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THE REVIVAL OF POWER POLITICS

For a nation whose foreign policy was historically shaped by moral distinctions 
between good and evil, it took little effort to explain the carnage perpetrated by 
Islamist movements that despised the United States and its culture, Christian 
traditions, civil society, allies, and, most of all, its frequent military clashes in 
the “Holy Land.” Yet America’s style of foreign policy changed in fundamental 
ways due to shifts in the global strategic environment. Popular notions of war 
as an exception to the normalcy of peace could no longer be sustained, for 
example, as the struggle against terrorism took on an air of permanence. 

Since the Vietnam War, Americans also became more conscious of their 
nation’s own moral deficiencies. The Bush administration’s resort to torture, 
and subsequent revelations of domestic surveillance, contrasted sharply with 
the nation’s “exceptional” self-image.1 It did not help when, in October 2013, 
American spies were caught bugging the cell phone of Angela Merkel, the Ger-
man chancellor and a vital ally of Washington. Nonetheless, it was tempting 
for Americans to observe the overseas and cling to the notion that the United 
States, for all of its faults, remained a virtuous world leader. 

President Obama had hoped to improve America’s stature upon coming to 
power in January 2009. He also hoped to live up to the high expectations of 
foreign governments and citizens. Instead, the president became immersed in 
domestic politics, including the repair of the U.S. financial system that nearly 
collapsed when he arrived at the White House. By the start of his second term, 
Obama was faced with an array of spiraling regional conflicts and challenges 

1The evidence of rampant domestic surveillance came from a former intelligence agent, Edward 
Snowden. His leaks of sensitive documents produced by the National Security Agency led to charges of 
espionage by the U.S. government. By the time the arrest warrant was issued, however, Snowden had 
been granted asylum in Russia. See Glenn Greenwald, Ewen MacAskill, and Laura Poitras, “Edward 
Snowden: The Whistleblower Behind the NSA Surveillance Revelations,” The Guardian (June 9, 2013). 
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from would-be peers of the United States that could not be easily resolved 
through the assertion of American military power.

As described in the previous chapter, the Middle East’s descent into the 
harshest form of anarchy could be traced to the Ottoman Empire’s demise 
after World War I and the subsequent remapping of the region in ways that 
ensured perpetual violence.2 Iraq’s formation in 1932, for example, was bound 
to be a future powder keg. Previously ruled as a British mandate, the new 
nation-state included a dominant Shiite majority, a resentful Sunni minority, 
and an ethnically Kurdish population that sought, above all, their own sover-
eign state. The same historical lapses could also explain the early success of the 
murderous Islamic State, which sought to redraw the map once again, this 
time including the boundaries of a caliphate located in present-day Iraq and 
Syria and comprised mostly of Sunni Muslims. In both cases, geographic dis-
connects between nation and state identities created the preconditions for 
political violence and forceful regime change.

 American foreign policy makers, still accustomed to traditional forms of 
diplomacy and warfare, had difficulty grasping the threats to the interstate 

2Scott Anderson, Lawrence in India: War, Deceit, and the Folly of Building the Middle East (New York: 
Doubleday, 2013). This casual approach to postimperial cartography had even more devastating 
effects across Africa, whose demographic and cultural differences were far more complex.

Ukrainian soldiers attempt to penetrate a roadblock in the nation’s eastern region that was 
erected by pro-Russian rebels seeking independence from Ukraine. These and other actions 
were widely considered to be supported by Russian president Vladimir Putin, who expressed 
hopes that “mother Russia” would one day reclaim territories lost when the Soviet Union col-
lapsed in 1991.
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system as conceived and codified by the 1648 Treaty of Westphalia. While the 
treaty created the architecture for this global system, it offered heads of state 
substantial leeway in managing internal affairs. The Westphalia order’s main 
concern had less to do with governing models than with the maintenance of 
geopolitical stability, viewed as vital in the rapidly integrating world order of 
the seventeenth century. Such stability, it was widely assumed, would be 
maintained naturally by adjustments in power balances and by the honoring 
of national sovereignty. Meeting this final condition, however, could not be 
assured by aspiring theocrats who rejected secular governance, traditional 
diplomacy, and the sanctity of borders.

Despite its frequent ruptures the Westphalian system has weathered centu-
ries of turbulence and remains intact today. Most wars in recent years have been 
fought within, not between, countries, and the balance of power continues to 
serve as the fulcrum of great-power stability. Regional hegemons maintain the 
physical as well as latent power to suppress internal threats. While networks of 
“global governance” may provide needed venues for problem solving and medi-
ation, they cannot overcome the pull of contesting national identities, interests, 
and human impulses of distrust and greed. As Edward Hallett Carr, a respected 
British historian and diplomat, observed more than a century ago, “Politics are 
in one sense always power politics. While politics cannot be satisfactorily 
defined exclusively in terms of power, it is safe to say that power is always an 
essential element of politics.”3

As we will find in this chapter, the new era of power politics coincided with 
the aftershocks of the Arab Spring. In particular, the governments of Russia 
and the People’s Republic of China (PRC) found common cause in their 
shared desire to bring down the era of American primacy. Their intentions, 
declared openly in repeated state visits, reflected a “sense among foreign pol-
icy elites in Russia and China, but also more widely too, that the global order 
is mutating quite rapidly away from the unipolar moment of the 1990s and 
the beginning of the last decade.”4

The Soviet Union kept pace with the United States during the Cold War 
largely by attaining nuclear parity with the West. The Chinese government, 
meanwhile, abolished its Maoist economic system in favor of capitalism, 
which propelled the PRC into the top ranks of global economies.5 Although 

3Edward Hallett Carr, The Twenty Years’ Crisis, 1919–1939 (New York: Harper, 1946), 102. 

4European Parliament, Directorate-General for External Policies, The Positions of Russia and China at 
the UN Security Council in the Light of Recent Crises (March 2013), 9. 

5Deng Xiaoping, China’s premier from 1978 to 1992 who opened the PRC to global commerce, antici-
pated his country’s gradual emergence as a great power. According to his 24-Character Strategy, pro-
claimed in 1990, “observe calmly, secure our position, cope with affairs calmly, hide our capabilities 
and bide our time, be good at managing a low profile, and never claim leadership.” Global Security, 
“Deng Xiapoing’s 24-Character Strategy,” http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/china/24-
character.htm.
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the two communist powers severed their Cold War Treaty of Friendship by 
1960, they later collaborated on global security issues on which they had com-
mon interests. Their partnership continued after the Cold War, and in 1997 
the two governments formally issued a United Nations resolution that called 
for the end of U.S. hegemony.6 

The two governments also used their veto powers in the UN Security Coun-
cil to stifle Western initiatives. From the onset of the Arab Spring, they repeat-
edly rejected UN condemnations of Syria for killing thousands of citizens in 
its ongoing civil war, a position supported elsewhere in the Security Council. 
The PRC also defended Russian aggression in Ukraine, described below, argu-
ing that the UN had no legal right to meddle in the internal affairs of member 
states. These coordinated actions by Moscow and Beijing marked “an impor-
tant shift in the foreign policy thinking of Russia and China. . . . [and] sug-
gested a callousness toward suffering reminiscent of the Cold War and an 
imperviousness toward the evidence of obvious regime brutality.”7 

Cold War II with Russia

Amid the mounting problems facing the United States in the Obama years, 
Russia had provided a breathing space for American foreign policy. Its armed 
forces had shrunk by nearly 75 percent in the two decades after the collapse of 
the Soviet Union, and widespread corruption within Russia’s defense industry 
depressed the morale of the remaining troops and their officers. The Kremlin’s 
primary asset during the Cold War, the world’s second largest nuclear arsenal, 
had little relevance in its day-to-day foreign relations. Its economic output of 
about $2 trillion in 2013, meanwhile, paled in comparison with the $17 tril-
lion in gross national income recorded by the United States.8 Russia also suf-
fered from a “seemingly unending mortality crisis” that was reflected in dete-
riorating health conditions and higher death rates.9 

Prior to Obama’s arrival, ties between the United States and Russia were cor-
dial but clouded by lingering distrust. Russian president Vladimir Putin, citing 
threats to his own government, supported Bush’s war on terror after the 9/11 
attacks. He also provided tactical assistance to the United States in the Afghan 
conflict and joined the United States, the European Union, and the United 
Nations in a diplomatic “quartet” that attempted, with little success, to resolve 

6United Nations, General Assembly, Fifty-Second Session, “China-Russia Joint Declaration on a 
Multipolar World and the Establishment of a New International Order” (May 20, 1997).

7European Parliament, op. cit., p. 6. 

8Russia’s per capita income was less than $14,000 in 2013, about one-quarter the U.S. level of $53,670. 
World Bank, World Development Report, 2014 (Washington, D.C.: World Bank, 2014), http://data 
.worldbank.org/data-catalog/world-development-report-2014.

9Nicholas Eberstadt, “The Dying Bear,” Foreign Affairs (November–December 2011): 97. 

Copyright ©2016 by SAGE Publications, Inc.  This work may not be reproduced or distributed 
in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



AMERICAN FOREIGN POLICY SINCE WORLD WAR II328

Israeli-Palestinian disputes. On the other hand, Putin frequently complained 
about NATO’s eastward expansion, which he claimed was motivated by 
unfounded fears of future Russian expansion. He also objected to U.S. plans to 
build nuclear missile defenses in Poland despite American claims they were 
meant to ward off attacks from Iran and other adversaries, not Russia. Putin’s 
decision to invade neighboring Georgia in 2008, a show of force meant to dem-
onstrate the Kremlin’s regional hegemony, was harshly criticized by the United 
States and most other nations. The resulting diplomatic chill prompted the 
Obama administration to call for a “reset” of cordial relations.

While Putin clamped down on his domestic opposition and faced a dismal 
economy, he was able to exploit his country’s one major asset—vast reserves of 
oil and natural gas. With this single resource, the Russian president was 
expected to maintain a posture of diplomatic cooperation with his customers, 
including the energy-hungry states of Europe. Putin instead chose the path of 
confrontation in 2014. Sensing weakness in American resolve, and ridiculing 
Obama’s attempt to “lead from behind” in the Middle East, Putin believed the 
time had come to reclaim Russia’s stature as a great power. His actions, 
described below, further upended Obama’s foreign policy agenda, which was 
increasingly driven not by his long-term aspirations, but by the endless cas-
cade of foreign crises.

Putin’s Crimean Land Grab

Putin’s aggression first centered on Crimea, a former Soviet stronghold and, 
since the Cold War, a valued part of the newly independent Ukraine. The ter-
ritory had changed hands repeatedly for centuries, beginning with its inclu-
sion in, and later freedom from, the Greek and Roman Empires. The territory 
was later subjugated by Gothic tribes, Byzantine and Ottoman rulers, Nazi 
generals in World War II, and Soviet communists. Since 1783, when Cathe-
rine the Great folded Crimea into the Russian Empire, governors of the belea-
guered peninsula took most of their orders from Moscow. While the foreign 
powers ruling Crimea took many forms, they had one thing in common: a 
keen interest in Crimea’s location on the Black Sea, which provides an entry-
way to the Mediterranean Sea through Turkey’s Bosporus Strait. Soviet gener-
als invested heavily in their Black Sea Fleet, based in the port city of Sevastopol. 
In 1954, the Soviets transferred control over Crimea to Ukraine, a largely sym-
bolic gesture that pleased party loyalists. After the Cold War, Moscow main-
tained its hold on the naval base, and in 1997, Kiev granted continued access 
to the base through 2017, a deadline that was later extended to 2042 in return 
for Russian discounts on gas supplies to Ukraine.

This arrangement served the interests of all parties until power politics 
returned to the region in 2014. For Putin, well aware that ethnic Russians consti-
tuted more than half of Crimea’s population, the allure of recapturing Crimea 
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was irresistible.10 The fact that most Crimeans also spoke Russian as their native 
language provided them a distinct advantage in keeping up with developments in 

10In 2001, the most recent demographic survey in Crimea, 58 percent of the population were ethnic 
Russian. The other major ethnic groups included Ukrainian (24 percent) and Crimean Tatars (12 per-
cent), who were ethnically Turkic. Source: Government of Ukraine, “All Ukrainian Consensus 2001” 
(Kiev: State Statistics Committee of Ukraine, 2001). 

Impact and Influence:  
Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping

Two world leaders, Russian 
president Vladimir Putin and 
Chinese president Xi Jin-
ping, typify the resurgence 
of power politics, a term 
that suggests foreign rela-
tions based on the law of 
the jungle rather than coop-
erative global governance. 
Late in 1999, Putin suc-
ceeded President Boris Yelt-
sin, who had led the newly 

re-created Russia after the Soviet Union’s collapse in 1991. Putin later became 
prime minister and, in March 2012, was again elected president despite wide-
spread allegations of voter fraud. Putin, who once declared the Soviet Union’s 
collapse “the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the century,” became more 
nationalistic in recent years. This devotion led Putin in 2014 to reclaim control 
over Crimea and incite a revolt among ethnic Russians in Ukraine designed to 
restore Moscow’s control over the region.

In November 2012, meanwhile, the Chinese government turned to Xi Jin-
ping, a lifelong official of the Chinese Communist Party, to lead the population 
of more than 1.3 billion citizens. Xi, the son of a founding leader of the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China (PRC), rose quickly up the party ranks before taking 
office. His efforts to expand Chinese control of offshore territorial waters and to 
accelerate the PRC’s military spending angered his regional neighbors and 
raised concerns about possible military clashes in East Asia. Xi expressed inter-
est in peaceful relations with the United States, whose close ties to the Chinese 
economy had proven beneficial to both countries. At the same time, Xi estab-
lished much closer relations with Putin, who shared the PRC’s autocratic 
approach to rule along with a desire for a long period of American decline.
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Moscow. Putin, having just hosted the Winter Olympics in mid-February, and 
anticipating a surge in his global stature, chose this moment to arouse the nation-
alistic fervor of ethnic Russians in Ukraine who identified with “mother Russia.”

The stage was set for Putin’s power play. His elaborately planned strategy, 
directed beyond Crimea to also include eastern Ukraine, unfolded in two 
phases. First, in late February, public protests broke out in several Crimean cit-
ies close to the Russian border. Mobs of ethnic Russians declared Putin their 
leader and replaced Ukrainian flags on government buildings with Russian 
flags. Hundreds of separatists then took over the Crimean parliament; others 
seized the two major airports. The well-armed separatists, whom Putin viewed 
as freedom fighters merely exercising their rights, wore unofficial military 
uniforms and black ski masks that concealed their identities.

Putin’s second phase began early in March when he unleashed Russia’s 
armed forces to seize control of the Crimean Peninsula’s government, military 
headquarters, media outlets, and other key institutions. Russian troops forced 
the Ukrainian Navy to abandon its base in Sevastopol and took over the Kerch 
Strait ferry that connected Crimea and Russia, a critical step allowing Russian 
troops with advanced weapons to pour into the territory.11 A hastily organized 
referendum, considered illegal by most other governments, found 96 percent of 
the voters favoring Russia’s annexation of Crimea. This was a predictable out-
come given that most opponents either were excluded from voting or boycotted 
the vote for fear of their own safety. Putin rejected a March 27 UN resolution 
that declared the referendum illegal. Instead, he used the outcome to justify even 
bolder Russian attacks on Ukrainian military bases and government outposts.

Moscow’s fait accompli left few options for Ukraine’s government, which 
effectively surrendered a critical territory on its southern border. The United 
States and its allies were equally stymied by the Russian offensive. Lacking pub-
lic and political support for military intervention, which could invite open 
warfare with Russia, the United States joined with Canada, France, Germany, 
Italy, Japan, and the United Kingdom in suspending Russia’s membership in 
the Group of 8, a vital forum for great-power cooperation. President Obama, 
also alarmed by Russian-backed incursions across eastern Ukraine (see below), 
imposed economic sanctions that targeted Russian government and business 
leaders. The president also turned to European leaders as possible arbitrators in 
the conflict. Clearly, America could not solve this problem alone. 

Ukraine on the Brink

Russia’s annexation of Crimea coincided with a wider revolt in Ukraine, for-
merly a vital part of the Soviet Union. As a sovereign state, Ukraine had immense 

11Observers from the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) warned that 
“relations between ethnic groups on the peninsula are characterized by a growing climate of fear.” 
OSCE, “Developing Situation in Crimea Alarming” (Vienna: OSCE, March 6, 2014), http://www 
.osce.org/hcnm/116180.
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strategic importance given its location in Eastern Europe with borders that 
included Poland, Slovakia, Hungary, and Moldova to the west; Belarus to the 
north; the Black Sea to the south; and a vast common border with Russia to the 
east that extended for more than a thousand miles. With fertile croplands 
encompassing much of the western region, Ukraine became known as the 
“bread basket” of the Soviet Union, and later as a valued trading partner with 
Russia. The eastern region featured heavy industries, many of which had dete-
riorated and stood to benefit from a strong injection of foreign capital. 

Ukraine, it soon became clear, was unprepared for statehood. During the 
Soviet era, its government engaged in the corruption and public mismanage-
ment that were standard fare across the Soviet Union. These practices contin-
ued after the Cold War as political operatives in Kiev were more concerned 
with their personal gains than their obligations to create a functional and 
stable democracy. In another throwback to the past, Ukraine’s wealth was 
concentrated among a small number of oligarchs who controlled the econ-
omy and neglected the abject poverty confronting most of the population of 
more than forty million.12 The nation’s large size also produced internal divi-
sions within Ukraine. Of greatest import were the differences that separated 
western Ukraine, which viewed the nations of Europe as political and eco-
nomic role models, and the eastern region that looked to Russia for inspira-
tion, guidance, and material support.

This east-west schism became problematic when Ukraine’s elected leader, 
Viktor Yanukovych, made a fateful decision in November 2013. Having 
agreed previously to an economic partnership with the European Union, Yan-
ukovych abruptly cancelled the agreement and chose instead to join Russia as 
Ukraine’s primary trade and financial partner. In taking this action, the presi-
dent, who shared a common identity with the ethnic Russians of eastern 
Ukraine, effectively shifted the nation’s strategic interests and allegiances 
from the West to Moscow. Yanukovych’s surprise decision, widely celebrated 
by ethnic Russians in the east, was condemned by ethnic Ukrainians who 
made up more than three-fourths of the citizenry and who took to the streets—
and to Independence Square in Kiev—calling for the president’s removal.

As the protests swelled, they faced growing resistance from Yanukovych, 
who ordered riot police to fire upon the protesters. Dozens of undefended citi-
zens were killed by the snipers, which merely stiffened the protesters’ resolve to 
reclaim their government. Facing his own imminent capture and arrest, Yanu-
kovych fled the capital on February 20, leaving Ukraine in a political void. He 
was replaced after national elections in May that were won by Petro Porosh-
enko, a business leader and past minister of foreign affairs who pledged to 
make a peaceful resolution of the crisis his highest priority.

12See Steven Woehrel, Ukraine: Current Issues and U.S. Policy (Washington, D.C.: Congressional 
Research Service, July 8, 2014), 7.  
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This disarray was watched closely by Putin, who showed his support for the 
separatists by ordering military exercises along the nation’s shared border. At 
the same time, swarms of ethnic Russians in eastern Ukraine formed heavily 
armed militias demanding independence from Kiev. As in the case of Crimea, 
Putin viewed the militias as self-defense forces and denied having any role in the 
uprising. He had less success, however, explaining how the technically advanced 
Russian weapons became so plentiful in the eastern hotbeds of revolution. Putin 
then played his trump card, Russia’s energy reserves, and threatened to embargo 
natural gas shipments to Ukraine and its European supporters, a grave threat 
given that these customers had few immediate alternatives to energy imports 
from Russia.

President Obama, otherwise preoccupied with domestic problems and the 
unraveling Arab Spring, had few sources of leverage beyond repeated appeals 
to Putin for an easing of tensions. A counteroffensive by NATO was out of the 
question. Instead, Obama gradually ratcheted up the economic sanctions by 
placing restrictions on Western trade relations in vital sectors of Russia’s 
economy, including its energy and military industries. The U.S. and European 
governments also targeted a growing number of political and economic elites 
in Russia, hoping they would feel the pinch and put pressure on Putin to 
resolve the crisis.13

The scale of the Ukrainian crisis grew more ghastly on July 17 when armed 
forces shot down a Malaysian jetliner as it flew high above the battle zone in 
eastern Ukraine. The attack killed 298 passengers and crew members and left 
remnants scattered across hundreds of acres. While both sides in the conflict 
denied responsibility, it was well known that Russian separatists had previ-
ously used surface-to-air missiles to down Ukrainian aircrafts on several 
occasions. Whether the missile attack was deliberate or an accident, it was 
clearly made in Moscow.14 Gathering evidence after the tragedy proved diffi-
cult as pro-Russian militias refused to allow investigators near the crash site. 
Predictably, Putin placed the blame on the Ukrainian government. It was also 
no surprise when American and European governments imposed even harsher 
economic sanctions against Russia.

The crisis in Ukraine posed the greatest threat to East-West relations since 
the Cold War. Putin, who had sought greater respect from other major pow-
ers, may have believed his provocations would produce the stature he sought. 
The global response, however, left Putin isolated and widely vilified for 

13Ukraine’s faltering economy received a boost from the International Monetary Fund, which 
approved a $17 billion loan to the government. The European Union also offered Ukraine $16 billion 
in financial aid, and the U.S. Congress approved a $1 billion loan guarantee and millions of dollars in 
humanitarian aid and nonlethal military supplies. 

14Suggestions that the Malaysian jet was downed accidentally were supported by two previous inci-
dents. In 1983, the Soviet Union shot down a Korean jet that was believed to be a spy plane flying over 
Soviet airspace. Five years later, the United States downed an Iranian passenger jet that U.S. officials 
believed was a hostile fighter jet. 
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ignoring such basic standards of international law as the protection of 
national sovereignty and noninterference. At home, however, Putin’s actions 
enhanced his popularity, as his public-approval rating rose to 83 percent as 
the crisis escalated.15 As for Obama, the crisis reinforced popular perceptions 
that he was a weak leader whose lack of resolve merely invited further chal-
lenges to the world order. Exasperated, Obama wondered aloud, “Why is it 
that everybody is so eager to use military force after we’ve just gone through a 
decade of war at enormous cost to our troops and to our budget? And what is 
it exactly that these critics think would be accomplished?”16

Why did Russia’s president choose to trigger this power play? His challenge 
to the post-Soviet status quo was not only driven by perceived changes in the 
balance of power. Putin was also inspired by a growing and deeply personal 
sense of Russian nationalism and its related ambition to revive his homeland’s 
stature after decades of humiliation. “Putin was forming a more coherent 
view of history and his place within it,” observed journalist David Remnick, 
an expert on Russian politics. “More and more, he identified personally with 
the destiny of Russia.”17 

As the struggle for power in Ukraine dragged on, Putin found other ways to 
test the resolve of the United States and its European allies. These included an 
escalation of Russian naval and air force military exercises in the eastern Atlan-
tic Ocean along with the North, Black, and Baltic Seas—all territories that 
adjoined NATO states.18 The Russian government also suspended its nuclear 
cooperation with the United States, a successful post–Cold War program that 
controlled the spread of nuclear materials in the post-Soviet territories. As dur-
ing Cold War I, Moscow and Washington engaged in a largely symbolic compe-
tition for the upper hand in bilateral relations. The onset of Cold War II could 
also repeat the past experience by lasting for decades. Conversely, unforeseen 
crises or mistaken perceptions of imminent threats could spark a hot war with 
grave consequences. 

China’s Pacific Challenge

As described in the first section of this book, American foreign policy after 
World War II was driven by Cold War concerns that centered on the Soviet 
Union, whose communist government offered an alternative to the political 
and economic institutions of the West. As the largest country in the world, the 
Soviet Union also created a geopolitical headache for American military 

15Moscow: Levada Center, http://www.levada.ru/eng/ (last accessed July 30, 2014). 

16Mark Landler, “Ending Asia Trip, Obama Defends His Foreign Policy,” New York Times (April 28, 
2014), A1.

17David Remnick, “Watching the Eclipse,” The New Yorker (August 11 and 18, 2014), 58.

18Thomas Frear, Łukasz Kulesa, and Ian Kearns, Dangerous Brinkmanship: Close Military Encounters 
between Russia and the West in 2014 (London: European Leadership Network, November 2014). 
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planners, whose containment strategy covered a landmass encompassing 
nearly nine million square miles and eleven of the world’s twenty-four time 
zones. The sheer mass of the Soviet Union prompted the Pentagon’s formation 
of regional alliances and creation of global military commands. The Pentagon 
also relied heavily on Western Europe, whose commercial ties, shared cultural 
values, and common defense concerns had wedded the transatlantic powers 
long before the Cold War.

American security policy since World War II also focused on the “arc of 
instability” extending from North Africa across the Middle East into central 
and southern Asia. This geopolitical tree had three roots. First, the vast oil fields 
of the Middle East made this region vital to all industrialized nations. Israel’s 
creation in 1948 created a second vital interest in the region, and Israel later 
served as a needed source of military and intelligence cooperation. Finally, and 
most recently, the September 2001 terrorist attacks brought the threat of 
Islamist jihad to America’s doorstep. For all of these reasons, “American foreign 
policy has been both distracted and distorted by the greater Middle East.”19

By 2011, the Obama administration concluded that global trends required 
a geopolitical “pivot” in American foreign policy. “After a decade in which we 
fought two wars that cost us dearly,” Obama stated, “the United States is turn-
ing our attention to the vast potential of the Asia-Pacific region.”20 This 
“rebalancing,” as the policy became known, required careful management by 
Washington. In contrast to U.S. allies in Europe, which were long connected 
by the multilateral NATO alliance, America’s East Asian allies established sep-
arate, bilateral ties to Washington. Having adopted this “hub-and-spokes” 
alliance model, the United States formed a security perimeter consisting of 
governments, such as Japan and South Korea, that were wary of each other. 
The Pentagon’s challenge was to ease these internal tensions while protecting 
member states against outside threats. To Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, 
“We are the only power with a network of strong alliances in the region, no 
territorial ambitions, and a long record of providing for the common good.”21

The primary challenge to U.S. allies in East Asia concerned China, whose 
economic surge since the 1980s transformed the nation into a significant 
world power.22 Much of the PRC’s economic growth, averaging about 10 per-
cent annually during this period, came literally at America’s expense. In 1980, 
Washington maintained a small trade surplus with the PRC. By 2010, 

19Richard Haass, “The Irony of American Strategy: Putting the Middle East in Proper Perspective,” 
Foreign Affairs 92 (May–June 2013): 63.

20“Remarks by President Obama to the Australian Parliament” (Washington, D.C.: Office of the Press 
Secretary, November 17, 2011).

21Hillary Clinton, “America’s Pacific Century,” Foreign Policy (November 2011): 57.

22See Wayne Morrison, China’s Economic Rise: History, Trends, Challenges, and Implications for the 
United States (Washington, D.C.: Congressional Research Service, July 9, 2014). 
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however, this surplus had turned into a $273 billion deficit, nearly one-half of 
the nation’s overall trade deficit. Adding to American vulnerabilities, the Chi-
nese government subsidized America’s soaring national debt through massive 
purchases of U.S. Treasury bills. By cashing in even a small portion of these 
bonds, the value of which approached $1 trillion by 2010, Chinese leaders 
could paralyze if not bankrupt the United States.

Throughout this period, the PRC embraced an economic model of “state 
capitalism,” which combined a strong measure of political repression with 
active engagement in global export markets. The PRC still maintained its com-
munist government, though it came to govern a capitalist economy. Mao 
Zedong’s successor, Deng Xiaoping, began this transition by embracing pri-
vate enterprise and export-led growth in the 1980s. His successor, Jiang 
Zemin, followed the same formula of economic reform while continuing to 
crush political dissent, a nagging fear in a country with more than 1.3 billion 
inhabitants. 

The PRC’s economic growth and chronic human rights violations led to 
predictions in the United States of a “coming conflict with China.”23 Accord-
ing to this view, as China became stronger economically and militarily, and as 
its leaders appealed to nationalism as a substitute for communism, they would 
assert China’s rightful place as Asia’s dominant power. In the 1990s, Presi-
dent Clinton maintained the more optimistic view that engagement with 
China would yield better results than Cold War–style containment. Clinton 
persuaded Congress in 2000 to normalize Sino-American trade relations, a 
move widely supported by U.S. firms that sought greater access to China’s 
massive domestic market. Despite this breakthrough in bilateral trade ties, 
Beijing continued its repressive domestic policies and resistance to U.S. pri-
macy. When George W. Bush entered the White House in January 2001, he 
declared China to be a strategic competitor rather than a partner, a position 
he maintained throughout his presidency. 

Upon taking office in 2009, Obama revived Clinton’s engagement policy 
with the PRC. Battered by the global financial crisis, however, Obama had lit-
tle leverage on the terms of trade between the two economic giants. Mean-
while, the PRC launched a program of military modernization that produced a 
new generation of nuclear missiles, attack submarines, and fighter jets, all of 
which bolstered the PRC’s ground forces that numbered more than 1.2 mil-
lion in 2011.24 These realities in the regional power balance fueled Obama’s 
turn toward the Asia-Pacific.

23Richard Bernstein and Ross H. Munro, The Coming Conflict with China (New York: Viking, 1997).

24Department of Defense, Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments Involving the 
People’s Republic of China 2011 (Washington, D.C.: Office of the Secretary of Defense, August 24, 
2011).
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History provides few examples in which rising and declining powers inter-
sect without conflict. With this in mind, China “pessimists” foresaw growing 
Sino-American competition on a variety of fronts: in Taiwan, which the PRC 
still considered a renegade province; in the South China Sea, over which the 
PRC claimed expanded sovereignty; in Russia, which shared China’s quest for 
the end of American primacy; in Africa, home to a vast array of Chinese devel-
opment projects; and in matters before the UN Security Council such as the 
treatment of Iran, North Korea, and Syria.25 China “optimists,” including 
Henry Kissinger, the former secretary of state and a longtime China expert, 
believed the two superpowers could resolve their differences peacefully in light 
of their shared strategic interests in a stable, and economically productive, 
world order.26

The future direction of Sino-American relations would be determined by 
Obama and Xi Jinping, who became China’s president in November 2012. Xi 
came to power at a time when his nation’s rapid economic growth was slow-
ing, environmental problems worsened, and the Chinese government was 
beset by corruption. He vowed to resolve these domestic problems while con-
tinuing his government’s foreign policy based on global engagement and 
trade. In a 2014 speech to the French government, Xi quoted Napoleon 
Bonaparte, who once declared China to be “a sleeping lion” and predicted 
that, “when China wakes up, the world will shake.” Revising this vision, Xi 
declared that “the lion that is China has awoken, but it is a peaceful, amiable, 
and civilized lion.”27

His reassuring rhetoric aside, Xi oversaw the world’s largest army and navy, 
along with a defense budget that grew rapidly to nearly $200 billion after he 
entered office.28 This growing strength tempted Xi to flex his muscles. Specifi-
cally, Xi extended the PRC’s territorial claims beyond its lengthy seacoast, 
angering China’s maritime neighbors who depended on the coastal waters’ 
rich fishing grounds and potential gas and oil deposits. In the South China Sea 
alone, the governments of Brunei, Malaysia, the Philippines, and Vietnam 
alleged violations of their freedom of the seas. China’s defense minister, 
Chang Wanquan, dismissed the claims, insisting that the PRC would “make 

25See, for example, Aaron Friedberg, A Quest for Supremacy: China, America, and the Struggle for Mastery 
in Asia (New York: Norton, 2011), and Martin Jacques, When China Rules the World: The End of the 
Western World and the Birth of a New Global Order (New York: Penguin, 2009).

26Henry Kissinger, On China (New York: Penguin, 2011).

27Xi Jinping, “Xi Addresses 50 Years of China-France Ties” (March 28, 2014), www.china.org.cn.

28Sam Perlo-Freeman and Carina Solmirano, “Trends in World Military Expenditure, 2013” 
(Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, April 2014). It is worth noting that the estimated 
volume of Chinese military spending in 2013, $188 billion, was less than 30 percent of the U.S. vol-
ume of $640 billion. Further, U.S. defense spending does not factor in that of France ($61 billion), 
Great Britain ($58 billion), Japan ($49 billion), and other American allies whose modern military 
forces further reinforced U.S. power.   
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no compromise, no concession, no treaty” regarding the offshore islands.29 
“The Chinese military can assemble as soon as summoned, fight any battle 
and win.” Tensions escalated further in May, when a Chinese fishing vessel 
deliberately rammed and sank a Vietnamese fishing boat near an oil rig hastily 
constructed by the PRC off Vietnam’s coast.

Obama maintained a balancing act as he managed American relations in 
East Asia, professing goodwill toward the PRC while assuring U.S. allies in the 
region that the United States would protect them against future threats by 
China. His visit to the region in April 2014 noticeably passed by Beijing and 
was instead directed to Japan, South Korea, Malaysia, and the Philippines—all 
of which voiced concerns about Chinese regional intentions. Obama’s mes-
sage to Xi was further underscored when he approved an agreement with the 
Philippines that provided American warships and planes access to military 
bases that were closed to the United States in 1992. 

For all of its strengths, the Chinese government faced several limitations 
that worked against its ambitions to become a strategic peer of the United 
States. Four factors in particular counter the claims made by those who pre-
dicted an imminent changing of the guard:

 • the government’s historical imperative to focus on internal concerns, 
primarily the care and feeding of its massive population, rather than 
military interventionism;

 • a lack of soft power that makes countries appealing rather than threat-
ening to other governments and societies, a problem for China given its 
repressive government and absence of a dynamic civil society;

 • a workforce still based primarily on factory production and the assembly 
of consumer goods, which has hindered technological innovation in 
China and its creation of world-class educational institutions; and

 • a regional strategic environment neither controlled by Beijing nor 
drawn to the PRC as a potential ally, but instead shaped by nervous 
neighbors seeking closer military ties to the United States.30

These constraints did not suggest that the PRC was vulnerable to decline or 
imminent regime change. To the contrary, surveys found the vast majority of 
Chinese citizens satisfied with their country’s direction.31 “Many developing 

29Helene Cooper, “Hagel Spars with Chinese over Islands and Security,” New York Times (April 8, 
2014), A6.

30While the United States maintained military partnerships with dozens of foreign governments, the 
PRC could claim just one ally, North Korea, which could be considered a strategic liability rather than 
an asset. 

31Chinese citizens are also optimistic about the country’s future, with nearly three-quarters seeing 
“more progress and greater hope” in the future. Pew Research Center, Upbeat Chinese Public May Not 
Be Primed for a Jasmine Revolution (Washington, D.C.: Pew Research Center, March 11, 2011). 
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countries have already come to learn that democracy doesn’t solve all their 
problems,” noted Chinese political scientist Eric X. Li. China’s success “shows 
that many systems of political governance can work when they are congruent 
with a country’s culture and history.”32 For the time being, material progress 
served the immediate needs of the country’s vast population. Realizing their 
hopes for greater political freedom would be more elusive given the Communist 
Party’s fears of a Chinese-style Arab Spring. 

The future prospects for Sino-American relations were likely to depend on 
the foreign policy ambitions of Russia and other emerging powers that believe 
they have much to gain by the onset of a multipolar world that is not driven by 
American hegemony. For China, such a diffusion of power could potentially 
mute the PRC’s soft-power deficiencies and open the door for the creation of 
alliances far from Beijing, including sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America. 
Such a scenario was of great concern to American foreign policy, whose strate-
gic shift to East Asia was equipped either to foster regional cooperation or to 
fend off Chinese aggression. To the Russians, however, American moves to 
preserve its dominance in the region were too little, too late. “You are pivoting 
to Asia,” Russia’s ambassador recently observed. “But we’re already there.”33

Ongoing Threats of Nuclear Proliferation

Gaining the upper hand against global terrorists and emergent great-power 
challengers was hardly the sole security concern of American leaders. The 
9/11 attacks, aftershocks of the Arab Spring, and power plays by Moscow and 
China merely deflected attention away from other threats, including the 
potential spread of nuclear weapons to a variety of other countries for which 
nuclear “statehood” would increase leverage over their adversaries, including 
the United States. India and Pakistan made this leap in 1998, joining the 
nuclear club that for many years included only the United States, Russia, 
China, France, Great Britain, and Israel. Their inclusion not only complicated 
regional stability in South Asia but also raised doubts about the Nuclear Non-
proliferation Treaty (NPT) that was adopted in 1970 and had 190 adherents 
by the turn of the century. For the United States, Iran and North Korea posed 
the most serious dangers as potential nuclear proliferators.

Iran’s Quest for “Nuclear Rights”

The U.S. withdrawal from Iraq in December 2011 was widely celebrated in 
neighboring Iran, whose Shiite population could potentially make common 

32Eric X. Li, “The Life of the Party: The Post-Democratic Future Begins in China,” Foreign Affairs 92 
(January–February 2013): 46.

33Peter Baker, “As Russia Draws Closer to China, U.S. Faces a New Challenge,” New York Times 
(November 8, 2014), A10.
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cause with the majority of Iraqi Shiites and thereby transform Iraq into an 
Iranian sphere of influence. For the United States, such a move would gravely 
threaten Iraq’s tattered government and leave it more vulnerable to the Islamic 
State and other Islamist movements that were openly hostile to American 
interests in the Middle East. The prospects for Iranian hegemony in the region 
increased daily as Iraq succumbed to political crisis and disarray following the 
departure of U.S. troops at the end of 2011.

American relations with Iran, highly contentious for more than two 
decades, had reached new depths in June 2005 with the election of Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad, a favorite of Iranian clerics known for his intense hatred of 
Israel and calls to make Iran a major power. Upon taking office, Ahmadinejad 
pledged to diversify Iran’s energy sources by developing nuclear power. While 
his plan was peculiar for such an oil-rich nation, it struck a chord among 
many Iranians for whom “nuclear rights” had become a popular rallying cry. 
Thus Iran, a signatory of the NPT, began the process of uranium enrichment, 
a vital step in the production of nuclear fuel. In February 2006, the Interna-
tional Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) declared that its efforts to restrain  
Iranian nuclear ambitions had proven futile. By April, Iran had enriched 
enough uranium to produce a modest stockpile of “deliverable” nuclear war-
heads by 2015. Meanwhile, Iranian scientists developed longer-range ballistic 
missiles that could strike targets across the Near East and southern Europe.

Although Iran’s ascension to the nuclear club would not produce the first 
“Islamic bomb”—Pakistan had already claimed that honor—a nuclear Iran would 
further complicate the global strategic balance and inflame tensions in the Mid-
dle East. Other Islamic states in the region, including Egypt and Saudi Arabia, 
would be tempted to follow suit because of their own hostility toward Iran. A 
nuclear Iran would also directly threaten Israel, its sworn enemy, which for years 
had been plagued by Iran-backed terrorist groups. The United States found itself 
in a bind as its nuclear showdown with Iran unfolded. Economic sanctions had 
failed to gain concessions from Tehran. Large-scale U.S. military action was out 
of the question because of the ongoing drain on U.S. forces in Iraq and Afghani-
stan. Sending weapons inspectors from the IAEA would likely fail to halt Iran’s 
nuclear programs. Finally, gaining the required unanimous vote for a critical 
resolution against Iran in the UN Security Council was out of the question since 
China and Russia were certain to object. With no better choices, the White 
House stuck to its policy to isolate Iran globally while supporting domestic 
groups that sought a democratic and more pro-American government.

The June 2009 presidential elections in Iran provided Obama a golden oppor-
tunity to bring America’s soft power to bear on Ahmadinejad, whose victory 
against the reformist candidate was followed by widespread calls of fraud and 
demands for a recount. The White House publicly backed the swelling numbers 
of protesters, many of whom orchestrated mass calls for action through Face-
book, Twitter, and other social media. The brutal suppression of a mass protest 
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in February 2011 shattered the momentum of the “Green Movement” and left 
Ahmadinejad in power despite the clear evidence of election fraud.

The fractured domestic politics in Iran did not prevent government offi-
cials from continuing their nuclear program. As the IAEA reported in Novem-
ber 2011, “The Agency has serious concerns regarding possible military 
dimensions to Iran’s nuclear program. . . . The information indicates that 
Iran has carried out activities relevant to the development of a nuclear explo-
sive device.”34 Empowered by this apparent leverage over the West, Ahmadine-
jad intensified his efforts to divide and conquer the anti-Iran coalition. On 
December 27, 2011, he threatened to blockade the Strait of Hormuz, a choke 
point in the crowded shipping lanes at the mouth of the Persian Gulf. The 
White House quickly assured Iran that the U.S. Navy’s Fifth Fleet, based in 
nearby Bahrain, would respond militarily to end the blockade and maintain 
oil shipments through the strait.

The United States sensed a potential break in the Iranian talks when Has-
san Rouhani, a former head of Iran’s Supreme National Security Council, was 
elected president in June 2013. In contrast to Ahmadinejad, Rouhani adopted 
a moderate stance toward the West and expressed support for a resolution of 
the nuclear controversy. In October, Secretary of State John Kerry joined his 
counterparts in the UN Security Council, along with Germany, in pressing 
Iran to honor the council’s demand for a suspension of Tehran’s nuclear 
enrichment programs. Both sides approved a Joint Plan of Action that included 
this and other demands, including unrestricted inspections by the IAEA. Com-
pliance by Iran would trigger a suspension of the sanctions that had crippled 
the nation’s economy.

The negotiations in Geneva, Switzerland, failed to reach an agreement by the 
approved deadline of July 20, 2014. The parties agreed to extend the talks for 
four more months, although the seismic changes in the Middle East threatened 
to scuttle the negotiations altogether. Iran had emerged as a vital power broker 
in the region, at once exerting leverage in the Syrian civil war and fomenting 
sectarian violence in Iraq. In many regional conflicts, Iran had become more 
influential than the permanent members of the UN Security Council, leading 
Iranian officials to resist any nuclear concessions. In Washington, Obama 
faced pushback from hawkish members of Congress who accused the president 
of giving in to Iran’s cat-and-mouse negotiation tactics. Rouhani, meanwhile, 
depended on the support of Iran’s powerful clerics who ruled out any agree-
ment that would outlaw the construction of an Iranian bomb. 

American relations with Iran were not one-dimensional. While the nuclear 
talks dragged on, so did the chaos in the Middle East. As ISIS advanced its violent 
effort to create a Sunni superstate, the United States and Iran shared strategic 
interests in maintaining a regional balance of power that did not threaten Shiite 

34International Atomic Energy Agency, Implementation of the NPT Safeguards Agreement and the Relevant 
Provisions of Security Council Resolutions of the Islamic Republic of Iran (November 8, 2011), 10.
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Muslims, most of whom lived in Iran. President Obama acknowledged this real-
ity when he sent a secret letter to Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, Iran’s leading cleric, 
assuring him of cooperation in repelling ISIS. When the nuclear talks failed to 
reach an agreement by their November 24 deadline, Khamenei declared that 
“America and colonial European countries got together and did their best to bring 
the Islamic Republic to its knees, but they could not do so—and they will not be 
able to do so.” Obama’s attempt at personal diplomacy was based on his optimis-
tic view that any problem could be solved by rational discourse. His approach, a 
recurring feature of American foreign policy, instead fell prey to power politics. 

Nuclear Brinkmanship in North Korea

Power politics was also evident on the Korean Peninsula, as three generations 
of totalitarian rulers pursued the means to build and deliver nuclear bombs on 
targets as close as South Korea and as far away as the United States. The prob-
lem first confronted President Clinton in the early 1990s, when North Korea’s 
long-standing dictator, Kim Il Sung, threatened to build nuclear weapons in 
defiance of the government’s earlier pledge to respect the terms of the NPT. 
The prospect of nuclear weapons in North Korea was disturbing to the United 
States for several reasons. A sudden crisis in the region or miscalculations by 
government officials could produce untold carnage and a wider war. 

The fact that North Korea’s thirteen thousand artillery launchers could 
quickly decimate Seoul, South Korea’s capital, was not lost on anyone involved 
in the conflict. A nuclear North Korea would also threaten an arms race in 
East Asia, as South Korea and Japan would be unlikely to ignore such a threat 
to their security. More broadly, North Korea’s nuclear arsenal, however small, 
would embolden other anti-American regimes that sought to upend the exist-
ing balance of power.

In 1994, Clinton dispatched former president Jimmy Carter to Pyongyang, 
the nation’s capital, to negotiate an end to the nuclear threat. All Carter could 
do, however, was gain Kim’s agreement to freeze North Korea’s ongoing nuclear 
program. The ransom paid for this deal was incredible: $4 billion for the con-
struction of two light-water nuclear power generators that would not yield 
weapons-grade plutonium, a free supply of oil for eight to ten years, and diplo-
matic relations with the United States and Japan. What did the United States 
receive in return? Only promises that North Korea would allow weapons inspec-
tions and shut down the reprocessing plant—a promise it also had made years 
earlier and then violated. The nation’s leaders kept the handful of weapons they 
already had while buying time to build more if they decided later to up the ante.

Kim Il Sung’s success with nuclear brinkmanship served his domestic 
interests in North Korea, where a protracted famine had left more than two 
million dead and spurred a worldwide relief effort.35 The nation’s Stalinist 

35For more on the causes of this crisis and faltering relief efforts, see Andrew W. Natsios, The Great 
North Korean Famine (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Institute of Peace, 2001).
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regime, like that of the defunct Soviet Union, was adept at building military 
hardware for export even as its civilian economy floundered. North Korean 
engineers had developed and launched a three-stage missile over Japan in 
1998—an expensive feat that promised to bolster Pyongyang’s share of the 
global market for ballistic missiles. Gaining nuclear technology and know-
how from a variety of unsavory arms dealers became a top priority for North 
Korean leaders.

Washington’s agreement with North Korea, however beneficial to both 
sides, failed to settle the nuclear standoff. Kim Jong Il, who came to power fol-
lowing the death of his father, renounced the agreement with Washington in 
2002, ejected international weapons inspectors, and vowed to withdraw from 
the NPT. The nation had enough fissionable material to build several nuclear 
bombs at the time of the freeze. Its breakout from the agreement would allow it 
to build several more bombs each year afterward. Kim raised the stakes further 
in 2006 by conducting an underground atomic bomb test that officially 
brought North Korea into the nuclear club. His latest act of nuclear brinkman-
ship led to a new agreement in 2007 that closely resembled that negotiated by 
Carter. Once again, North Korea agreed to dismantle its nuclear program in 
exchange for an array of economic benefits, including the suspension of UN-
sponsored sanctions that were increasingly damaging the country. This agree-
ment also proved short-lived, however, as North Korea detonated another 
nuclear device in May 2009.

Obama thus became the third American president to confront North Korea’s 
nuclear ambitions.36 His prospects, though, steadily worsened in 2010 as Kim 
Jong Il ordered a series of provocative actions that included the sinking of a 
South Korean naval vessel and the bombing of a South Korean island that pro-
duced an exchange of artillery fire between the two rivals. In December 2011, 
the heightened tensions coincided with Kim Jong Il’s death and the coming to 
power of his son, Kim Jong Un. Although little else was known about the “great 
successor,” as he was known, North Korean military leaders pledged their alle-
giance to him and dutifully applauded his stated intention to maintain the 
country’s “military-first” approach to South Korea.

Amid each of these power transitions North Korea maintained its status as 
one of the world’s most impoverished and repressive states. A 2011 report by 
the World Food Programme found one in three North Korean children to be 
malnourished and the entire population in dire need of emergency food aid. 
Meanwhile, the human rights group Freedom House aptly summarized the 
government’s mistreatment of its people: “Corruption is believed to be 
endemic at every level of the state. . . . All media outlets are run by the 
state. . . . Intense state indoctrination and repression preclude free exercise of 
religion as well as academic freedom. . . . Freedom of assembly is not 

36See Mike Chenoy, Meltdown: The Inside Story of North Korea’s Nuclear Crisis (New York: St. Martin’s, 
2009).
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recognized and there are no known associations or organizations other than 
those created by the state. . . . There is no freedom of movement, and forced 
resettlement is routine. . . . The economy remains both centrally controlled 
and grossly mismanaged.”37

Given Kim Jong Un’s sheltered life within the power structure of North 
Korea, few expected him to chart a new course for his enfeebled nation. Like his 
father and grandfather, the new leader was likely to maintain his government’s 
total control of its people, its contentious relationship with South Korea, and its 
deeply embedded distrust of the outside world. There was also little evidence he 
would depart from the nuclear brinkmanship that represented his only source 
of leverage against the United States and other foreign powers. Kim’s launching 
of a three-stage ballistic missile in April 2012, which threatened a recent U.S. 
pledge to provide food aid to North Korea, confirmed that he would maintain 
his predecessors’ hostile stance toward the outside world even if this cost the 
lives of his starving citizens.38 

Kim Jong Un continued his nuclear provocations by testing yet another 
nuclear explosive in February 2013, a move that triggered new UN condemna-
tions and sanctions. Six months later, North Korea restarted its nuclear reac-
tor in Yongbyon, violating its earlier promises. Even the Chinese government, 
North Korea’s most valued benefactor, grew weary of its ally’s nuclear brink-
manship. Beijing’s foreign minister announced that China was “strongly dis-
satisfied and resolutely opposed” to the test and urged Pyongyang to “stop any 
rhetoric or acts that could worsen situations and return to the right course of 
dialogue and consultation as soon as possible.”39 Xi Jinping signaled his dis-
may by visiting South Korea in July 2014 before making his government’s cus-
tomary stop in Pyongyang. Nurturing the bankrupt regime in North Korea 
had become a strategic liability to the PRC as well as an ongoing menace to the 
cause of nuclear nonproliferation. From Washington’s standpoint, China 
held the key to resolving this standoff once and for all.

Rethinking American Power

As we have seen, American foreign policy continues to reveal the persistence 
of a distinctive national style. Shaped by the rationalist thought of the 
Enlightenment era and its possibilities for democratic political order, the 
“first new nation” viewed the world through a distinct lens. From its per-
spective, the anarchic nation-state system need not be forever plagued by 

37Freedom House, “Freedom in the World, 2011: North Korea,” www.freedomhouse.org (accessed 
January 16, 2012).

38The failed test of this missile, which exploded shortly after liftoff, did not discourage the nation’s 
plans for nuclear testing.

39David Change and Jack Kim, “North Korean Nuclear Test Draws Anger, Including from China,” 
Reuters (February 12, 2013). 
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