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During the summer and fall of 2009, the U.S. policymaking com-
munity engaged in what one observer called an “offi  cial binge of historical 
consciousness.”1 Amid intense debate over  U.S. strategy in Af ghan i stan, 
policymakers sought insights from two books that seemed to be locked in a 
duel over the history of America’s earlier confl ict in Vietnam. White House 
offi  cials skeptical of expanded intervention, including President Barack 
Obama, devoured Gordon M. Goldstein’s Lessons in Disaster, a book that 
chronicled the folly of incremental escalation in Southeast Asia in the mid-
1960s and argued implicitly against a similar approach in Af ghan i stan. In-
side the Pentagon, however, the favored historical work was Lewis Sorley’s 
A Better War, which argued that the U.S. military had developed an eff ective 
counterinsurgency strategy during the late 1960s and early 1970s, and as-
serted that the United States might have salvaged a favorable result in Viet-
nam if not for the collapse of public support and po liti cal will at home. Th e 
“moral” of Sorley’s book, and one that military leaders deemed applicable to 
the Af ghan i stan debate, was that the U.S. military could master counter-
insurgency if given the requisite time, backing, and resources. In 2009, as in 
other periods of policy transition, arguments about history  were central to 
both sides of the debate about American national security.2
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Th e Presence of History in Policy

Examining the course of American statecraft  over the last century, one can-
not escape the conclusion that history— historical knowledge, insights, les-
sons, analogies, and narratives— permeates the ways in which the United 
States interacts with the world. From World War I to the Cold War to the 
war on terror, American offi  cials have frequently drawn on their percep-
tions and understandings of what came before as reference points in seek-
ing to deal with the dilemmas of the  here and now. Th ey have used history 
to gain perspective on the world and its challenges; to impose familiarity 
on novel and perplexing issues; to channel the perceived verities of the past 
in grappling with the uncertainties of the future; or simply to frame and 
market their policies in an appealing fashion. Sometimes, as in the Sorley- 
Goldstein debate, these uses of history are explicit and deliberate; most oft en 
they are implicit, even unconscious. “Even when people think they are strik-
ing out in new directions,” observes Margaret MacMillan, “their models 
oft en come from the past.” Either way, history—an understanding, whether 
accurate or inaccurate, of the past—is omnipresent in foreign policy.3

Th is is not to say that policymakers use history as historians might like 
them to use it. Numerous scholars have noted that policymakers are oft en 
selective, uncritical, one- dimensional, and biased in their thinking about 
the past. Facile historical analogies litter the documentary record of U.S. 
foreign policy; misrepre sen ta tions, misunderstandings, and oversimpli-
fi cations of the past are legion. Indeed, some of the most frequently used 
historical reference points for U.S. foreign policy— the Munich analogy, for 
instance— tend to obscure more than they clarify.4 And for every case in 
which policymakers seem genuinely interested in learning from history, 
there is another in which history appears to be used more as an ex post facto 
justifi cation for a policy already decided upon.5 It is small wonder that even 
as historians encourage policymakers to use history in offi  cial deliberations, 
they oft en cringe when it is actually done. History and policy have an in-
timate, but frequently dysfunctional, relationship.

Th e purpose of this book is to work toward a more fruitful interaction 
between the production of historical knowledge and the making of U.S. for-
eign policy. Th e volume aims to explore the dynamics and intricacies of 
that relationship and to off er insights on how the study of the past can more 
usefully serve the present. Th e chapters in this book bring together a 
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distinguished group of thinkers: historians and policymakers who have 
long grappled with these issues in their research and professional endeav-
ors. In the essays that follow, the contributors explore a series of interre-
lated questions: How and why do policymakers use history? How has pol-
icy benefi ted or suff ered as a result? What are the potential avenues for 
using history more successfully, and what light can history shine on the 
dilemmas confronted by contemporary policymakers? How can scholars 
and policymakers improve the relationship between knowledge and prac-
tice? What are the limits of historical utility for policymaking? As a  whole, 
this volume aims to shed light on the complex nexus of history and policy, 
and to engage policymakers and historians alike in thinking through the 
requirements for creating and deploying a more usable past.

Th is is not, of course, an original endeavor. Th e eff ort to use history to 
elucidate lessons of leadership traces back to Herodotus, Th ucydides, Sal-
lust, Petrarch, Niccolò Machiavelli, Edward Gibbon, and many other writ-
ers who came long before us. A more recent scholarly literature on the 
history- policy nexus is anchored in infl uential volumes written by Ernest 
May and Richard Neustadt in the 1970s and 1980s, and supplemented with 
additional, and oft en more specialized, works in the years since.6 Th is schol-
arship is still quite valuable—it off ers useful frameworks for thinking about 
the history- policy relationship, shows just how pervasive the links between 
history and policy can be, and illustrates many of the pathologies that 
commonly affl  ict the relationship between the two through a spectrum 
of historical cases and examples. Nonetheless, and without slighting the 
contributions of these earlier works, we believe that there are at least fi ve 
key reasons why renewed attention to this subject is necessary.

First, notwithstanding more recent contributions, discussions of 
the history- policy relationship are still dominated by the books written by 
May and Neustadt de cades ago. Th is is not inherently a bad thing; the fact 
that these books have few peers today demonstrates the continuing valid-
ity of some of their insights about how history is used and how policy-
makers might use it better. But it also indicates that there is a need for 
a fresh look at the long- standing questions— questions whose relevance 
has only increased in the context of the recent wars in Af ghan i stan and 
Iraq. Scholarship on topics of foreign policy, international development, 
and military force has evolved since the 1970s and 1980s, and new studies 
of history and policy must take this research into account.7 Accordingly, 
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our aim in this book is less to criticize landmark works in the fi eld than to 
revisit some of the issues they raise (as well as other questions) in a fo-
cused, rigorous, and up- to- date way.

Second, renewed exploration of the subject is necessary because histo-
rians as a  whole have not done enough to cultivate sustained dialogue with 
the policymaking community. Scholarly books and articles that explicitly 
address the history- policy nexus, or attempt to engage current policy issues 
directly, are still the exception in a profession that generally views pre-
sentism as a sin rather than a virtue. “Th e American historical profession,” 
writes Jill Lepore, “defi nes itself by its dedication to the proposition that 
looking to the past to explain the present falls outside the realm of serious 
historical study.”8

Historians are oft en wise to be cautious about seeking to extract policy 
insights from a meditation on the past. Th e diff erences between two time 
periods are almost always more important than the similarities; lessons 
ripped from one context and dropped into another can easily mislead more 
than they can inform. Sir Michael Howard put this best when he wrote that 
he was “conscious above all of the unique quality of an experience that re-
sulted from circumstances that would never, that could never, be precisely 
replicated.”9 Yet while the uniqueness of each historical occurrence is true 
enough, it is no excuse for historians to shirk engagement with contempo-
rary policy debates and issues. As any informed observer can attest, the 
inescapable reality is that perceptions of history do infl uence policy—in 
ways both positive and negative. What ever the limits of using history for 
policy, writes Jeff rey Record, “it is clear that policymakers invariably will 
continue to be infl uenced by past events and what they believe those events 
teach.”10 If historians as a  whole seek to serve their broader society, they 
are therefore obligated to promote the most accurate and eff ective use of 
history in policymaking. Bringing together in this volume a group of lead-
ing scholars and practitioners to consider how this might be done, we hope 
to catalyze a broader and more sustained interest in these issues both 
within and outside the historical community.

Promoting this discussion seems all the more imperative in light of the 
third reason for this book: that the events of the post-9/11 era have once 
again demonstrated the inextricable links between history and policy, and 
the corresponding necessity of getting that relationship right. As one might 
expect, American offi  cials have consistently sought historical reference 
points in their eff orts to deal with the im mensely challenging and oft en 
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frightening problems of the present era. Th e administrations of both 
President George W. Bush and Barack Obama have regularly invoked his-
torical analogies, narratives, and insights in choosing or justifying policies, 
and they have relied heavily on the presumed lessons of the past in chart-
ing routes forward. One need only look at the multitude of historical 
frames used by the Bush administration in devising and defending its re-
sponse to 9/11: the cautionary tale of Soviet involvement in Af ghan i stan  
from 1979 to 1989, the perceived lessons of World War II and the Cold 
War, and the successful postwar demo cratizations of Japan and Germany, 
among many others.11 Likewise, President Obama’s administration in-
voked “the lessons of Iraq” in responding to uprisings in Libya and Syria, 
and its reading of the Vietnam War had a powerful eff ect on the initial 
“surge” and subsequent drawdown of U.S. forces in Af ghan i stan.12 As the 
essays in this volume illustrate, there is no shortage of contemporary policy 
issues that demand greater historical awareness. In these circumstances, 
scholars have a responsibility to engage the history- policy relationship as 
constructively as possible.

Fourth, we believe that there is great value in exploring the history- 
policy nexus through a collective endeavor such as this one. Th e subject 
under consideration is broad and complex, and the multitude of cases one 
could study to gain a better understanding of it is virtually infi nite. At best, 
then, any single set of studies can only be suggestive rather than exhaus-
tive or defi nitive, and it is crucial to draw on a diverse set of approaches 
and interpretations in analyzing the questions posed above. Th at is what 
we have done in this book. Th e contributors have long been engaged in 
thinking about these issues, and  here, as elsewhere, they have done so in a 
wide range of creative and insightful ways. Th eir essays cover a broad span 
of subjects thematically and temporally— from the use of force to anti– 
human traffi  cking eff orts, from the lessons of the humanitarian interven-
tions of the nineteenth century through the applications of history during 
the administrations of Bill Clinton, Bush, and Obama. To the extent that a 
single book draws together such diverse perspectives and insights, it casts 
brighter light on an oft en obscure and slippery subject, and demonstrates 
just how pervasive the history- policy dynamic truly is.13

Fift h, and perhaps most important, we believe that there is a need for work 
that treats the history- policy nexus as an authentic dialogue, not simply as 
an opportunity to tell policymakers what they are doing wrong and what 
they ought to be doing instead.14 It should be self- evident that one cannot 
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fully appreciate the intricacies of the history- policy relationship with-
out  fully engaging both historians and members of the policymaking 
community. Policymakers may understand aspects of the relationship that 
elude talented historians, and vice versa. And as we make clear in the forth-
coming chapters, both communities have obligations to meet if this rela-
tionship is to become a healthier one. Accordingly, this book draws on 
contributions from both of these “tribes”— leading historians whose work 
represents the cutting edge of scholarship on key policy issues, and several 
individuals with signifi cant, high- level experience in the shaping of Amer-
ican statecraft . In bringing these two groups together and putting them in 
dialogue with one another, the book off ers positive avenues for improving 
the historical content of policy and the policy content of history. We see 
great possibility in these integrated endeavors.

Historians and Policymakers

Th is book is divided into three sections, each of which engages a core as-
pect of the history- policy relationship. In each section, a group of leading 
scholars and/or policymakers explores a diverse set of subjects clustered 
around a single overriding question or theme. Th is approach combines the 
benefi ts of ecumenism and of structure. It off ers a sustained approach to 
key issues in the history- policy relationship while also leveraging the broad 
range of experiences and expertise that the contributors possess.

In part I, four leading diplomatic historians explore the complex and 
varied ways that history does infl uence U.S. foreign policy. In chapter 2, Jer-
emi Suri begins this section by examining how one prominent statesman— 
former secretary of state Henry Kissinger— has conceived of the relation-
ship between historical knowledge and diplomatic practice. History, notes 
Suri, has long been essential to Kissinger’s understanding of how talented 
practitioners can and should wield power, and Kissinger has used history 
to anticipate some of the deep structural forces at work in the international 
system. He has also made use of his historical knowledge to pursue possibili-
ties for creative statecraft  that can exploit or subtly shift  broader interna-
tional currents.

In chapter 3, Mark Atwood Lawrence provides a deeply textured analysis 
of the numerous historical “lessons” that American observers have drawn 
from the Vietnam War in the de cades since that confl ict ended. He notes 
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that the Vietnam analogy has been interpreted in diff erent— and oft en 
contradictory— ways by policymakers and pundits, and he evaluates the 
ways in which lessons drawn from that confl ict have both informed and 
misinformed debates about post- Vietnam foreign policy. He concludes by 
refl ecting on the utility and limits of the Vietnam analogy as a tool for in-
forming statecraft .

In chapter 4, H. W. Brands builds on Lawrence’s analysis by explicitly 
examining the role of analogies in U.S. policy during the Persian Gulf cri-
sis and war of 1990–91. He reveals how two par tic u lar analogies— those of 
Munich and Vietnam— were pervasive in shaping the George H. W. Bush 
administration’s confrontation with Saddam Hussein. Th ese analogies, 
Brands argues, had both salutary and less salutary eff ects on the quality of 
American statecraft , demonstrating both the power of analogical reason-
ing and the need to treat such reasoning with great care.

Finally, in chapter  5, Jennifer Miller analyzes the interplay between 
historical narratives— prevailing understandings of the recent past— and 
U.S.- Japanese relations aft er World War II. Focusing on debates over Japa-
nese rearmament, Miller shows that narratives forged from complex inter-
national interactions had a powerful role in shaping the U.S.- Japanese rela-
tionship. Shift s of policy, in turn, required eff orts to revise those historical 
narratives. Th e chapters in this section thus cover a broad chronology and 
subject matter; together they demonstrate the rich, complex, and sometimes 
contradictory qualities of the relationship between history and policy.

Part II is prescriptive as well as descriptive: it engages the question of 
how historical knowledge can and should inform better policy. In this sec-
tion four top scholars— including two with signifi cant policymaking 
experience— analyze par tic u lar themes or episodes in the history of U.S. 
foreign policy, and they off er insights into how to make those subjects more 
“usable” in dealing with contemporary global challenges. Starting off  the 
section, Th omas Mahnken and William Inboden combine the insights 
derived from their scholarly work with those gained during their time 
in government. Mahnken in chapter 6 analyzes how understandings of 
America’s Cold War– era strategy of containment continue to inform— and 
mislead— discussions of contemporary problems. He suggests how policy-
makers and pundits might apply a fi rmer grasp of containment’s history to 
clarify options, alternatives, and debates on a range of foreign policy questions 
today.
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In chapter 7, Inboden reexamines a widely misunderstood subject— the 
history of the National Security Council (NSC) during the administration 
of President Ronald Reagan. Inboden argues that William Clark’s manage-
ment of the NSC in 1982–83 was actually more rational and purposeful than 
scholars have oft en assumed. He also uses this deeply researched reinterpre-
tation of the Reagan NSC as a way of promoting creative thinking about 
how presidents and their national security advisers should approach the task 
of managing and implementing foreign policy in pivotal eras.

Th e fi nal two chapters of this section deal with the history- policy rela-
tionship through the lens of humanitarian issues. In chapter 8, Michael 
Cotey Morgan studies the complex dilemmas that humanitarian military 
intervention has long posed for U.S. and British offi  cials, and he points to 
several useful ways in which this history can shed light on questions about 
whether, when, and how to use force for humanitarian purposes today. In 
chapter 9, Gunther Peck examines the role of historical analogies, narra-
tives, and symbols in current approaches to combating human traffi  cking. 
He argues that a better understanding of how these historical legacies shape 
current policy debates— and how they sometimes distort the nature of the 
challenge— can help policymakers test assumptions, identify blind spots, 
and elucidate opportunities for more eff ective action. As each of the chapters 
in part II underscores, history can play a constructive role in policy, pro-
vided that scholars and policymakers are willing to interrogate the past with 
self- awareness and rigor.

Part III, the fi nal section of this book, draws out more extensively the 
insights that policymakers can contribute to  the healthy dialogue we 
hope to foster. In each chapter, scholars with extensive policy backgrounds 
bring their experiences to bear on the central questions explored in this 
volume. In chapter 10, James Steinberg refl ects on how various forms of 
history— personal history, historical analogies, and historical learning— 
informed U.S. responses to the wars in Yugo slavia during the 1990s. He 
then traces the role that the lessons drawn from those confl icts played in 
subsequent interventions in Af ghan i stan and Libya. Steinberg off ers prac-
tical suggestions for how scholars and policymakers might think about the 
problem of incorporating historical insights into policy decisions.

Likewise, Peter Feaver and William Inboden discuss in chapter 11 the 
crucial role that historical knowledge, analogies, and awareness played 
in policy initiatives undertaken by the George W. Bush administration, 
particularly during the authors’ time at the NSC from 2005 to 2007. Th ey 
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argue that “a historical sensibility pervaded the thinking of President 
Bush and many se nior members of his administration,” and that the overall 
quality of policy was better for this characteristic. Th eir analysis provides a 
fi rsthand account of how sound policy must be simultaneously prospective 
and retrospective, and how good historical knowledge can illuminate path-
ways for creative action.

Concluding this volume, Philip Zelikow describes in chapter 12 the 
kinds of “lessons” history actually off ers. Th rough a sophisticated analysis 
that draws on his extensive experience in both the policymaking and schol-
arly worlds, Zelikow cautions against using history as a store house for fac-
ile generalizations that can be applied across time and space. Rather, he 
argues that the “historian’s microscope” is a powerful tool for appreciating 
the complexity of the past, accumulating vicarious experience, and better 
positioning ourselves to address the possibilities, challenges, and choices 
of our own times. Th is volume illustrates how history can become a source 
of wisdom and perspective for policymakers. Zelikow’s chapter and others 
provide careful analysis and concrete examples for moving a constructive 
history- policy dialogue forward.

Th emes and Insights

As the foregoing discussion indicates, the chapters in this volume are 
rich and diverse. Th ey capture a range of viewpoints on the central ques-
tions about how historical knowledge already contributes, and should con-
tribute moving forward, to policymaking. Th ey also come together around 
a number of shared themes and conclusions that anchor the book as a  whole. 
Although the reader can trace these themes across the chapters, we have 
chosen to highlight several of par tic u lar importance at the outset.

Th e Nature of the History- Policy Relationship
Th e fi rst theme is the complex, multifaceted, and oft en contradictory ways 
in which history infl uences policy judgments. As nearly all of the chapters 
in this volume demonstrate, there is no single model for how historical 
knowledge shapes the policymaking environment or guides par tic u lar de-
cisions. Analogical reasoning is probably the most common way in which 
policymakers directly apply history to policy issues, and the chapters 
by H. W. Brands, Mark Atwood Lawrence, Gunther Peck, and other con-
tributors demonstrate just how compelling—if sometimes misleading— this 



10 hal brands and jeremi suri

type of reasoning can be. Accordingly, the potential utility of analogies, 
and the ways that they can be used productively, constitutes a key theme of 
the book. It is important to recognize, however, that analogies are but one 
pathway through which the past infl uences the present.

Personal experience—an individual’s own history—is another such 
pathway. Past experiences provide the intellectual framing through which 
we interpret current events, and as James Steinberg’s chapter illustrates, they 
powerfully shape how new challenges and opportunities are perceived. 
Likewise, historical narratives— the inherited accounts of what happened 
and why— profoundly infl uence the cultural milieu in which policy options 
are considered and decisions are made. Historical symbols and metaphors— 
the notion of containment, for instance— can also shape policy, by provid-
ing the reference points that pull offi  cials toward certain solutions and away 
from others.15 In some cases, policymakers even bring their own under-
standing of history as an intellectual endeavor to bear on their approach to 
contemporary problems. As Jeremi Suri notes, this was certainly true of 
Henry Kissinger, who relied less on simple analogies than on his studied 
refl ections about how historical forces interacted with policy opportunities. 
Th is list of pathways for history’s infl uence on policy could easily go on 
further, but the key point is that any discussion of the history- policy rela-
tionship must begin with an ac know ledg ment of just how many diverse 
forms that relationship can take.

Discussion should also begin with a recognition that the policy insights 
to be drawn from history are not always as objective or unarguable as we 
might like them to be. One of the diffi  culties inherent in applying histori-
cal knowledge to policy is that reasonable observers can draw entirely 
diff erent— and contradictory— implications from the same historical epi-
sode. For the Clinton administration in the early 1990s, was the “correct” 
lesson to be drawn from 1914 that great powers should not meddle in 
long- standing ethnic and national confl icts in the Balkans? Or was it that 
decisive intervention was imperative, lest those confl icts fester, metastasize, 
and trigger systemic instability? Smart people could and did make both ar-
guments based on plausible readings of the past. For de cades, intelligent 
observers have also drawn diametrically opposed conclusions from the U.S. 
war in Vietnam. For some, the key lesson of that confl ict is the need to 
respect the limits of American power; for others, the history of the war, 
and its aft ermath, show the danger of not using American power assert-
ively enough.16 



 Introduction 11

We should not attribute these disagreements to bias on one side or the 
other, for as historians surely understand, interpretive disputes are the rule 
rather than the exception even when history is studied rigorously. Th e fact 
is that history does not lend itself to a single, incontestable set of policy- 
relevant takeaways; it lends itself— particularly with new research—to con-
tinuing contestation and debate.

Th ese points should be a source of humility and self- awareness for his-
torians and policymakers alike. Policymakers should realize that history 
shapes their actions in myriad ways, and through numerous channels, 
whether they perceive that to be the case or not. Policymakers and historians 
should also understand that history almost never produces a single correct 
answer to a policy problem. Th is need not be a cause of discouragement for 
those who would like to make history serve policy in concrete and useful 
ways, because there is still great utility in such eff orts. Historical thinking 
about policy must, however, begin with a clear understanding of how policy 
and history interact, and what the limits of that relationship oft en are.

Historical Analogies
A second theme concerns the utility— and limits—of historical analogies. 
Analogies are unavoidable in policymaking, they are oft en misleading, but 
they can be im mensely useful if treated with care.

As noted above, analogical reasoning is perhaps the most common way 
in which policymakers use history, and it is a practice that many histori-
ans view with deep suspicion. Th e entire endeavor seems to reek of indif-
ference to the importance of context and complexity, to suggest that an 
insight— usually an oversimplifi ed one— drawn from one distinct experi-
ence can apply accurately to another. As Jeff rey Record notes: “Reasoning 
by historical analogy can be dangerous, especially if such reasoning is un-
tempered by recognition that no two historical events are identical and that 
the future is more than a linear extension of the past.” Th ere is much truth 
in this assessment. One has only to look at the infl uence of the Munich anal-
ogy on U.S. policy in Vietnam, or on British policy during the 1956 Suez 
Crisis, to understand how badly the uncritical application of historical anal-
ogies can distort policy.17 When analogies dull policymakers’ sensitivity to 
the particularities of their current context—to the diff erences between two 
situations separated by time and space, or to the danger of devising his-
torical “laws” from a single episode in the past— they can have pernicious 
impacts indeed.
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Th ose impacts can be especially problematic when analogies become po-
liticized. Precisely because analogies can be so powerful and evocative, 
there is a temptation for policymakers to invoke them less as an opening 
for critical inquiry than as a blunt rhetorical object. Th e Munich analogy, 
the Vietnam analogy, and countless others have oft en been deployed not 
as a means of carefully interrogating the past for insights about the pres-
ent, but as a po liti cal device to sell a par tic u lar policy or discredit an op-
ponent’s alternative.18 Th is rhetorical tactic is part and parcel of demo cratic 
politics, of course, but it is an invitation to simplistic and overwrought read-
ings of history— and a key reason why so many scholars are skeptical of 
whether policymakers can really use analogies with integrity.

Th is caution about analogies confronts both historians and policymakers 
with a real dilemma. Policymakers inevitably grasp for comparisons to make 
sense of new information and uncertainty. Th is is why historical analogies 
are so unavoidable— they help decisionmakers who are under intense pres-
sure grapple intellectually with their challenges and opportunities. For all its 
drawbacks and abuses, analogical reasoning is therefore a perfectly natural 
way to bring the wisdom of experience to current dilemmas. As Yuen Foong 
Khong writes in his highly critical study of analogical reasoning during 
the early escalation of American intervention in the Vietnam War, “Because 
policymakers oft en encounter new foreign policy challenges and because 
structural uncertainty usually infuses the environment in which responses 
to such challenges must be forged, policymakers routinely turn to the past for 
guidance.”19 Other critics of analogical reasoning have reached the same 
conclusion.20 Historians may deplore the way that analogies are routinely 
misused in policy decisions, but it is unrealistic to think that analogies 
will ever be purged from that pro cess.

Th e good news is that this is not necessarily a bad thing. Historical 
analogies do not always have a negative impact on policy debates; at times, 
they push decisionmakers in helpful directions that open new possibilities 
and protect against dead ends. One can argue that the Munich analogy 
actually served U.S. policymakers well in the case of the Korean War, for 
example, by encouraging the administration of President Harry S. Truman 
to combat a Soviet- backed assault on South Korea that, if successful, might 
have seriously destabilized the postwar environment.21 In the same vein, 
one interpretation of H. W. Brands’s contribution to this volume is that the 
Munich and Vietnam analogies— both ubiquitous during the run-up to the 
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Persian Gulf War— had some positive eff ects on U.S. policy. What ever its 
limitations, the Munich analogy helped inform George H. W. Bush’s de-
cision to resist Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait; the Vietnam anal-
ogy motivated the president to emphasize the decisive use of military 
power for carefully defi ned and delimited objectives. Mark Lawrence, 
James Steinberg, Peter Feaver, and William Inboden make similar obser-
vations (with varying degrees of emphasis) in their chapters: analogies 
have infl uenced policy in benefi cial as well as pernicious ways.

Th is point touches on a fundamental reality about historical analogies. 
Although the uncritical or selective deployment of analogies is obviously 
fraught with peril, a more discerning use can be quite illuminating. Carefully 
employed, analogies can help spark the intellectual curiosity that leads to 
sharper, textured interpretations of complex situations, integrating attention 
to details with insights about the relationships between diff erent actors and 
events. Carl von Clausewitz famously called this the coup d’oeil (the fl ash 
of insight) that allows the skilled commander to make sense of the chaotic 
battlefi eld— understanding its development and anticipating its trajectory.22

Th e key  here is to understand that analogies should serve as the begin-
ning of an inquiry into the continuities between past and present, rather than 
an end to such an analysis. Observing that the present situation is “like” 
something that came before need not foreclose further critical examination 
of context and discontinuity; it can actually serve as an intellectual point of 
departure for interrogating how the present is both similar and diff erent 
from what came before. If a leader is warned that some foreign intervention 
will become “another Vietnam” or “another Iraq,” for instance, such admo-
nitions can provide useful frames of reference for exploring how applicable 
these comparisons really are— and thus better fl eshing out the true dynam-
ics of the challenge. Likewise, the comparative use of analogies— looking at 
current events in light of not just one prior episode, but two, three, or four— 
can reveal potential continuities between past and present, while also 
 underscoring the need to avoid becoming locked into any single analogical 
paradigm.

Analogies can aid decisionmaking so long as they are viewed as an in-
vitation to scrutiny and critical assessment, rather than a means of closing 
off  such important intellectual work. Analogies themselves are neither good 
nor bad, neither helpful nor harmful. It is how they are used— and how rig-
orously they are examined— that makes all the diff erence.
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Historical Sensibility
Th e rigorous use of analogies is a starting point for understanding history 
as more than just a repository of facts and comparisons. May and Neustadt 
observed that during policy discussions President Truman frequently in-
voked historical details gained from his readings about other eras. He 
invoked these details, generally, to constrict debate and focus it on a few 
“necessary” options, rather than to open new questions and perspectives 
on pressing problems. In contrast, general (and later secretary of state) 
George Marshall had read little history, and he rarely based his policy ar-
guments on facts about the past. Instead, he pushed his advisers (includ-
ing Dean Acheson, George Kennan, and Charles Bohlen) to explore new 
opportunities and use knowledge of past eff orts to inform creative adjust-
ments in the present.23

Th e launching of the Marshall Plan stands out as an endeavor in con-
structive historical imagination. George Marshall’s landmark speech at 
Harvard University in June 1947 did not include many detailed facts or any 
long excursions into the history of America or Eu rope. Rather, Marshall 
began with a basic proposition, drawn from an understanding of how so-
cieties had struggled to recover from war in the past. Marshall focused on 
what he called the “fabric of Eu ro pean economy”:

Th e feverish preparation for war and the more feverish maintenance 
of the war eff ort engulfed all aspects of national economies. Machin-
ery has fallen into disrepair or is entirely obsolete. Under the arbi-
trary and destructive Nazi rule, virtually every possible enterprise 
was geared into the German war machine. Long- standing com-
mercial ties, private institutions, banks, insurance companies, and 
shipping companies disappeared, through loss of capital, absorp-
tion through nationalization, or by simple destruction. In many 
countries, confi dence in the local currency has been severely shaken. 
Th e breakdown of the business structure of Eu rope during the war 
was complete.

Marshall did not pretend that the events in Eu rope aft er World War II 
 were “like” any past moment, but he drew on the historical knowledge that 
conditions of suff ering and stagnation bred extremism and instability. He 
and his colleagues also drew on the historical knowledge that prolonged 
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turmoil in Eu rope had negative repercussions for the United States. Despite 
the heavy burden of debt from World War II, and the fears of a return to the 
prewar conditions of economic depression, American leaders in the late 1940s 
used this history to justify an unpre ce dented commitment to Eu ro pean 
recovery. American aid was “logical” to restore “normal economic health 
in the world,” Marshall said, “without which there can be no po liti cal stabil-
ity and no assured peace.”24

He then went one step further. Marshall had learned from his own mil-
itary experiences in the Philippines and other areas that the United States 
could not impose solutions. Acheson, Kennan, and Bohlen learned similar 
lessons from their experiences in Washington and Eu rope during the 
war. Th e resulting emphasis on multilateralism and partnership in recon-
struction was unpre ce dented in American history, but it was the best route 
forward because of the knowledge that isolationism and unilateralism 
had failed to produce the intended results in the past.

Many of Marshall’s successors have sought to replicate the achievements 
of the Marshall Plan in other regions. Th ey have been less successful, in part, 
because they have tried to replay past policies, rather than understand 
broader historical trends.25 Marshall and his colleagues did not make that 
mistake in 1947. Th ey saw strong historical reasons for why postwar turmoil 
in Eu rope was dangerous, why Washington should care, and why America 
should build on- the- ground partnerships with local Eu ro pe ans. Th eir sense 
of historical change led them to reject the standard American separation 
from Eu rope and embrace experimentation with new and bold solutions. 
Historical thinking about alternatives off ered an escape from the imprison-
ment of the past.

Th is is the best way to understand how a historical sensibility— rather 
than a mere repetition of historical facts— can help policymakers confront-
ing enormous challenges under conditions of great uncertainty. Reading 
history off ers an opportunity to think about the broad dynamics (economic, 
geopo liti cal, and cultural) that infl uence contemporary events, whether 
such dynamics are or are not recognized by current actors. Fernand Brau-
del called this perspective the longue durée (the long term),26 and policy-
makers must indeed take the time to develop (and continually reassess) 
their understanding of how their immediate crises fi t into the long term. 
Unless they do so, they will never get ahead of the daily pressures. Put-
ting out fi res is a technical skill, but anticipating where fi res are most 
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likely to occur, and how they can best be prevented, requires historical 
awareness.27

A historical sensibility is not only about broad dynamics. It focuses 
on contingencies and tipping points: places where a focused eff ort can make 
an enduring diff erence. Th ese are the “windows of opportunity” that a 
policy maker can only identify correctly if he or she understands the re-
lationships among various actors, trends, and events. In the late 1940s 
American policymakers perceived a window of opportunity in postwar 
Eu rope because they recognized the potential partners on the ground, the 
areas where their incentives would align with U.S. interests, and the extent 
to which the disjunctures caused by the war had created an opening for 
decisive action. Reading history can give policymakers the knowledge to 
identify similar moments and devise plans for them in the present day. A 
historical sensibility helps one to see the links between various crises and 
the potential points of leverage for pushing events toward a new result. A 
historical sensibility builds agency through awareness of connections, 
and the places where they are susceptible to infl uence.

Th is is something that the wisest analysts of statecraft  have long under-
stood. Clausewitz famously argued for a historical sensibility in generals 
because only that would allow them to understand the complex interplay 
of forces that shaped events on the battlefi eld, and to identify— and exploit— 
opportunities as they arose.28 Th e same logic applies to foreign policy writ 
large. A sense of how the international landscape is evolving and where the 
spaces for productive action might exist are key issues in eff ective leader-
ship. Reading history reminds us that we must lift  our heads above the chaos 
of our in- boxes to fi nd a broader order in events, and to exert infl uence at 
critical junctures. American policymakers did this in 1947 because they 
thought in historical terms about the past and future of postwar Eu rope. 
Th is book aims to encourage similar ways of thinking.

Responsibilities of Historians and Policymakers
Refl ections on the need for a historical sensibility bring us to a fi nal point: 
the reciprocal responsibilities of historians and policymakers. One oft en 
detects among historians a sense that the travails of the history- policy re-
lationship reside primarily in the unwillingness of policymakers to engage 
high- quality history in a serious fashion. As the chapters in this book indi-
cate, there is indeed some truth to this assertion, and policymakers simply 
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must do a better job of being sensitive to the requirements of employing 
history eff ectively. Th ey need to approach the use of history in systematic 
and rigorous fashion, rather than doing so selectively, carelessly, or disin-
genuously. As Philip Zelikow emphasizes in his chapter, policymakers 
cannot treat history as a grab bag of ready- made analogies or a strip mine 
from which universally relevant lessons can be extracted. Analogies must 
be carefully scrutinized and weighed against competing analogies; context 
must be given its due weight in determining the relevance of insights from 
the past; and the temptation to seek simple affi  rmation (or ammunition) 
from history’s embrace must be assiduously avoided. Policymakers need to 
grapple meaningfully with competing interpretations of the past; they need 
to think seriously about the historical currents and trends that shape their 
world; and they must be willing to go beyond potted histories and favored 
writers to engage rigorous academic research on the relevant subjects. Above 
all, policymakers need to be explicit in recognizing that they will use his-
tory whether they acknowledge it or not. Th e real question is whether they 
will make the intellectual investment necessary to use it well.

To be clear, we are under no illusion that high- level policymakers will 
devote days on end to poring over back issues of academic journals; nor 
do we believe that any of the tasks mentioned above represent a magical 
formula for resolving tensions in the history- policy relationship. Aft er all, 
the very nature of history is that it rarely produces a single answer to any 
problem, and the very nature of policy is that there remain inherent limits 
on how much eff ort policymakers can devote to the search for historical 
insight. To say that perfection is unattainable, however, is not to concede 
that progress is impossible. To the extent that policymakers can be more 
systematic, more rigorous, and more deliberate in approaching the use of 
history— even if only at the margins—we believe that they will be better able 
to profi t from what the past has to off er, and more likely to avoid the com-
mon pitfalls that so oft en plague the history- policy relationship.

Th ese admonitions to policymakers should not stand alone, of course, 
because historians have responsibilities too. Th ey must begin by avoiding 
the condescension, narrowness, and insularity that frequently close off  their 
work to policymakers eager for assistance. Th ere are, certainly, numerous 
historians who avoid these characteristics and whose work combines rig-
orous scholarship with a policy focus. What is true of individual histori-
ans, however, is not broadly true of the discipline as a  whole. It is rare indeed 
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to fi nd a historical journal that encourages authors to include a “policy im-
plications” section in their articles, and the same silence can be found in 
most books on diplomatic history published by university presses.29 Simi-
larly, historians seem far less likely than their colleagues in po liti cal science 
or international relations to publish in infl uential opinion- making journals 
like Foreign Aff airs or Foreign Policy. Nor, unfortunately, is this particularly 
surprising, because policy- relevant work is generally unrewarded (and 
sometimes penalized) within the discipline of history. Many historians, es-
pecially those who are at the early stage of their careers, are discouraged 
from acknowledging any policy connection in their work, for fear they 
might be categorized as unserious or presentist.30

Perhaps most problematic, the relative isolation of scholars from poli-
cymakers means that historians rarely have the opportunity to contemplate 
the challenges that policymakers confront: the severe time pressures and 
resource constraints, the competing and oft en irreconcilable demands, the 
radical uncertainty in which key decisions must be made, and the fact that 
the alternative to one imperfect option is oft en something even worse.31 
Many of these situational factors are not well represented in the extant doc-
uments, especially when they are studied as discrete topics and not inte-
grated into a holistic understanding of what it was like for policymakers to 
deal with multiple issues (and crises) at the same time. From a distance, it 
is very hard for historians to empathize with policymakers regarding “what 
it was like to be there.” Th at is, of course, why so many policymakers view 
academic history as unhelpful; it is simply out of touch with the realities 
offi  cials face on a daily basis.

If the history- policy relationship is to work as well as it should, the his-
torical discipline will have to meet the policy world halfway. Th is means 
cultivating a professional culture that values relevance as well as original-
ity, and gives its members real incentives to engage directly in policy de-
bates. It means creating attractive, prestigious outlets for such work within 
the discipline, while also encouraging historians— even young historians—
to go beyond an audience of specialists and make their work accessible to 
those outside the fi eld. Not least, it means balancing the proper and neces-
sary desire to be critical in assessing policy, on the one hand, with empa-
thy and a willingness to engage in constructive dialogue with policymakers, 
on the other.

If historians are to have real credibility in addressing policy issues, they 
also need to be more directly involved in the world that they describe. A 
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profound oddity of diplomatic history is that comparatively few practicing 
diplomatic historians have spent time working in a policy capacity. Th ere 
are exceptions, such as Melvyn Leffl  er, Philip Zelikow, or Richard Immer-
man, but these examples are notable precisely because they are exceptions. 
It is relatively rare to hear of young historians serving in government 
through a Council on Foreign Relations International Aff airs Fellowship 
or through the Intergovernmental Personnel Act, for instance, or of histo-
rians otherwise taking a more direct role in policy issues while also main-
taining good standing within academia.32

Th is state of aff airs hardly disqualifi es historians from producing good 
scholarship on policy- relevant issues, but it does have the eff ect of ensur-
ing that the profession as a  whole includes too few people who have fi rst-
hand knowledge of how the policy world really works on a day- to- day basis. 
One cannot help but think that this is not a desirable state of aff airs, that it 
would be better for historians and policymakers alike if historians spent 
more time actively engaged in the sort of activities they write about.33 More 
than anything  else, a healthy history- policy relationship requires a sustained 
dialogue between these two fi elds. Experiences that promote such a dia-
logue, and make historians better able to comment intelligently on the 
policy world, should be cultivated by leaders in government and on college 
campuses.

Special meetings where historians include a token policymaker, or where 
policymakers call in an ad hoc group of historians, are only a start. Too 
oft en the token policymaker happens to affi  rm the bias of historians, just 
as the handpicked group of historians shares the prejudice of the policy-
maker. Even when there is intellectual diversity in the room, it is very dif-
fi cult for a “guest” policymaker or historian to challenge the deeply held as-
sumptions and preferences of a powerful set of hosts. We must work more 
diligently and systematically to overcome the entrenched professional di-
visions, even as we preserve intellectual integrity.

Where Do We Go from Here?

Th e conference that preceded this volume, and the essays that it produced, 
are designed to model a new approach to collaboration between historians 
and policymakers. Scholars and practitioners must make a concerted ef-
fort to recognize and transcend their biases by forming enduring intellec-
tual relationships— not just one- off  meetings— with major thinkers who 
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approach the world in diff erent ways. Th ey must listen to each other, ac-
knowledge diff erences, and make an eff ort to fi nd points of agreement, as 
well as continued disagreement. Each chapter in this book refl ects these 
kinds of diffi  cult discussions.

Accuracy is the bedrock of a fruitful relationship between history and 
policy, and it is based on close attention to evidence. Each of the chapters 
in this book grapples with a big historical and policy topic by closely as-
sessing a body of evidence. Th is requires a rigorous eff ort to understand and 
to explain; it also involves a serious investigation into how others, oft en with 
diff erent views, have analyzed the same evidence. Th is is the only method 
of ensuring accuracy: close attention to evidence and broad assessment of 
diff erent points of view. Accuracy does not require agreement on all things, 
but it does presuppose that conscientious analysis will allow agreement on 
many pa ram e ters.

A diverse group of practitioners and historians, like those assembled for 
this book, must work together to examine biases and test accuracy. Th is is 
a collaborative eff ort, and as such, historians should allow their commu-
nity to expand beyond its disciplinary gatherings. Similarly, policymakers 
must make space in their offi  ces for historians. Th e collaboration that we 
advocate is not about personality as much as it is about the structures of 
dialogue and the networks of association that drive professionalism. Th is 
book is a call for rigorous and intentional professional ecumenism.

Of course, the ecumenism we advocate goes beyond the communities 
of historians and foreign policy specialists to include other disciplines and 
professional endeavors. As historians and policymakers increase their level 
of collaboration, they must also bring in more social scientists, business-
people, and technology experts, among many others. Our point in this vol-
ume is not to privilege historians above other disciplines, but to focus on 
the foundational importance of historical knowledge and dialogue in in-
ternational policymaking. Th e chapters in this book look to open avenues 
for productive and rigorous cross- disciplinary and cross- cultural collabo-
rations that build on what a more sustained dialogue between historians 
and practitioners can off er for each of these fi elds, and many others.

Wisdom comes from an ever- evolving mix of specialized research and 
generalized understanding. Historians and policymakers need more of 
both, and they can help each other in their joint pursuits. We have more 
confi dence in a new generation of leaders who search beyond their comfort 
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zones for wisdom, rather than familiar and predictable answers. Th is book 
is an eff ort in that direction.
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