ve got to have some
program out there from the Joint Chiefs, to start stepping that thing up and do
some winning and do a little stuff up in the North some way or other. We just
can’t sit idly by and do nothing there.”114 As Fredrik Logevall points out, there
was “a kind of logic” to the shift to an emphasis on the North, given how
badly the war in the South was going, and yet Johnson’s own analysts pre-
dicted that bombing the North would not work, because “the problems were
political and in the South, not military and in the North.”115

In late 1964 and early 1965, there were indications that Johnson might not
necessarily insist on a stable government in South Vietnam as a prerequisite
for escalating. In one rationale, as expressed by Assistant Secretary of State
John McNaughton, “However badly [Southeast Asia] may go over the next 2–4
years,” it was critical for the United States to “emerge as a ‘good doctor.’ We
must have kept promises, been tough, taken risks, gotten bloodied, and hurt
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the enemy very badly.”116 In this view, just doing something in Vietnam was
enough. By January 27, 1965, Johnson himself stated that “stable govt or no
stable govt,” “we’ll do what we oughta do. I’m prepared to do that. We will
move strongly.”117 To be sure, some in the administration hoped that going
North would stiffen the South’s morale and possibly help stabilize the govern-
ment. But concern centered on stability rather than on reform or institutional
change, consistent with the view that the main source of the war was external.
Logevall concludes that the “documentary record leaves no doubt as to
Johnson’s determination. His seeming insistence on securing a stable Saigon
government before proceeding to escalation pales in importance next to his in-
sistence on preventing defeat.”118

In the fateful escalation decisions from February through July 1965, Johnson
focused primarily on hurting the North and stopping the Vietcong using con-
ventional force, with few connections between the military strategy and
changing the internal situation in the South. In the debate over ground strat-
egy, for example, one option was to deploy troops along the coast in “en-
claves,” with a primary focus on defense and local security—not necessarily
transformative, but with some of the spirit of population-oriented counterin-
surgency. The alternative was to use U.S. troops to seek and kill insurgents in
what would become the “search and destroy” strategy, which the army fa-
vored. This preference long preceded Johnson, but unlike Kennedy, Johnson
showed little inclination to challenge the conventional attrition strategy
(which was not inevitable).119 In a March 15 meeting with the JCS, Johnson
said he wanted “the killing of Viet Cong intensiªed.”120 In two meetings on
July 21, 1965, which marked the culmination of the debate over escalation, he
focused on credibility; only at the end of the second meeting did he discuss
nonmilitary measures, stressing the need to “constantly remind the people that
we are doing other things besides bombing.”121 He showed little interest in
integrating these measures with the military program. Even after these meet-
ings, some in the administration continued to highlight the inapplicability of
conventional force and the need for nonmilitary efforts in combating the insur-
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gency. In a memo to McGeorge Bundy, for example, the NSC’s Chester Cooper
argued that the insurgency would have to be tackled head-on eventually, and
thus the military plan might not lead to “a favorable outcome” without “a po-
litical-economic-psychwar program as carefully developed and as massive in
its way as the military effort.”122

I do not claim that Johnson bears sole responsibility for choosing the attri-
tion strategy, although many studies emphasize the dominance of Johnson
himself, rather than his advisers, in the Vietnam deliberations.123 The key point
is that he was exposed to arguments for an alternative strategy, yet did not
question the nature of the war. Despite his attention to South Vietnam’s inter-
nal problems, his decisions after the election ªt more naturally with the pat-
tern of his prepresidential beliefs, the way those beliefs translated into views
about strategy in his prepresidential career (including his vice presidential
years), and his early pronouncements about “do-gooding” in the immediate
aftermath of Kennedy’s death. Yet the administration ofªcials who advocated
concentration on reforming South Vietnam or on paciªcation highlight the al-
ternative thinking on precisely how to escalate in Vietnam.124

Thus Johnson employed what can be considered a nontransformative strat-
egy in Vietnam. To be sure, the mere presence of half a million troops was
deeply and destructively transformative, and the U.S. strategy sometimes in-
volved deliberately devastating effects on villages and civilians.125 But in the
sense that the strategy did not integrate military and nonmilitary measures or
focus on local institution building—U.S. soldiers rarely stayed long enough in
an area even to provide security—it was nontransformative. Larry Berman
concludes that the United States “sought no military victory of its own, no ter-
ritory, nothing except the goal of convincing Hanoi it could not unify Vietnam
by force.”126 Johnson’s external focus led him to apply a nontransformative
strategy to a conºict with internal roots, soon miring the United States in a
mismatched intervention.127
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Finally, given that aspects of the U.S. strategy evolved as the war dragged
on, one can ask whether Johnson learned from experience. It is difªcult to sep-
arate learning—in the sense of changes in underlying beliefs—from adjust-
ment in the face of a failing strategy in the midst of an ongoing intervention.
Still, there is only limited evidence that Johnson learned. Consider the reem-
phasis, from late 1965, on nonmilitary programs and paciªcation in what came
to be known as the “other war.”128 Despite this push, the resulting effort,
including the Civil Operations and Revolutionary Development Support
(CORDS) program, was not well integrated into the overall military strategy.
Indeed, though it was incorporated into the U.S. military structure in Vietnam,
CORDS—and therefore paciªcation—still remained separate within that struc-
ture, although counterinsurgency theorists called for a uniªed overall effort.129

Thus CORDS could only perpetuate paciªcation’s status as the “other war,”
just as for Johnson, internal and external issues were largely separate. Further-
more, an attempt to regain the momentum on paciªcation well after the escala-
tion was under way suffered as a result of Johnson’s lack of transformative
policy investments and the initial choice of strategy. In contrast, Kennedy had
pushed for a more integrated politico-military strategy from the outset.

discussion

Under difªcult circumstances for the theory, Johnson’s approach to Vietnam
revealed a different emphasis that had consequences for the way the
Vietnam intervention unfolded. Logevall, who emphasizes the role of individ-
uals in understanding Vietnam, concludes that “Kennedy was more cognizant
than Johnson of the need for genuine political reforms in South Vietnam if
there were to be long-term success in the war effort.”130 Other factors, of
course, played a role in the Vietnam decisions. But while this discussion is not
the place to disentangle the puzzle of Vietnam, it illustrates that other factors,
though important, are insufªcient to explain the choice of strategy.

The evolving circumstances within South Vietnam undoubtedly affected
Johnson’s decisionmaking, but they are not sufªcient to explain the evolution
of U.S. strategy. Thanks to Johnson’s service as vice president, scholars have a
record of Johnson’s views of Kennedy’s transformative policies, which as dis-
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cussed, were not favorable. Furthermore, even as the circumstances evolved,
many of the debates over how to ªght the war remained similar. For example,
one issue during the decisionmaking concerned whether or not the Vietcong
had moved on to the so-called third phase of guerrilla warfare, in which the in-
surgents shift from decentralized attacks to form main-force units that engage
enemy forces. Leaving aside the debate over precisely when the Vietcong
formed these main-force units, the issue of the “third phase” concerned both
the Kennedy and Johnson administrations. For example, Hilsman’s original re-
port in February 1962 advocating the Strategic Hamlet Program noted that the
Vietcong were transitioning to conventional warfare.131 Furthermore, at least
in the early stage of the Johnson escalation decisions, some form of politically
oriented counterinsurgency remained on the table. As late as July 1965, some
ofªcials took issue with the assumption that the Vietcong had actually entered
the “third phase”; others noted that even if the “third phase” had arrived, the
Vietcong might avoid head-on confrontation with U.S. units or simply fall
back on guerrilla tactics in the face of a conventional U.S. strategy, necessitat-
ing some form of counterinsurgency eventually.132

Other structural and material conditions are also insufªcient to explain the
choice of strategy. Internationally, both presidents faced pressure to compete
with Moscow in the third world and to signal resolve. Yet the prepresidential
record shows that Kennedy’s attention to guerrilla warfare long predated
Nikita Khrushchev’s 1961 “Wars of National Liberation” speech declaring
Soviet support for third world revolutions. Credibility concerns weighed on
both presidents, but are insufªcient to explain how they intervened. Kennedy
was willing to wait for what he perceived to be the more favorable confronta-
tion, declining to intervene in Laos in 1961, despite advice that backing down
in Laos would only make standing ªrm in Southeast Asia more difªcult. He
also passed up a conventional demonstration of strength in Vietnam. Johnson
was perhaps more concerned with credibility. In a long conversation with
Bundy in May 1964, he mused, “What the hell is Vietnam worth to me? . . .
What is it worth to this country?” But, he argued, “Of course if you start run-
ning from the communists, they may just chase you right into your own
kitchen.”133 Yet the way he tried to demonstrate credibility differed from Ken-
nedy’s more transformative approach.
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In terms of capabilities, as John Lewis Gaddis argues, Kennedy and Johnson
spent liberally on defense; the increased capabilities may have made them
more likely to see areas such as Southeast Asia as vital.134 But their choices in
terms of resource allocation and strategy differed. As vice president, Johnson
was dismissive of Kennedy’s efforts to alter the distribution of capabilities; as
president, he might have channeled spending into alternative capabilities but
did not, at least until the escalation was well under way.

It is possible to argue that domestic and international politics shaped the
form of both Kennedy’s and Johnson’s strategies, because each chose a middle
course that would not invite Soviet or Chinese counterintervention, over-
whelm the U.S. public, or endanger domestic programs (in Johnson’s case, the
Great Society).135 Yet these arguments say more about the speed and size of
the escalation—gradual and, while large, ultimately limited by Johnson’s re-
fusal to call up reserves. Even though both presidents hoped to do just
enough in Vietnam to avoid defeat, they still approached the conºict differ-
ently and faced advisers advocating different strategies, suggesting there was
no single, obvious middle way. Kennedy, for example, might have followed
the recommendations of many of his advisers and chosen a limited conven-
tional deployment as a middle course. It is true that a large-scale population-
centered counterinsurgency strategy might have required even more troops
than Johnson ultimately committed, a move with potentially prohibitive politi-
cal consequences.136 The theory does not make predictions about the size of
the intervention, but rather only about the effect of leaders’ causal beliefs on
the cost-beneªt calculation they make at a given time. But regardless of
whether a transformative counterinsurgency strategy would have worked
with the (still large and politically signiªcant) troop levels Johnson deployed,
one can ask why he showed little interest in using such a strategy as president
or even vice president, given Kennedy’s willingness to use this strategy at
even lower troop levels, the calls for considering some form of such a strategy
from within Johnson’s administration, and Johnson’s own knowledge that
the escalation he did choose would be long and costly, and possibly end in
failure.137

Turning to the domestic competition hypothesis, both Kennedy and Johnson
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faced electoral pressures and (particularly in Johnson’s case) feared looking
weak, yet chose different strategies. Both presidents also faced a military that
preferred conventional warfare, a signiªcant factor in the ultimate outcome of
the Vietnam intervention. But both presidents were willing to override the mil-
itary, and they confronted the military’s speciªc preference for conventional
warfare differently. Kennedy consistently questioned the conventional ap-
proach (although his failure to ensure that the military carried out his wishes
for more emphasis on counterinsurgency left a gap between the intended strat-
egy and the actual policy), whereas Johnson did not question the nature of the
war.138 Both presidents were also willing to overrule their advisers (most of
whom, in turn, owed their inºuence to the president himself), suggesting that
executive leadership, rather than shared ideas, is crucial.

Finally, one might object that the Vietnam case does not provide a complete
picture of Kennedy’s and Johnson’s intervention choices. Indeed, Kennedy
used covert operations to try to undermine or even “decapitate” regimes. But
the theory identiªes ideal types and outlines their preferences over different
intervention outcomes. These preferences are only one aspect of the cost-
beneªt calculus of intervention, and thus threat perceptions will not perfectly
correlate with intervention choices. Kennedy’s well-known statement about
the Dominican Republic, after the assassination of the dictator Rafael Trujillo
in May 1961, was framed as a preference ordering: he argued that there were
“three possibilities . . . in descending order of preference: a decent democratic
regime, a continuation of the Trujillo regime or a Castro regime.” He followed
this list not with a deªnitive policy prescription, but with a conditional argu-
ment: “We ought to aim at the ªrst, but we really can’t renounce the second
until we are sure that we can avoid the third.”139 Sometimes leaders will settle
for a suboptimal outcome, as when Kennedy chose the second course: continu-
ing reliance on “friendly dictators.” But these cases do not undermine the va-
lidity of his preference ordering. He also spent far more time trying to ensure a
“decent democratic regime” than Johnson. Indeed, Johnson’s own statement
about the Dominican Republic when he confronted a crisis there in 1965
yielded a different vision: “We will have one of 3 dictators: 1) U.S., 2) Moderate
dictator, 3) Castro dictator.”140
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Conclusion

This article provides a simple typology of leaders that helps explain how states
use military intervention. At least in terms of threat perception, leaders do not
come in inªnite varieties, but rather can be usefully categorized into one of
two ideal types. Of course, by deªnition ideal types cannot capture all the nu-
ances that differentiate individual leaders. But while leaders’ causal beliefs
about the origin of threats do not explain all aspects of their intervention
choices, they systematically inºuence decisions to intervene, by altering the
cost-beneªt calculus of the intervention itself, and by shaping the tools avail-
able to states when they intervene.

For international relations theory, the article helps to show that variation in
the attributes of individual leaders cannot be left out of explanations for how
states use military force, and that it is possible to make arguments about lead-
ers that yield generalizable propositions about how leaders matter and rely
on variables that are measurable ex ante. For scholarship on intervention, the
theory helps identify conditions under which leaders are likely to pursue dif-
ferent intervention strategies, as well as a link between the leader’s threat per-
ception and preparedness for intervention. For the study of U.S. foreign policy,
the theory suggests that despite broad trends in how the United States inter-
venes, the threat perceptions of American leaders are critical in determining
when and how the United States uses military force to try to transform other
states. The theory can also be applied to other time periods, as illustrated by
the different approaches Roosevelt and Wilson took in the Dominican
Republic.

The argument also has implications for understanding the Iraq War, al-
though it remains too soon to fully evaluate the nature of George W. Bush’s be-
liefs without a complete archival record. On one point, however, there is
considerable preliminary evidence: prior to taking ofªce, Bush was externally
focused and was accordingly averse to strategies such as nation building. In
1999, for example, he sounded what seemed like an externally focused note,
arguing, “We value the elegant structures of our own democracy but realize
that, in other societies, the architecture will vary. We propose our principles
but we must not impose our culture.”141 By the second presidential debate in
October 2000, in response to a question about the intervention in Somalia,
Bush argued that it “started off as a humanitarian mission and it changed into
a nation-building mission, and that’s where the mission went wrong. . . . I
think our troops ought to be used to ªght and win war. I think our troops
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ought to be used to help overthrow the dictator when it’s in our best interests.
But in this case it was a nation-building exercise, and same with Haiti. I
wouldn’t have supported either.”142 Thus Bush even drew a distinction be-
tween overthrowing dictators and nation building.

There is some evidence that prior to September 11, 2001, the Bush adminis-
tration de-emphasized investments in capabilities for nation building and
other transformative strategies. For example, as George Packer notes, shortly
after his inauguration, Bush rescinded a Clinton-era directive designed to in-
stitutionalize lessons from peace operations, downgrading a relevant inter-
agency group to “a bureaucratic level where it was bound to languish—and it
did.”143

Two sets of questions ºow from this initial position. First, did Bush’s beliefs
change after September 11? With respect to Iraq, did Bush perceive the threat
in Iraq to be Saddam Hussein’s international behavior (with the risk that he
might acquire weapons of mass destruction), or did he perceive the domestic
structure of Iraq to be the source of the threat? And second, was the original
goal of the Iraq War to thoroughly transform Iraq, or was it instead to make a
more limited demonstration of American strength involving a “decapitation”
of Saddam Hussein’s regime, without necessarily undertaking transformation
of Iraq’s domestic institutions?

Assuming, for the moment, that on the basis of his prepresidential state-
ments and initial period in ofªce prior to September 11, Bush was externally
focused, then there are at least two possibilities. First, he may have had a true
change in beliefs after September 11 and become an internally focused leader.
A direct attack such as that of September 11 might be the kind of moment that
induces such a change in beliefs. Alternatively, he may have responded to
September 11 using his existing beliefs, and thus viewed Saddam Hussein and
his foreign and security policies as the primary source of threat. Under this al-
ternative, one might expect that the invasion was intended to be a “decap-
itation.” There are still other possibilities: for example, the goal may have been
transformation but with a limited strategy based on the assumption that re-
moving Saddam would be enough to trigger full internal change.

There remains much debate on the question of whether Bush’s beliefs
changed, as well as the motivation for the Iraq War. Regardless of these issues,
however, one implication of the theory concerns the effects on preparedness of
the administration’s early policy investments and its emphasis on nontrans-
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formative, conventional warªghting. Many available accounts suggest that the
initial, intended U.S. strategy (prior to the arrival of L. Paul Bremer in Iraq in
May 2003) was effectively nontransformative, in the sense that it did not envi-
sion U.S. troops undertaking signiªcant roles in Iraqi domestic institutions and
did not involve extensive postwar planning. Instead, the strategy built on the
assumption that Iraqi institutions would be left largely intact and would not
be rebuilt by a lengthy occupation. As Condoleezza Rice put it, the “concept
was that we would defeat the army, but the institutions would hold, every-
thing from ministries to police forces. . . . You would be able to bring new lead-
ership but we were going to keep the body in place.”144 Michael Gordon and
Bernard Trainor see the reliance on Iraqi institutions as “in keeping with the
Bush administration’s antipathy toward Clinton-style nation-building.”145

Such an operational strategy would be consistent with either a “decapitation”
or a deliberately minimal footprint that left transformation up to the Iraqis.
There is also the possibility that the intention was transformation but with
overly optimistic assumptions about the postwar phase. But under any of
these scenarios, the United States was still not well prepared when the post-
invasion institutional vacuum and the insurgency emerged, and the strategy
proved difªcult to shift quickly. Even after the United States shifted to a more
transformative strategy with the arrival of Bremer in May 2003,146 Bush’s ini-
tial position and policy investments on taking ofªce left the United States with
catching up to do and hampered efforts to undertake nation building. Further-
more, until 2007 the United States still lacked a comprehensive, Iraq-wide po-
litico-military strategy to address reconstruction and the insurgency in both
military and nonmilitary terms. Even if the new strategy was the result of
learning, however, the administration’s initial choices had signiªcant conse-
quences for the course of the war.

Future analysis of military interventions must do more than pay lip service
to the role of leaders. Leaders have fundamentally—but systematically—
different views about the nature of threats. These beliefs, as well as the choices
leaders make at the outset of their tenure, are an independent source of varia-
tion in how states deªne and confront threats, and ultimately choose where
and how to use force.
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