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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines what criteria Presidents should use when considering the use 

of force to pursue the national interest.  The decision to commit troops is the most 

important decision a president makes because the cost is in the American treasure of both 

blood and capital.  The Powell Doctrine has guided Presidents since the 1990s and is still 

referred to by Presidential administrations.  More recently, the Mullen Doctrine has 

entered the current conversation as a potential guide for Presidential decisions on the use 

of force.  This study examines each doctrine, its origins, and then theoretically applies 

them in historical case studies, relative to the operational environments of the past 20 

years.   

The choice of doctrine depends largely on the President‟s assessment of the 

operational environment and thereby determines which doctrine is the best guide.  I argue 

that the Mullen Doctrine is the most relevant doctrine, given the current nature of 

conflict, and should be the predominant doctrine guiding the current administration.  This 

study shows the relationships between a President‟s overall worldview and potential for 

success or failure in military conflict.  Analysis of the significant wars that occurred 

during the last three completed Presidential administrations, and the current one in 

Afghanistan, provide the evidence for my thesis and suggests that the Mullen Doctrine is 

the most relevant doctrine for President Obama to use today. 

   

  



iv 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 Page 

TABLE OF CONTENTS ................................................................................................... iv 

LIST OF TABLES ...............................................................................................................v 

CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION .........................................................................................1 

Problem Statement .......................................................................................................... 1 

CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW ..............................................................................7 

The Powell Doctrine ....................................................................................................... 7 
Powell Doctrine Literature ............................................................................................ 11 

Two Schools of Thought ............................................................................................... 13 
The Mullen Doctrine ..................................................................................................... 15 

Mullen Doctrine Literature ........................................................................................... 20 

CHAPTER 3 POWELL DOCTRINE & MULLEN DOCTRINE COMPARISON ..........24 

Dimensions for Comparison ......................................................................................... 24 

Doctrine Comparison .................................................................................................... 27 

CHAPTER 4 ANALYSIS IN HISTORICAL CASES ......................................................31 

Introduction ................................................................................................................... 31 
President George H.W. Bush and the Gulf War ........................................................... 32 

President Clinton and the Kosovo War ......................................................................... 38 
President George W. Bush and the Iraq War ................................................................ 45 

President Obama and Afghanistan ................................................................................ 52 
Final Observations ........................................................................................................ 56 

CHAPTER 5 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS ......................................59 

Conclusions ................................................................................................................... 59 
Recommendations ......................................................................................................... 62 

BIBLIOGRAPHY ..............................................................................................................65 



v 

 

 LIST OF TABLES 

 Page 

TABLE 1: Standard Worldview Dimensions & Doctrine Relationships ..........................29 

TABLE 2: Standard Worldview Dimensions & Doctrine Relationships ..........................57 

TABLE 3: Case Study Dimension and Doctrine Relationships ........................................57 



 1 

CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

“Our GIs are not vassals or mercenaries.  They are the nation‟s sons and 

daughters.  We put their lives at risk only for worthy objectives.  If the duty of the 

soldier is to risk his life, the responsibility of his leaders is not to spend that life in 

vain.  In the post-Vietnam era, when I rose to a position where I had to 

recommend where to risk American lives, I never forgot that principle.” 

―Colin L. Powell, My American Journey 

 

“Success in these types of wars is iterative; it is not decisive.  There isn‟t 

going to be a single day when we stand up and say, that‟s it, it‟s over, we‟ve 

won.”   

―Admiral Mike Mullen, Kansas State University: Landon Lecture Series 

 

 

Problem Statement 

The question of when to commit a nation‟s military is the most important question 

that confronts a government.  At its essence, it is a decision of life and death.  America‟s 

treasure is its citizens, and our national leaders must carefully consider when to spend 

that treasure in war.  Since the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union, 

our nation‟s decision makers have used military forces in a variety of places, for a variety 

of reasons.  The rationale behind their decisions often depends on applying a “doctrine” 

to situations of national interest, such as the Weinberger, the Powell, the Clinton, the 

Bush, and most currently the Mullen doctrines.  All of these doctrines correspond with 

respective presidential administrations and a better understanding of these doctrines 

provides insight into why Presidents commit military force.  This study focuses on two of 

the more significant doctrines of the past 20 years- asking the question of whether the 

Powell or Mullen Doctrine should guide the decision to commit military forces today, 
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and arguably into the future.  This study uses historical analysis to compare the Powell 

and Mullen Doctrines and argues that the Mullen Doctrine is the more relevant doctrine 

for use in today‟s operating environment.   

During the Cold War, and throughout the end of the 20
th

 Century, the United 

States (U.S.) has used military force to pursue its national interest.  The Powell Doctrine 

has largely guided national leadership for the past 20 years of military commitments, and 

served as the predominant doctrine to guide policy on troop commitments.  The Mullen 

Doctrine is now gaining popularity among policy makers and analysts as the nation fights 

wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, and considers future conflict.  This study examines the 

elements, the origins, and the historical application in the respective operational 

environments in relation to both the Powell and Mullen Doctrines, providing insight into 

why one doctrine is more relevant than the other at this time.   

I argue that the Mullen Doctrine is the most relevant doctrine, given the current 

nature of conflict and should be the predominant doctrine guiding the current 

administration.  The choice of doctrine depends largely on the President‟s assessment of 

the operational environment and thereby determines which doctrine is the best guide.  

The Powell Doctrine applies best when the President deploys troops to fight in a 

symmetrical threat environment, whereas the Mullen Doctrine applies best when the 

President views the environment as persistent conflict.  The current operating 

environment and the operating environment of the near future suggest fighting 

unconventional threats in persistent conflict, signifying that the Mullen Doctrine is the 

more applicable doctrine today.   
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This study is significant for many reasons.  Currently, the U.S. finds itself in wars 

in both Afghanistan and Iraq.  Both wars have encouraged a national dialogue concerning 

where and when to commit military forces, as well as when to bring them home.  The 

U.S. will also likely find itself involved in future conflicts, relative to a unique operating 

environment, and must consider whether it is appropriate to commit troops.  It is 

important for policy makers to understand what past criteria were used to guide national 

leadership to make effective decisions.  Understanding the Powell Doctrine and the 

emerging Mullen Doctrine, in relation to the operating environment, provides insight into 

what criteria should be used today and in the future.   

The primary research question of this study is whether the Powell Doctrine or the 

Mullen Doctrine is a better guide for deciding to commit military force today?  To 

answer this question, this thesis examines historical cases that illuminate the elements 

contributing to each doctrine‟s success or failure.  The case studies illustrate the 

relationship between a President‟s overall worldview, the threat perception, and thus the 

appropriate doctrine to be applied.  The literature review in Chapter 2 begins with a 

discussion of the past and current arguments surrounding both doctrines.  It also 

introduces the school of thought associated with each doctrine and relates how those 

schools of thought shape the perception of the operational environment.  Chapter 3 

introduces the worldview dimensions that provide the framework for a closer 

examination and comparison of the two doctrines.  Chapter 4 analyzes the theoretical 

application of each doctrine in historical case studies.  Finally, Chapter 5 concludes by 

proposing that the Mullen Doctrine is the more applicable doctrine today and discusses 

future implications. 



 4 

This study relies on open source materials to determine the relevance of each 

doctrine.  Classified sources would not likely provide significant additional insight into 

application of the Powell or Mullen Doctrines, since much of the discussion on troop 

commitment is in the public record.  Moreover, both Powell‟s and Mullen‟s statements as 

recently published are sufficient to define their respective doctrines without the need to 

conduct personal interviews for validity of this study.   

This thesis considers the U.S.‟s military commitments since the advent of the 

Powell Doctrine.  My research uses the National Security Strategy (NSS) as the primary 

source to provide insight into each presidential administration.  The NSS, mandated by 

Congress in the Goldwater-Nichols Act of 1986, is the President‟s statement of how he 

plans to secure the United State‟s interests.  Within the NSS, the President defines the 

problems confronting the U.S. and explains how to solve each problem, often using the 

four instruments of national power- Diplomacy, Information, Military, and Economics.  

How each President defines the problems internationally, and his approach to solving 

them, allows the necessary deductions to determine each administration‟s overall 

worldview.  Each NSS is unique, yet there is also a consistency in their respective grand 

strategies.  In order to make the necessary deductions for this study, I look at each NSS 

holistically to better understand and classify each President.   

It is also important to note that each of these publications applies different 

definitions to important terms.  I use the following definitions in this paper.   
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Doctrine is understood to be “a statement of fundamental government policy 

especially in international relations… [or] a military principle or set of strategies.”
1
  This 

definition is acceptable for this research with the acknowledgement that government 

policy changes over time.  This caveat is important to note because policy changes are a 

result of the dynamic between our government institutions, our elected officials, and 

differing domestic and international realities.  As policy changes, it follows that doctrine 

also changes.  Indeed, this concept is at the root of the examination into the Powell and 

Mullen Doctrines.  Significant changes in U.S. foreign policy may change how the 

government employs military force.  Doctrine also relates to two other dimensions that 

help determine national foreign policy- the national interest and the operational 

environment. 

National interest is often referred to when discussing U.S. foreign policy and the 

decision to use military force.  I use Samuel Huntington‟s definition of national interest 

for this study.  He defined the “national interest as a public good of concern to all or most 

Americans; and a vital national interest was one that Americans are willing to expend 

blood and treasure to defend.”
2
  This definition subsumes the inherent debate among 

national leaders on judging security and material concerns with moral or ethical concerns, 

within the realm of national interest.  Huntington‟s definition also accounts for the 

                                                 
1
 Webster, Merriam. "Merriam Webster Free Dictionary," http://www.merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/doctrine ( accessed July10, 2010) 

2
 Samuel Huntington, "The Erosion of American National Interests," Foreign Affairs 76, no. 5 (1997): 28-

49.  

 

http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/doctrine
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/doctrine
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dynamic and changing perceptions of the American public of what they consider as vital 

to their interests.   

I use the term operational environment to describe and assess the international 

situation within which the U.S. interacts with other states and actors.  This is important 

when discussing military commitments because it provides the context that frames the 

foreign policy problems where doctrine is applied.  According to Joint Publication 3-0, 

the military generally defines the operational environment as “a composite of the 

conditions, circumstances, and influences that affect the employment of capabilities and 

bear on the decisions of the commander.”
 3

 This study uses the military definition at the 

national strategic policy level because it incorporates the elements critical to the 

Commander in Chief when making his foreign policy decisions.  The “conditions, 

circumstances, and influences” describes the situation and the actors involved on the 

international stage.  Identifying that there are situations “that affect the employment of 

capabilities,” establishes the relationship between the President‟s assessment of the 

situation and his response to it, with regard to the national interest.  

  

                                                 
3
 Joint Chiefs of Staff,  Joint Publication 3-0: Operation (Washington, D.C.: Department of Defense, 

2010), 22.  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This Literature Review meets three objectives.  First, it will define the Powell 

Doctrine and examine the past and current discussions on the applicability of the Powell 

Doctrine among academics, policy makers, and analysts.  Second, it describes the two 

schools of thought that influence each presidential administration.  Third, it defines the 

Mullen Doctrine and explores the current literature surrounding it.  As each doctrine is 

defined, a short examination of the backgrounds of both Powell and Mullen inform us on 

the genesis for the criteria used within each doctrine.  Their career biographies 

demonstrate the rationale and the context pertinent to each doctrine. 

The Powell Doctrine 

The Powell Doctrine is a list of nine questions that, if answered “yes,” suggest 

that it is advisable to commit military troops to a challenging international situation 

where the US has a national interest.  By answering “yes” to his nine questions, then, 

according to Powell and his adherents, military force will likely be successful in 

achieving the national interest.  Each one of his nine criteria deserves further 

examination. 

The first criterion questions if “a vital national security interest is threatened,” 

while the second criterion asks whether “we have a clear, attainable objective?”
4
  Both 

questions reflect lessons learned from Beirut and Vietnam.  In Beirut, Marines deployed 

                                                 
4
 Colin L. Powell, "U.S. Forces: Challenges Ahead," Foreign Affairs no. Winter (1992/93): 38.  
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to help stabilize internal conflicts there.  At the time, both Weinberger and Powell argued 

that there was not a direct threat to the U.S. and that the mission for the Marines was too 

vague.  During the Marine deployment, terrorists bombed U.S. barracks, killing 241 

Marines.  The Vietnam War and its aftermath shaped the context to their analysis of 

Beirut as well.  In their view, Vietnam lacked a clear, attainable objective for the military 

forces on the ground, resulting in a protracted 25-year war with over 58,000 U.S. deaths.  

Weinberger and Powell were casualties of the Vietnam Syndrome, like most of the nation 

at the time, and very leery of military commitments that might result in another 

exhausting war.  The Vietnam Syndrome, the Beirut tragedy, and his experiences with 

Weinberger, all emphasized for Powell the necessity to ensure military force is required 

in the first place, and if it is, then to make its objective and purpose very clear.   

The Powell Doctrine continues with three more related criteria to consider when 

committing troops.  The third criterion asks “have the risks and costs been fully and 

frankly analyzed?”  The fourth questions if “all other non-violent policy means been fully 

exhausted?”  While the fifth criterion asks “have the consequences of our action been 

fully considered?”
5
  These criteria are rooted in Powell‟s overall military experience.  

Powell‟s career as a leader where he lost soldiers in combat, impressed upon him the 

value of America‟s treasure in life, a unique perspective to those in the military 

profession.  This experience and his exposure to the policy making process and the use of 

the other instruments of national power, reinforced the importance of minimizing the loss 

of life inherent in war.  Powell also feared that “the public and politicians had only seen 

sanitized versions of war” and did not appreciate the gravity and consequence when the 

                                                 
5
 Colin L. Powell, "U.S. Forces: Challenges Ahead," Foreign Affairs no. Winter (1992/93): 38. 
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military is put in harm‟s way.
6
  These three criteria ensure that those politicians that do 

not have to die in war, think before committing those that do die in war. 

The sixth criterion asks if there is “a plausible exit strategy to avoid endless 

entanglements?”  Powell‟s experience and assessment of the Vietnam War warned him of 

the potential for mission creep, the increasing escalation of cost in life and dollar.  

Charles Krauthammer, in a commentary to the Washington Post in 2001, explained one 

of Colin Powell‟s lessons from Vietnam with respect to escalation and the idea of 

proportionality.  He conjectured that a young Major Powell learned that when a military 

responds proportionally, one allows the enemy to set the limits giving him the initiative, 

resulting in thousands of deaths in the long and lost war in Vietnam.
7
  This lesson, rooted 

in the military principle of initiative and his Vietnam experience, taught Powell that 

escalation does not work. 

The seventh and eighth criteria deal with support for the war.  The seventh 

criterion asks “is the action supported by the American people,” while the eighth criterion 

questions if “we have genuine broad international support?”  During Vietnam, Powell 

witnessed how the American people can negatively influence the military‟s ability to 

fight effectively.  Powell understood, as Clausewitz submitted a century earlier, that a 

government‟s ability to conduct war is dependent on the public will.
8
  When the public‟s 

                                                 

6
 Christopher D. O‟Sullivan, Colin Powell: American Power and Intervention from Vietnam to Iraq 

(Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2009), 92. 

7
 Charles Krauthammer, "What Happened to the Powell Doctrine?" The Washington Post, April 20, 2001. 

8
 Carl von Clausewitz, On War, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989). 
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desire decreases, so does the ability to wage war.  Powell also viewed international 

support as a combat multiplier, and essential to the successful use of force. 

Finally, Powell‟s ninth criterion asks, “do we have overwhelming force?”  

Answering “yes” to this question increases the military‟s probability for success.  As a 

professional soldier and student of war, Powell understood that military success largely 

depends on adhering to the accepted principles of war.  One essential principle is to mass 

combat power.  Massing combat power equates to providing “overwhelming force” and 

means providing enough personnel, equipment, and force enablers to advantageously 

influence the enemy‟s center of gravity.  Powell completes his doctrine by ensuring that 

the military has the assets available to accomplish the military objective. 

The Powell Doctrine is a manifestation of Powell‟s military and political 

experiences from 40 years of service.  Powell believed in the use of military force, but 

very cautiously.  During his Senate confirmation hearings in 1989 for Chairman of the 

Joint Chiefs, when asked about applying the Weinberger criteria, he responded that he 

never saw “them as a series of steps each one of which must be met before… [I] 

recommend the use of military force.”  He went on to say that “there is no hesitancy to 

use the armed forces as a political instrument when the mission is clear and when it is 

something that has been carefully thought out…”
9
  Although he says he did not see his 

criteria as a “series of steps,” the application of the criteria imply a sequential list to 

follow before applying force.  If one of the criteria is not met, then there would be no 

need to move on to the next.  Overall, the Powell Doctrine‟s genesis is the Weinberger 

                                                 

9
 Bob Woodward, The Commanders, (New York: Pocket Books, 1991), 90. 
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Doctrine criteria, complemented by Powell‟s insight, created in the crucible of the Cold 

War period.  In this context, the Powell Doctrine ultimately urges restraint when 

considering the use of military force.   

 

Powell Doctrine Literature 

In his autobiography, My American Journey, Colin L. Powell remembers a day in 

1967 when he was a student at the Command and General Staff College in Fort 

Leavenworth, Kansas that influenced his mindset.  Major Powell realized that he was 

“only a student answering a hypothetical problem, and any casualties were only on paper.  

A time would come when my advice and decisions would be paid for in real lives.  And 

when that day came, I would not change my approach.  For me, it comes down simply to 

Stop, Look, Listen- then strike hard and fast with all the power you need.”
10

  This 

statement summarizes Powell‟s approach to use military force, now codified as the 

Powell Doctrine.  Powell‟s autobiography provides valuable lessons in leadership, the 

military, government, and life in general.  In writing his story, Powell also provides 

insight and background essential to understanding the Powell Doctrine.  This study relies 

on Powell‟s own words and personal analysis, but complements it with biographies from 

Karen DeYoung and Christopher D. O‟Sullivan that add more objective perspectives. 

Colin Powell, per se, did not intend to formulate a formal doctrine of when to 

commit military force.  Rather he developed key principles that he used when advising 

the President and the National Security Council throughout his various leadership 

positions at the highest levels of government.  In his article “US Forces: Challenges 

                                                 
10

 Colin L. Powell, My American Journey, (New York: Random House Inc., 1995), 126. 
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Ahead” published in the journal Foreign Affairs in 1992-1993, Chairman of the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff Powell outlined his principles, revealing what advice he gave as the 

nation‟s senior military advisor.  The substance of this article is the basis for the Powell 

Doctrine.   

The Powell Doctrine was actually in use guiding policy before it became part of 

policy lexicon.  Its roots lay in the Weinberger Doctrine as espoused by Secretary of 

Defense Casper Weinberger in a speech given in 1984.  As Secretary Weinberger‟s 

military assistant, Major General Powell was largely influenced by his boss‟s view of 

when to use military force.  Weinberger‟s Doctrine created a debate of when and how to 

use the military among the policy-makers, even within the same presidential 

administration.  President Reagan‟s Secretary of State, George Shultz, voiced an 

opposing view of when to use the military.  Secretaries Weinberger and Shultz 

represented two different views of the military as a government instrument of power. 

George Shultz, as Secretary of State and lead diplomat, saw Weinberger‟s 

doctrine as too restrictive and said as much in public.  Although agreeing in general to 

Weinberger using criteria as a guide, Shultz felt that Weinberger‟s checklist, if strictly 

followed, would preclude the US from acting in “hard to win” situations.  He also felt 

that by following the guidelines, the reluctance to use military force would contribute to a 

reduction in American influence internationally as well as create a trust deficit with 

vulnerable allies dependent on US military assistance.
11

  The Weinberger and Shultz 

argument illustrates two different schools of thought when considering the use of force. 

 

                                                 
11

 George P. Schultz, A Steady State for American Foreign Policy. Washington, D.C.: U.S. State 

Department, 1984. 
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Two Schools of Thought 

The first school of thought was characterized as the “all or nothing” approach.  

Powell succinctly summarized his doctrine when he asked, “Is the national interest at 

stake?  If the answer is yes, go in, and go in to win.  Otherwise, stay out.”
12

  General 

Powell, believed that once the political decision is made to commit force (after meeting 

his initial doctrine criteria), then go with mass force for a complete victory (meeting his 

final doctrine criteria).  Only under these circumstances, should the U.S. spend its 

treasure.   

The second school of thought was often characterized as the “limited war” 

approach to military use.  This school of thought, as Shultz originally argued, became 

popular during the Clinton administration.  President Clinton sought a grand strategy of 

engagement and enlargement for the U.S. throughout the world.  He considered the 

military as one of the tools to execute that strategy.  His Secretary of State, Madeline 

Albright, summed up this new approach when she famously said to General Powell in a 

meeting, “What‟s the point of having this superb military you‟re always talking about if 

we can‟t use it?”
13

  In this terse statement, Secretary Albright reflected the ideological 

transition between administrations from an “all or nothing” use of military force to a 

“limited war” approach. 

Powell himself defended his doctrine in an article entitled “U.S. Forces: 

Challenges Ahead” in Foreign Affairs, expressing skepticism when experts say that 

limited attacks can meet the objective because it, according to Powell, usually results in 

slow escalation and that “history has not been kind to this approach to war making.  In 

                                                 
12

 Colin L. Powell, My American Journey, (New York: Random House Inc., 1995), 126. 
13

 Lawrence J. Korb, "The use of Force,” The Brookings Review no. Spring (1997): 24. 
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fact, this approach has been tragic.”
14

  Powell‟s views reflect a dominant Cold War, bi-

polar world order perception with a clear distinction between a nation‟s state of war and 

peace, where the world order was organized and symmetrical in nature. 

Max Boot, in his book The Savage Wars of Peace, posits that the U.S. has been 

involved in “limited” small wars throughout history more than in the traditional, large 

conventional wars where the distinction between war and peace is obvious (such as the 

Civil War and the two World Wars).  Boot argues that American history illustrates that 

military force, since before even the Indian Wars, was successfully used with limited 

national objectives.  He also refers to the “all or nothing” and “limited war” schools of 

thoughts as either “isolationist” or “interventionist.”  According to Boot, isolationists are 

“self styled realists [who] want U.S. forces to keep their powder dry until North Korea 

invades the South, Saddam Hussein makes another lunge for Kuwait, or China goes for 

Taiwan…. Ignore two-alarm fires, the „realists‟ and isolationists advise, and await the 

five-alarm blaze that may (or may not) come.”
15

  Isolationists fall into the “all or nothing” 

school of thought, according to Boot, which is generally associated with the Powell 

Doctrine.   

Boot acknowledges that the U.S. is in a unique position as the world‟s only state 

able to intervene to stop humanitarian and other significant crisis internationally.
16

  Boot 

offers a caveat with his tempered realization that resources for frequent intervention are 

limited and decisions to intervene should depend on a case-by-case basis.  Given this 

                                                 
14

 Peter Maass, "Paying for the Powell Doctrine," Dissent, no. Winter (2002): 51. 
15

 Max Boot, The Savage Wars of Peace: Small Wars and the Rise of American Power, (New York: Perseus 

Books, 2002), 348-349. 
16

 Ibid, 350. 
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caveat, Boot recognizes that U.S Presidents must be engaged internationally, but the 

degree of international engagement depends on factors unique to the time and situation.  

The debate today over the Powell Doctrine‟s relevance continues along these two 

lines of thought- the “all or nothing” and isolationist school, or the “limited war” and 

interventionist school.  From this point on, this study will refer to the “all or nothing” 

school of thought as the internationalist school, and the “limited war” school as the 

interventionist school.
17

  Whereas the Powell Doctrine represents the “internationalist” 

perspective, the Mullen Doctrine tends to reflect the “interventionist” argument.  The 

interventionist school of thought is explored further as we now examine the Mullen 

Doctrine. 

 

The Mullen Doctrine 

The Mullen Doctrine promotes a more aggressive use of the military in 

comparison to the Powell Doctrine.  This study defines the Mullen Doctrine as the 

proactive use of military force, in concert with all of the instruments of national power, to 

conduct U.S. foreign policy.  Admiral Mike Mullen, the current Chairman of the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff, gave a speech at Kansas State University on March 3
rd

, 2010 where he 

said that he has come to “three conclusions- three principles- about the proper use of 

modern military forces.”  These principles essentially propose an interventionist use of 

the military where it may be used first as a diplomatic tool, is used only in a principled 

                                                 
17

 The term “internationalist” better reflects the behavior of Presidents since World War II, than the term 

“isolationist” as Boot used.  Although Boot did not intend to use “isolationist” to imply that U.S. Presidents 

are not engaged internationally, the modern use of that term suggests exactly that.  The term 

“internationalist” acknowledges that every U.S. President is inherently engaged internationally and is 

concerned with events beyond U.S. borders, without suggesting an overtly active foreign policy as the term 

“interventionist” does.  
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and precise way, and that the relationship between the policy and strategy should be in 

constant review.
18

  This section details the Mullen Doctrine using Admiral Mullen‟s 

recent speech and the remarks from some of his key staff members. 

Admiral Mullen‟s speech at Kansas State University outlined three principles of 

his doctrine.  During his speech, Admiral Mullen submitted that the military is the only 

instrument of national power (Diplomatic, Information, Military, and Economic- DIME) 

with the ability to quickly secure the national interest.  During his speech, he suggested 

that the military may necessarily be the first diplomatic tool used, but also maintained 

that it should only be used in a principled and precise way.  These two ideas represent his 

first two doctrine principles.  He concluded his speech with his final principle, stressing 

the importance of continuous evaluation of the relationship between the policy and 

strategy.  All three principles deserve closer examination. 

The first principle is that “military power, should not- maybe cannot- be the last 

resort of the state.”  In this initial principle, Admiral Mullen reflects an interventionist 

perspective in the use of the military.  Admiral Mullen believes in the proactive use of 

military force in the conduct of foreign policy:  “military forces are some of the most 

flexible and adaptable tools to policymakers.  We can, merely by our presence, help alter 

certain behavior.”
19

  Admiral Mullen viewed the military not as a distinct instrument of 

national power and defense, but one that works in concert with the diplomatic, 

informational, and economic elements as well.  Admiral Mullen‟s perspective is rooted in 

                                                 
18

 Mike Mullen, The Proper use of the Military, Landon Lecture Series, (Manhattan, KS: Kansas State 

University, 2010). 
19

 Ibid. 
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his time in the Navy, and his background helps provide context to each of the three 

principles.   

Admiral Mullen‟s experience as a senior leader in the Navy included 

responsibilities where he was executing operational and strategic missions while pursuing 

the national interest.  Throughout the conduct of his missions in Europe, the 

Mediterranean, and Southwest Asia, Mullen essentially acted as a diplomat, worked 

toward shaping the information environment and international perceptions, and impacted 

foreign economies.  From Mullen‟s experience and perspective, the instrument of 

military power included, and even worked best when used in concert with, all the 

elements of national power.  This principle was borne out through his years of experience 

in the Navy. 

The second principle of the Mullen Doctrine defines how force is used.  Mullen 

argued that “force should, to the maximum extent possible, be applied in a precise and 

principled way.”
20

  This principle tempers the liberal use of force suggested in the first 

principle by narrowing how it is used.  He acknowledged that using the military comes 

with a cost, paid in life and money.  Mullen used the example of the current 

counterinsurgency (COIN) fight in Afghanistan, suggesting that by focusing on the 

“people‟s success, less is really more.”
21

  Counterinsurgency is a strategy that focuses on 

the civilian population by influencing key elements of that society, in order to develop 

legitimate governance.  Essentially, Mullen argued that when the people are secure and 

content, the overall cost in life, manpower, and money is reduced in the long run. 
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This principle of precise use of force is rooted in Admiral Mullen‟s experiences 

serving at senior levels during President Clinton‟s administration.  During Clinton‟s 

administration, military deployments across the world increased 300 percent, while 

overall troop strength decreased by 34 percent.
22

  Admiral Mullen operated in an 

environment where his missions were increasing but his resources were diminishing.  In 

order to be effective in this environment, he learned to do more with less.  Admiral 

Mullen had to be precise in his methods to get the most “bang for his buck.” 

Admiral Mullen‟s experience as the senior commander and manager of the U.S. 

military forces during the Global War on Terror also contributed to the formulation of 

this second principle.  As the Chairman, he has accepted, and promoted, the American 

COIN strategy as the best way to fight in the operating environments of Afghanistan and 

Iraq.  His responsibilities also demand that he look at the ability to resource and pay for 

these operations.  Applying force in an efficient way, while also complementing the 

nation‟s diplomatic, information, and economic efforts, is in the best overall interest of 

the nation and is his responsibility as the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.  Admiral 

Mullen operates in a resource constrained environment where this responsibility as the 

Chairman is even more acute.   

Finally, Admiral Mullen posited that “policy and strategy should constantly 

struggle with one another.”
23

  He went on to say that the military must have a clear 

strategy to guide operations, but that when the situation changes, the strategy will 

necessarily evolve.  In his third principle, Admiral Mullen actually acknowledges an 
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existing and accepted concept from Clausewitz, more than creating a hard rule.  Admiral 

Mullen includes this principle in his doctrine based on his professional knowledge and 

study into the theories and conduct of war.   

Throughout a distinguished career, Admiral Mullen received advanced education 

in warfare, strategy, and history.  Service in the military profession demands continuous 

study to ensure the nation‟s military institution will always secure the nation and its 

interests.  The Chairman serves as the president‟s senior military advisor and must 

understand the relationship between policy and execution.  Admiral Mullen accepted 

Clausewitz‟s theory that war is an extension of politics.  Strategy translates policy into 

military action.
24

  Admiral Mullen served as a bridge between our policy makers and the 

military instrument of national power.  In his capacity as Chairman, Admiral Mullen 

balanced the demands of policy with the capabilities and limitations of the military.  That 

balancing act is the “struggle” that Mullen referred to and it represents the dynamic 

relationship between policy, strategy, and action, all within the context of the operating 

environment. 

Admiral Mullen‟s coming of age in the military and in the political halls in 

Washington D.C. occurred during Presidents Clinton and George W. Bush‟s terms when 

military deployments increased with a more expeditionary force.  Admiral Mullen‟s naval 

background also suggests a unique perspective regarding the use of military force.  One 

of the critical Navy missions is force projection throughout the world and it is 

expeditionary in nature.  As a member of the surface fleet, Mullen‟s mission was to 

execute Navy missions around the globe in support of the national interest.  This involved 
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working with the security forces, governments, and navies of many other states.  Admiral 

Mullen‟s experience was engaged in international diplomacy throughout his entire career, 

especially during a time when the Navy and the U.S. had freedom of movement and 

maneuver as the world‟s only superpower.  This experience forms the lens  through 

which Admiral Mullen views the use of military force in securing the national interest 

and it is the basis for the Mullen Doctrine. 

 

Mullen Doctrine Literature 

The interventionist perspective shapes the current dialogue, reflected in the 

discourse surrounding the emerging “Mullen Doctrine.”  This new doctrine is receiving 

consideration among policy makers, journalists, and academics as well.  To examine the 

Mullen Doctrine we must look to both past and present conversations in literature. 

Although a bit premature to assume that the Mullen Doctrine is used by the 

current administration, the doctrine deserves consideration because it continues the 

internationalist versus interventionist arguments.  The current literature also embodies the 

Weinberger/Shultz debates of the 1980s and the debates over force during the President 

Clinton years.  Ironically, the Mullen Doctrine can trace its roots back to a Mullen 

predecessor in 1998, General Hugh Shelton.  General Shelton served as the Chairman of 

the Joint Chiefs of Staff from 1997 to 2001 during President Clinton‟s administration.  

During the time he was advising the President, the Pentagon developed its vision for the 

future in Joint Vision 2010.   

General Shelton‟s future vision was congruent with the administration‟s 

worldview then, as Admiral Mullen‟s vision in 2010 is congruent with President 
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Obama‟s worldview now as expressed in the National Security Strategy 2010.  As early 

as 1999, during General Shelton‟s tenure as Chairman, in his article Policing Utopia: the 

Military Imperatives of Globalization, author Andrew J. Bacevich explained Clinton‟s 

view on the use of the military as one where instead of “simply responding to crisis, it 

will anticipate crisis.  Henceforth, the American military establishment will assert itself 

proactively to „shape‟ the international environment.”
25

  This reflects the liberal use of 

military force as argued by George Shultz 15 years earlier, and argued now in the Mullen 

Doctrine 10 years later. 

Although the Mullen Doctrine has not undergone as much critique as the Powell 

Doctrine, Mullen‟s speech solicited commentary citing it as a new doctrine on the use of 

military force, especially in the wake of President Obama‟s new administration.  Most of 

the literature makes immediate comparison with the Powell Doctrine.  Some of the more 

significant initial criticisms of the Mullen Doctrine come from two of Mullen‟s 

underlying assumptions.  The first criticism is that Mullen assumes that the American 

public supports enduring limited warfare as a fact of American life.  Although predating 

Mullen‟s speech, Michael Lind suggests otherwise in an article published in the 

Financial Times in 2006, which states- “Weary with the inconclusive war on two fronts, 

the American people, in the absence of a further big terrorist attack or some other 

galvanizing shock, are unlikely to support further large-scale military interventions for 

years to come.”
26

 Robert Haddick, an editor for the Small Wars Journal, a few days after 

Mullen‟s speech, also questions Mullen‟s assumption that we are in a “permanent state of 
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war.”
27

  This assumption depends on the national leadership‟s perception of the 

operational environment of today and the future, that it  is currently one of persistent 

conflict.   

The current dialogue surrounding the Powell and Mullen doctrines relate to how 

the President assesses the operating environment.  Powell and Mullen view the world in 

different ways as a result of their experiences in the military, in government, and their 

understanding of the world today.  The discussion surrounding their respective doctrines 

illustrates some of the important considerations for the President when deciding whether 

or not to use military force.
28

  These considerations help determine which doctrine to 

apply, given the operational environment, to succeed in pursuing the national interest.  

I now turn to an examination of these relationships by identifying the critical 

dimensions to analyze and review them in several case studies.  In the following two 

chapters, each doctrine is examined and is applied to a historical example of significant 

military involvement in each presidential administration, within the past 20 years.  None 

of the presidential administrations in this study directly referred to applying the Powell or 

Mullen Doctrine when making their decisions to commit force, so this study theoretically 

applies each doctrine retroactively to the past case studies.  Chapter 3 explores three 

dimensions that can be used to describe a President‟s overall worldview.  Chapter 4 

analyzes the doctrines relative to cases in history.  The case studies examined are 

President George H.W. Bush in the Gulf War, President Clinton in Kosovo, and President 
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George W. Bush in Iraq.  I also analyze President Obama‟s current use of force in 

Afghanistan, recognizing that it is an ongoing operation and the outcome is yet to be 

determined.   

Once insights are derived from historical case studies and theoretical applications 

of the Powell and Mullen Doctrines, the study examines commonalities between the 

dimensions of presidential worldviews and doctrine criteria, which may indicate success 

or failure in war.  The study concludes with a discussion of these dimensions with 

relation to the Powell and Mullen Doctrines.  Analysis of the relationships between the 

dimensions and the case studies, answers whether the Powell or Mullen doctrine is the 

most relevant doctrine to guide decisions on future military commitments. 
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CHAPTER 3 

POWELL DOCTRINE & MULLEN DOCTRINE COMPARISON 

Dimensions for Comparison  

This section explores the doctrines by examining each case study‟s presidential 

administration using three key dimensions- the individual‟s original frame of reference 

paradigm, its general approach in pursuing the national interest, and how each perceived 

the operational environment.  Each dimension adds to the analysis by providing a 

framework for comparison of each doctrine, as well as each President in the case studies.  

Taking all three dimensions together also describes the President‟s overall worldview.
29

 

The first dimension used is the “Paradigm” that frames thoughts and decisions; 

essentially, it is how each decision maker views the role of the U.S. in international 

relations.  As discussed earlier, the two primary schools of thought, or paradigms, are the 

internationalist and interventionist schools.  Internationalists generally believe that the 

U.S. should only involve itself militarily when U.S. security is threatened, normally a 

reactive approach to international relations.  The second paradigm is the interventionist 

school of thought.  Interventionists generally believe the US should proactively use the 

military to pursue the national interest.  This study evaluates and classifies the 

“paradigm” dimension for each doctrine and within each presidential administration as 

either internationalist or interventionist. 
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The second dimension used is the “Approach to National Interest,” which is the 

method each decision maker uses when determining “how” to pursue the national 

interest, labeled as either narrow or broad.  Earlier, we defined the term “national 

interest” using Samuel Huntington‟s definition to show that each decision maker 

develops a unique understanding of what they believe is the “national interest.”  This 

unique understanding relates to which paradigm is used as the frame of reference relative 

to each presidential administration.  An internationalist decision maker generally pursues 

the national interest in a narrow way, restricting their definition of the national interest in 

terms of security; this usually results in hard power methods such as military force.
30

  

Interventionists, on the other hand, define the national interest more broadly.  

Interventionists pursue the national interest using a variety of ways, often emphasizing 

soft power methods found in the diplomatic, informational, and economic instruments of 

national power.
31

   

The third dimension is the “Operational Environment Perception,” defined as how 

each decision maker perceives the international conditions, factors, and dynamic 

relationships that influence the U.S. national interest.  This study earlier defined the 

operational environment as “a composite of the conditions, circumstances, and influences 

that affect the employment of capabilities and bear on the decisions of the commander.”
32

  

Each decision maker, the commander in the definition, normally perceives conditions and 
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circumstances according to their original paradigm.  An internationalist generally 

considers the operational environment in a conventional war or traditional context.  

Conventional war is symmetric in character, with a proclaimed and identified enemy.  

Conventional war specifies who the threat to the state is, and is generally a more “black 

and white” view of the operating environment where the state is the primary actor and the 

international environment is structured according to the symmetry associated with the 

“state” being dominate.  Interventionists, on the other hand, have a more nuanced 

perception of the operational environment.  Interventionists still consider the state‟s 

survival when assessing the environment, but they also look beyond existential threats 

and consider lesser threats and things that affect the U.S.‟s position internationally.  They 

consider these other threats more as obstacles, less than pure security, to the pursuit of the 

national interest, often illustrated as threats from non-state actors.  An operational 

environment where there is constant resistance to U.S. interests is currently referred to as 

one of persistent conflict.
33

  

These three dimensions provide the framework to analyze both the Powell and 

Mullen Doctrines.  Each doctrine‟s criteria provide evidence to classify the doctrine with 

respect to each dimension (Paradigm, National Interest Approach, and Operational 

Environment Perception).  For the dimension “Paradigm,” each doctrine is classified as 

either internationalist or interventionist.  For the dimension “Approach to National 
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Interest,” each doctrine is classified as either narrow or broad.  For the dimension of 

“Operational Environment Perception,” each doctrine is labeled as either symmetrical 

war or persistent conflict.  This logic for classification will also carry into the historical 

case study analysis in the following chapter.  It is important to note that the dimensions 

are labeled, but are not judged as right or wrong.  Further analysis includes examining the 

relationship between the dimensions themselves to determine congruence and coherence.  

Any inconsistencies outside of this baseline classification in subsequent analysis may 

relate to the overall success and/or failure of each doctrine in the case studies, where 

judgment is made.  This analysis provides insight into the relevance of one doctrine over 

the other. 

Doctrine Comparison 

The first dimension for comparison is “Paradigm” and has already received 

significant examination in this paper.  The Powell Doctrine is an internationalist 

paradigm in that it is generally reactive and restrictive in its use of force.  Several of 

Powell‟s criteria make it difficult to quickly and easily commit military force.  Powell‟s 

first tenet asks if a “vital national interest is threatened” and his fourth tenet demands that 

“all other non-violent means have been exhausted.”  Meeting these two criteria prohibits 

quick use of the military, as they demand specificity in defining “vital” as well as a 

significant amount of time and resources expended before committing force.  The Mullen 

Doctrine, on the other hand, is an interventionist paradigm, as previously discussed.  

Mullen‟s first principle says that the military is often the first and best resort to use when 

pursuing the national interest.  This results in a more proactive use of the military, 

contradicting Powell‟s reactive use of force.   
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The second dimension is each doctrine‟s “Approach to the National Interest.”  

The Powell Doctrine uses a narrow approach when pursuing the national interest.  

Powell‟s first criterion (vital national interest), second (clear and attainable objective), 

fourth (all other policy means exhausted), and fifth (exit strategy) all narrow the 

situations where the use of force is appropriate.  In contrast, Mullen‟s first principle 

accepts the use of force in a variety of ways for a broad range of reasons.  Mullen states 

that the military can, and should be, used to deter the enemy, to bolster allies, to gather 

intelligence and to act in response to a crisis.
34

  All of these use the military in efforts that 

are not directly related to state security interests.  The Mullen Doctrine uses a broad 

approach in how it pursues the national interest. 

The third dimension used to compare the doctrines is the “Operational 

Environment Perception.”  Powell‟s experience in Vietnam and throughout the Cold War, 

suggests a symmetrical war perspective on the operational environment.  In order to meet 

each of his criteria, it demands that a threat is identified and an enemy declared.  

Criterion two demands a clear objective; inherent in which demands a well defined 

enemy.  Criterion three asks if all costs and risks were analyzed; which also implies a 

clearly defined enemy in which to compare the cost and risk involved.  Powell‟s criteria 

assume a symmetrical war environment where the enemy is proclaimed and clearly 

identified.  Criterion four (all other non-violent means exhausted) and nine 

(overwhelming force) both suggest that the military is the most dominate and capable 

instrument of national power in a symmetrical war operational environment.  Powell‟s 
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doctrine assumes that the military is the best tool to use in a symmetrical war 

environment.     

Mullen views the operational environment as one of persistent conflict.  He 

describes the environment as “more fluid and complex than ever before” with both state 

and non-state actors.  Mullen continues to say that the battlefield is not necessarily tied to 

geography, but occurs in the minds of people.  Within this environment, he describes war 

as iterative and not decisive.
35

  The Mullen Doctrine principles all work well within an 

operational environment of persistent conflict because his principles are flexible and 

work well in an “unstructured” environment.  Mullen‟s perception of the operational 

environment is very different than Powell‟s, illustrating how each dimension influences 

the reason behind each doctrine‟s tenets.  The classifications within each dimension show 

the logical relationship between the dimensions. 

Table 1 summarizes the comparison between the dimensions for each doctrine 

and establishes a base, standard relationship between each dimension: 

 

Table 1: Standard Worldview Dimensions & Doctrine Relationships 

WORLDVIEW DIMENSIONS POWELL DOCTRINE MULLEN DOCTRINE 

PARADIGM INTERNATIONALIST INTERVENTIONIST 

APPROACH TO NATIONAL 

INTEREST 

NARROW BROAD 

PERCEPTION OF OPERATIONAL 

ENVIRONMENT 

SYMMETRICAL WAR PERSISTENT CONFLICT 
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The table reflects the logical and coherent relationship between the three 

dimensions.  It serves as the baseline standard from which to analyze each presidential 

administration‟s commitment of troops in conflict using either the Powell or Mullen 

Doctrines.  The study now examines the use of military force within each administration 

to show any relationship between a president‟s overall worldview, as described by the 

three dimensions, and the  application of the Powell and Mullen Doctrines.  Examining 

this relationship will provide insight into whether a logical coherence between the 

president‟s worldview and doctrine application suggest military success or failure. 
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CHAPTER 4 

ANALYSIS IN HISTORICAL CASES 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I examine each president‟s decision to commit the military with 

respect to the three dimensions described above and the actual troop deployments within 

each presidential administration of the past 20 years.  Each case study includes analysis 

of each doctrine if theoretically applied retroactively by each President.
36

  Beginning with 

President George H.W. Bush‟s administration from 1989 to 1993, the study classifies 

President Bush according to the three dimensions and then applies the Powell and Mullen 

Doctrines to the Persian Gulf War.  The study then proceeds with President Clinton and 

his administration, serving from 1993 to 2001, and examines the Kosovo War.  The next 

case study is of President George W. Bush and his decision to commit troops in 

Operation Iraqi Freedom in 2003.  The final case study considers President Obama‟s 

current war in Afghanistan.  Each war was chosen because it was the largest conflict with 

regard to the number of troops committed for the given administration. 

Each case study classifies each President according to the three dimensions and 

then examines doctrine application.  For the sake of brevity and to simplify the depth of 

analysis for each administration‟s decision-making process, this study depends on a 

general historical analysis as evidence for each administration‟s rationale for war.  The 

study also relies heavily on the National Security Strategies (NSS) published by each 
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administration because it provides a consistent, codified way to relate the operational 

environments of the various administrations over 20 years.  Mandated by law, the NSS 

reflects how each President sees the international environment and the US‟s involvement 

within the international environment.  Taken holistically, it also provides insight into how 

each President approaches international relations in his grand strategy according to the 

three dimensions described above.  This study depends largely on the published NSS 

preceding each war, based on the assumption that the most recent NSS reflects the most 

accurate presidential perceptions and environmental context for analyzing presidential 

decisions for war.  Analysis of the NSS requires me to make some subjective inferences 

about each President.  Whenever possible, I cite other sources to justify my dimension 

classification.  The past 20 years, since the end of the Cold War, have seen three 

complete presidential administrations, which we now further analyze. 

 

President George H.W. Bush and the Gulf War 

President George H. W. Bush became the 41
st
 President of the United States in 

January 1989.  His inauguration served as the culmination of many years of service in the 

government, beginning with military service as a Navy pilot in World War II and 

continuing with political service as a congressman, an ambassador, as the Director of the 

Central Intelligence Agency, and as President Reagan‟s Vice President.  This experience 

in public life throughout World War II and the Cold War shaped his overall worldview 

and approach in how to best secure the national interest.  President Bush is classified as 

an internationalist who uses a narrow approach to secure the national interest, within a 

symmetrical war operational context.   
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President Bush is classified as an internationalist because his foreign policy was 

mostly reactive in nature and dependent on military force, as indicated in his National 

Security Strategy of March 1990.  Although it is inherent that any NSS promotes 

engagement because of its necessity to explain U.S. grand strategy internationally, 

President Bush‟s NSS reflected a reactive use of military force as well as a dependency 

on the military as the primary tool of national power.  In the first chapter of the NSS, 

President Bush prioritized the national interest, with the number one priority as securing 

the nation‟s survival.  His second priority was a “healthy and growing U.S. economy.”  

The third and fourth priorities are a stable world that fosters democracy and to have 

strong relations with allies and friendly nations.
37

  The first two priorities reflect an 

inward and internationalist focus, suggesting international action only when domestic 

interests are threatened.  The final two priorities promote engagement abroad, but do so 

relatively benignly.  The NSS encourages the promotion of democracy and the 

strengthening of allied relationships, but is benign because it does so using already 

established structures and existing relationships, it does not promote any new initiatives.  

Although some evidence can be presented to the contrary, looking at President Bush‟s 

NSS holistically, this study classifies him as internationalist. 

President Bush used a narrow approach to define the national interest, which 

follows the expected pattern associated with an internationalist perspective.  His NSS 

again relies heavily on hard power methods to execute his foreign policy, primarily with 

the military.  Throughout the chapters of his NSS, President Bush explains his strategy 

both regionally and by method.  Regionally, his primary tool of influence is the hard 
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power found in the military.  He relies on the military to either physically contain 

communism or to deter conflict in third world nations.  This theme permeates his 

strategic methods as well, reflected in the methods of using “arms control…deterring 

nuclear war…deterring conventional war… [and even deterring] drug trafficking.”
38

  

Although the objectives are broad, the military and associated hard power instruments are 

the first methods President Bush used to execute his strategy.  Again, a holistic 

examination of the NSS suggests a rather narrow approach to the pursuit of the national 

interest, depending largely on hard power methods. 

Finally, President Bush considered the operational environment in the context of 

symmetrical war.  During Bush‟s presidency, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 

(U.S.S.R.) was still the only global superpower at conflict with the U.S. in the Cold War.  

Any potential military engagement was considered within the context of potential 

military engagement with the U.S.S.R.  Although limited engagements and small wars 

did occur, the context of the Cold War demanded that conflict was closely managed by 

the U.S. and U.S.S.R. to prevent escalation into a nuclear war.  President George H.W. 

Bush continued in this tradition viewing the threats in the operational environment 

through a symmetrical war lens.   

President George H.W. Bush‟s internationalist paradigm, his narrow approach in 

pursuit of the U.S. national interest, and his understanding of the threat environment in a 

symmetrical way, framed the rationale for President Bush to commit military force twice 

during his presidency.  He did this first in Panama and second, and on a much larger 
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scale, in the Persian Gulf.  This study now examines the larger deployment of troops 

during the Gulf War and relates it to the Powell and Mullen doctrines. 

On August 2
nd

, 1990, Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait beginning the events that 

led to the U.S.‟s involvement in the Gulf War.  In the wake of Iraq‟s costly war with Iran, 

Iraq occupied Kuwait on the premise that Kuwait was stealing oil from the jointly owned 

Ramaila oil fields and that Kuwait was the 19
th

 province of Iraq.  Iraq‟s action quickly led 

to condemnation from the international community and the United Nations (U.N.) to pass 

a series of resolutions, each escalating the use of hard power and the threat of military 

force, demanding that Iraq withdraw by January 15, 1991. 

To enforce the U.N. resolutions, the US (along with a coalition from 34 other 

nations) deployed forces to Saudi Arabia and the region in Operation Desert Shield.  

President Bush initially characterized U.S. involvement as defensive to protect the Saudi 

border, but later adopted a more offensive approach to enforce original national 

boundaries.  When Saddam Hussein did not remove his forces by the U.N. deadline of 

January 15
th

, coalition forces began Operation Desert Storm.  This operation, known as 

the Gulf War, started with an air campaign on January 17
th

, 1991.  On February 24
th

, 

ground forces of the coalition began the ground attack, driving Iraqi forces back into Iraq 

and out of Kuwait.  The ground and air attacks were enormously successful, resulting in 

the official termination of hostilities on February 28, 1991, only 100 hours after it started.  

The Gulf War is considered an overwhelming success for the U.S. and coalition forces 

because the war‟s objectives were quickly met with minimal casualties.  This was a stark 

difference from the U.S.‟s last, large conventional war in Vietnam. 
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President George H.W. Bush, as the Commander-in-Chief, made the decision to 

commit military forces, after considering the advice of his National Security Council 

(NSC).  General Colin Powell was the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and was the 

senior military advisor to the President and the NSC.  As previously discussed, the 

Powell Doctrine was largely influenced by the success of the Gulf War.
39

  In retrospect, 

President Bush applied most of the elements of the Powell Doctrine before committing 

U.S. troops to the Gulf region. 

The Powell Doctrine tenets were all applied, although his first criteria (a vital 

national interest at stake), received the most debate.  President George H. W. Bush and 

his NSC first had to determine if stopping Saddam Hussein‟s aggressive action was vital 

to the U.S. national interest.  In the end, President Bush justified it citing the need to 

ensure stability in the region by re-establishing Kuwait‟s territorial integrity, and to 

defend both Saudi Arabia and Israel from Iraqi aggression.  President Bush also justified 

it to both Congress and the American people, meeting the Powell Doctrine criteria of 

vital national security interest and support by the American public.  President Bush‟s 

decision to not remove Saddam Hussein from power after Kuwait‟s borders were re-

established, illustrates how the other Powell Doctrine criteria were also met.  Bush 

analyzed the risks, costs, and consequences of further military action, and concluded that 

removing Saddam would mean a longer military commitment and a change in objectives.  

Overall, many of the Powell Doctrine criteria were implicitly used to commit force in the 

Gulf War. 
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The Mullen Doctrine can also be theoretically applied to the Gulf War.  Mullen‟s 

first principle is that military power should not be the last resort, but possibly the first.  If 

the U.S. had a strong military presence in the area prior to Saddam Hussein invading 

Kuwait, possibly conducting joint military training, it is likely that U.S. presence may 

have deterred his action.  Mullen‟s second principle to use force in a precise and 

principled way is what actually happened in this war.  Again, the military‟s objective was 

to restore the international boundaries and remove Iraqi forces from Kuwait, and this is 

precisely what was accomplished.  Finally, Mullen‟s third principle argues that policy 

and strategy should constantly struggle with each other.  This is again demonstrated in 

President George H.W. Bush‟s decision to not pursue Saddam Hussein and remove him 

from power, although the quick success and initiative gained by the U.S .would have 

made this a feasible option at the time.  President Bush‟s original political objective for 

the war superseded the changing military situation and strategy, as military tactics would 

prescribe continued pursuit of the vanquished. 

President George H.W. Bush‟s decision to commit military force in response to 

the situation in the Persian Gulf was consistent with his NSS.  Even as an internationalist, 

President Bush felt it was necessary to react to Iraqi aggression because US national 

interests were directly linked to stability in the Middle East region.  Iraq‟s invasion 

created instability that was unacceptable to world order.  President Bush‟s primary tool to 

ensure world order was to use the nation‟s hard power tool of the military.  He attempted 

diplomatic and economic sanctions as well, but primarily relied on the military to pursue 

the national interest.  Finally, President Bush realized that an overwhelming, 

conventional military victory would balance power in the region in the U.S.‟s favor.  It 
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would also deter future aggression by nations in the region as well as the U.S.S.R.  In this 

instance, the Gulf War shows coherence between the President‟s worldview, his security 

strategy, and doctrine application, ultimately resulting in a successful war. 

The Gulf War illustrates how a President‟s worldview, as described by the three 

dimensions established in this study, influence the decision to commit troops and the 

outcome of the decision.  If a “good decision” is determined by whether the military is 

successful in accomplishing the national interest as determined by the President, then the 

Gulf War serves as an illustration of such a decision.  The Gulf War continues to serve as 

an example of a well executed symmetrical war. 

 

President Clinton and the Kosovo War 

President William J. Clinton followed President George H.W. Bush, serving two 

terms from 1993 to 2001, as the nation‟s 42
nd

 president.  President Clinton was the first 

president in two generations to serve without the specter of communism and the Cold 

War.  With the dismantling of the U.S.S.R. in the early 1990s, President Clinton served at 

a time when the U.S. was the only global superpower, but this also presented new global 

challenges.  Old communist regimes were developing new democratic governments and 

restructuring the interstate and intrastate power systems.  This power change in the world 

order caused international instability.  The Former Republic of Yugoslavia (F.R.Y.) in the 

Balkan region exemplifies this instability as ethnic groups within the region all sought 

autonomy and independence.  Regional instability would plague the international 

environment throughout President Clinton‟s administration, demonstrated both in Bosnia 

in 1995 and in Yugoslavia over Kosovo in 1999 when he committed military force.   
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Analysis of President Clinton‟s NSSs of July 1994 and October 1998 reflects his 

worldview and approach to foreign relations.  The NSS of July 1994 reflects his initial 

views when he first came into office, whereas the NSS of October 1998 indicates his 

views within which he committed force to the war in Kosovo.  Both NSSs, and the 

progression between them, help classify President Clinton as an interventionist who used 

a broad approach in pursuit of the national interest.  He also perceived the operational 

environment originally as a symmetrical threat, but changed his perception to one 

resembling that of persistent conflict by the time he committed troops to Kosovo.   

President Clinton approached international relations in a very proactive and 

engaging way, classifying him in the interventionist paradigm.  In his July 1994 NSS, 

President Clinton said that the U.S. must use “preventative diplomacy” to support the 

national interest, suggesting proactive action to shape international conditions conducive 

to U.S. interests.
40

  He continued to describe how this proactive approach best secures the 

US because it defuses conflict before it turns into crisis.  His October 1998 NSS also 

refers to an “international community [that] is often reluctant to act forcefully without 

American leadership.”
42

  This illustrates President Clinton‟s strong conviction that 

America, as the global leader, must act first.  President Clinton‟s frequent diplomatic trips 

and willingness to deploy military forces, as predicted in his NSS, reveals an 

interventionist paradigm. 

 President Clinton‟s reliance on military forces indicates a broad approach in his 

pursuit of the national interest.  His NSS of 1998 actually defined the national interest in 
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three ways that could justify the use of military force.  The first category included “vital 

interests- those of broad, overriding importance to the survival, safety, and vitality of our 

nation.”  The second category was “important national interests [in which]… these 

interests do not affect our national survival, but they do affect our national well-being and 

the character of the world in which we live.”  Finally, the third category was 

“humanitarian and other interests [where] our nation may act because our values demand 

it,” which included disaster assistance, promoting development, and situations that 

“bolsters support for our leadership.”
43

  These three reasons rationalized President 

Clinton‟s broad use of military force as one of his tools to exert U.S. influence 

internationally, but they did not constrain him from using other soft power tools.   

President Clinton often used economic tools and incentives when possible to pursue the 

national interest.  He even created the National Economic Council (NEC) and made it a 

statutory member of the NSC, indicating the importance of economic soft power in 

relation to the security of the U.S.
44

  Although President Clinton used the military 

frequently, his frequent use of the military was more a function of availability and ease, 

rather than a desire to use it in a strictly security function.  Overall, President Clinton had 

a broad approach in his pursuit of the national interest.  

President Clinton‟s original understanding of the operational environment was 

through a conventional and symmetrical lens, but by the end of his presidency, he had 

begun to view the world as one of persistent conflict.  In his NSS of 1998, he contended 

that the U.S. must win “under conditions where an adversary may use asymmetric means 
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against us- unconventional approaches that avoid or undermine our strengths while 

exploiting our vulnerabilities.”
45

  Language referring to asymmetric threats is much more 

prevalent during Clinton‟s second term of office and reflects his acknowledgement of a 

less symmetrical world and one looking more like persistent conflict. 

While President Clinton wrote his NSS of October 1998, the Balkan region 

continued to become more unstable as internal conflict plagued the Former Republic of 

Yugoslavia.  The regional instability culminated with the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization‟s (NATO) intervention into Kosovo with military force on March 24, 1999.  

Along with NATO, the U.S. committed its Air Force; and later ground troops, to help 

resolve the conflict in Kosovo. 

On the evening of March 24, 1999, U.S. forces, with a mandate from NATO, 

attacked Yugoslavia in what many consider a humanitarian war.  The offensive began 

with airstrikes in an effort to get Yugoslav President Slobodan Milosevic to yield to 

NATO demands.  Earlier in the decade, when Milosevic first became the President of the 

Former Republic of Yugoslavia, he had removed Kosovo‟s privileged status as one of the 

Yugoslavian states with the legal right to secede.  He had also created a pro-Serbian 

environment that began to “ethnically clean” the Albanians from the region, certainly 

adding tension to a volatile regional situation.  NATO and the U.S., both already involved 

in Bosnia, intervened in Kosovo with a significant air war to force Milosevic to the 

diplomatic bargaining table.  On June 3, 1999, Milosevic conceded, accepted NATO 

peace conditions and accepted NATO occupation ground forces, called Kosovo Force 
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(KFOR).  US ground forces were ultimately committed as KFOR in 1999 and continue to 

serve there today. 

President Clinton was reluctant from the beginning to use U.S. ground forces 

because he did not feel there was enough Congressional and public support for it.  He did 

believe that an extensive air war would suffice to meet the objectives.  President Clinton 

publicly justified his decision to commit force to Kosovo based mostly on stability and 

humanitarian reasons.  In his address to the nation on the evening the U.S. started the air 

war over Yugoslavia, he said “we act to protect thousands of innocent people in Kosovo 

from a mounting military offensive. We act to prevent a wider war, to diffuse a powder 

keg at the heart of Europe that has exploded twice before in this century with catastrophic 

results. And we act to stand united with our allies for peace. By acting now, we are 

upholding our values, protecting our interests, and advancing the cause of peace.”
46

  

Essentially for President Clinton, the NATO offensive was necessary to stop the ethnic 

killing and to address the instability issues in the Balkan region.   

The Powell Doctrine did not provide the formal criteria for troop commitment 

during President Clinton‟s administration, but in retrospect, it did provide some guidance 

for his administration to use.  The record does not indicate overt reliance on the criteria 

but we can analyze whether the criteria was applied.  The Powell Doctrine‟s first criterion 

maintains that the reason should be “vital” to the national interest, and President Clinton 

does meet this criterion when we use Huntington‟s earlier definition.  President Clinton 

was willing to expend blood and treasure as laid out in any three of his own definitions of 
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the national interest as described in his NSS.  President Clinton‟s three definitions of the 

national interest all justify intervention in Kosovo.  His justification relies most closely 

on his second and third definitions, referring to maintaining the world order (Kosovo 

instability) and adherence with basic, human values (ethnic cleansing).   

Powell‟s second criterion is to have clear objectives, which President Clinton did 

in his objective of forcing Milosevic to finally adhere to the Rambouillet Accords of 

February 1999.  This political objective of coercion was carried out through a military 

bombing campaign.  Powell‟s third criterion is to consider all the risks and costs 

associated with military action and was also satisfied, evidenced in President Clinton‟s 

decision to use only airpower and his reluctance to commit ground forces.  The Powell 

Doctrine‟s fourth criterion argues that all non-violent means must be exhausted before 

committing force, which Clinton did through constantly seeking diplomatic solutions, 

beginning with the 1994 Dayton Accords, with ceasefire agreements, and the 

Rambouillet Accords.  President Clinton also had international support, especially in 

Europe, as evidenced by the NATO alliance sanctioning and executing Kosovo 

operations, meeting Powell‟s final criterion.   

President Clinton did not fulfill three of Powell‟s criteria- having a plausible exit 

strategy, the support of the American public, and the use of overwhelming force.  In 

humanitarian operations, as Kosovo was characterized, it is difficult to establish when the 

crisis is actually over.  Indeed, U.S. and NATO forces are still in Kosovo to ensure ethnic 

security over a decade later.  President Clinton‟s reluctance to commit ground forces was 

also a function of his belief that the American public would not support such drastic 

action, but that an air offensive was something more acceptable to the public.  Finally, 
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Powell maintains that when one goes in, use overwhelming force.  President Clinton‟s 

use of only airpower limited the amount of force by denying all elements of military 

power (air, ground, and sea) to be brought to bear on the enemy.  

The Mullen Doctrine provides another approach to consider in President Clinton‟s 

commitment of force in Kosovo.  Mullen‟s first principle is that military power may be 

the first resort and not always the last.  President Clinton most assuredly adhered to this 

principle as he often used the military in more than the conventional ways.  In Kosovo, 

his use of the military bolstered NATO and coerced Milosevic to the bargaining table.  

Mullen‟s second principle is to use force in a precise and principled way.  In the sense 

that Clinton resorted to using only airpower to achieve his objectives, he was very 

prescriptive in his use of force.  Finally, the Mullen Doctrine‟s third principle says that 

policy and strategy should constantly struggle with each other.  President Clinton initially 

met this as well as shown in the execution of the air war.  Initial speculation suggested 

that after a few days of bombing, Milosevic would capitulate.  When this did not occur, 

Clinton was forced to reconsider the air war as well as constantly consider whether 

ground troops would be needed.  Fortunately, Milosevic gave up before Clinton was 

really tested on whether he would commit ground troops.  In hindsight, President Clinton 

did adhere to the principles of the Mullen Doctrine. 

President Clinton‟s presidency illustrates the transition away from the Cold War.  

President Clinton‟s worldview was that of an interventionist paradigm that used a broad 

approach in pursuit of the national interest, but his perception of the operating 

environment changed from that of a symmetrical view to one of persistent conflict 

throughout his two terms.  President Clinton could justify military action in Kosovo 
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based of his NSS but the results of the intervention are judged as a “mixed success.”  

Kosovo is currently stable and Milosevic was removed, but political and ethnic tensions 

continue to plague the region and US and NATO forces remain deployed. 

 

President George W. Bush and the Iraq War 

President George W. Bush, following President Clinton‟s presidency, became the 

U.S.‟s 43
rd

 President in January 2001, serving two terms until 2008.  President Bush 

came to the presidency after success as both the Governor of Texas and as a businessman.  

After helping elect his father as the 41
st
 President, the younger President Bush had a 

unique perspective by which to observe his father‟s administration.  Without any political 

responsibility, but acutely aware as only family could be, President George W. Bush 

learned from his father‟s successes and failures.  This would undoubtedly shape how the 

younger Bush initially approached his presidency.  President George W. Bush would 

chart his own path with new realizations developed after terrorists attacked the US 

homeland in the fall of 2001.  By the time he deployed troops to Iraq in Operation Iraqi 

Freedom, two years later, President Bush‟s worldview was that of an interventionist, with 

a generally narrow view of how to pursue the national interest, while viewing the 

operational environment as one of persistent conflict.   

During the election cycle of 2000, President George W. Bush‟s speeches reflected 

isolationist tendencies, emphasizing that the U.S. was not the world‟s police force.  He 

was adamant about reducing military commitment overseas.  This all changed after the 

attacks of September 11, 2001, only nine months into his presidency.  President Bush 

became an interventionist when he realized that U.S. security was now directly affected 
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by the actions of those non-state actors anywhere in the world who desired to harm 

America.  President Bush accepted the premise that the U.S. would now have to act 

preemptively with force to best protect itself.  In President Bush‟s NSS of September 

2002, he said that to “prevent such hostile acts by our adversaries, the United States will, 

if necessary, act preemptively.”
47

  Early in his NSS of 2002, President Bush illustrated 

his interventionist perspective when he said that “embodying lessons from our past and 

using the opportunity we have today, the national security strategy of the United States 

must start from these core beliefs and look outward for possibilities to expand liberty,” 

thereby demonstrating the need to actively engage internationally.
48

  The terrorist attacks 

of 9-11 changed President Bush‟s paradigm to that of an interventionist and would define 

his presidency.   

President George W. Bush largely pursued the national interest in a narrow way, 

relying mostly on the military and hard power coercive methods to achieve the national 

interest.  Due to the nature of the terrorist attacks on 9-11, President Bush viewed the 

national interest as the immediate security of the U.S. homeland and relied on the military 

to pursue it.  In his opening introduction in the NSS, President Bush identified that “to 

defeat this threat we must make use of every tool in our arsenal- military power, better 

homeland defenses, law enforcement, intelligence, and vigorous efforts to cut off terrorist 

financing,” all hard power methods.
49

  In the long term, he still believed that the best way 

to secure the U.S. was to continue encouraging the rise of democracy throughout the 

world, but still relied on hard power methods to achieve this.  President Bush said that the 
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“unparalleled strength of the United States armed forces, and their forward presence, 

have maintained the peace in some of the world‟s most strategically vital regions.”
50

    

Throughout his NSS, the first and primary tool that President Bush depended upon was 

the U.S. military in a “forward presence” globally, reflecting a narrow approach in 

pursuit of the national interest.  

President George W. Bush entered his presidency viewing the operational 

environment in a generally symmetrical way. Prior to 9-11, President Bush saw a world 

where war occurred mostly among states, much like his father‟s presidency and Clinton‟s 

as well.  The attacks on 9-11 illustrated the power that non-state actors could now have 

on other states, especially on the U.S. as the world‟s only superpower and a favorite 

terrorist target.  President Bush recognized that “now, shadowy networks of individuals 

can bring great chaos and suffering to our shores for less than it costs to purchase a single 

tank… [and] the war against terrorists of global reach is a global enterprise of uncertain 

duration.”
51

  Although he pursued the enemies of the state with the military and in a 

mostly conventional way, President Bush accepted that he was now in a “Global War on 

Terror,” a name that itself suggests a persistent enemy in a protracted struggle.  President 

Bush viewed the operational environment as one of persistent conflict against terrorism. 

The Global War on Terror began after the terrorist attack on September 11, 2001.  

The Al Qaeda terrorist organization flew passenger jets into the World Trade Center 

towers in New York City, the Pentagon in Washington D.C., and attempted to do so on 

the Capitol building, in coordinated attacks designed to kill as many people as possible in 

a very sensational way.  Al Qaeda was based  in Afghanistan and was run by Osama Bin 
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Laden, a known terrorist and enemy of the U.S. even in the Clinton administration, who 

was responsible for previous attacks against the U.S. and its interests overseas.  President 

George W. Bush responded by invading Afghanistan in late 2001 to destroy Bin Laden 

and Al Qaeda, but he also intended to destroy the terrorist threat in the larger context in 

the Global War on Terror by destroying those state powers that provided sanctuary and 

support to terrorists.  One looming threat on the horizon for President Bush was Saddam 

Hussein, the President of Iraq. 

President George W. Bush viewed Saddam Hussein as a threat to the U.S. for 

several reasons.  First, Hussein had motive to threaten the U.S. as a result of his loss in 

the Gulf War.  According to U.S. intelligence, Iraq also had Weapons of Mass 

Destruction (WMD) that President Bush felt could be easily proliferated to terrorist 

organizations to attack the U.S.  Finally, President Bush believed that Saddam Hussein 

himself, as the Iraqi dictator with both motive and methods, was linked to Al Qaeda and 

provided it support.  The evidence President Bush used to go to war continues to be 

debated, but the end result was his decision to commit military forces to Iraq in 2003 to 

remove Saddam Hussein from power.   

Operation Iraqi Freedom began on March 20, 2003 when the US invaded Iraq in 

order to change Saddam Hussein‟s regime and establish a new government that would 

not support terrorism.  The initial invasion phase of the war went well, removing the 

Saddam regime in a few weeks and resulting in the establishment of the Coalition 

Provisional Authority to lead the coalition occupation and restructure of the Iraqi 

government.  The war continued through several phases of stability and insurgency while 

the Iraqi government, with coalition assistance, established its security institutions.  The 
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war concluded on August 19, 2010 when the last combat troops left Iraq and Operation 

New Dawn began.  Pentagon spokesman PJ Crowley said that “we are ending the war… 

but we are not ending our work in Iraq, we have a long term commitment to Iraq,” as 

indicated by the thousands of troops still deployed to Iraq.
52

  

Operation Iraqi Freedom and the decision to invade Iraq remain controversial and 

the history is yet to be conclusively written, nevertheless, this study analyzes the decision 

to commit troops with respect to both the Powell and Mullen Doctrines.  The decision to 

invade Iraq will continue in debate, but initial analysis is still possible.  In the decision to 

invade Iraq, President Bush used elements of the Powell Doctrine and the Mullen 

Doctrine, although he never formally referred to either.   

President George W. Bush applied only a few of the Powell Doctrine‟s criteria.  

He met Powell‟s first criterion asking whether a vital national security interest was 

threatened with the argument that Iraq had WMD that could be used by terrorists.  

President Bush also connected Saddam Hussein to terrorist organizations, both of whom 

had motive to strike the U.S.  In the context of 9-11, and in accordance with his NSS, 

President Bush viewed the Hussein regime as a vital threat to U.S. security, worthy of the 

cost in U.S. blood and treasure.   

President George W. Bush also met Powell‟s next two criteria- the need for a 

clear objective and analysis of risk and costs associated with military commitment.  

Given that U.S. security was at risk, President Bush‟s objective was regime change in 

order to reduce the Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) threat.  Overall, he hoped to 
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establish a democratic state in the Middle East, inspiring more democratic change in the 

region.  This would create more stability in the region, remove terrorist sanctuaries, and 

thereby make the U.S. more secure.  President Bush considered these large objectives, 

and the risk involved in achieving them, worth the potential cost.  Initially, President 

Bush also enjoyed the support of the American people, meeting Powell‟s seventh criteria, 

although this waned as the war progressed. 

President George W. Bush did not adhere to the rest of the Powell Doctrine 

criteria.  There was no plausible exit strategy and the consequences of invasion were not 

fully considered.  Indeed, U.S. troops continue to remain in Iraq long after most of the 

country thought they would return home.  President Bush also did not enjoy as much 

international support as he had for his action in Afghanistan, as international partners 

reduced support or deployed only minimal support.  He also did not use overwhelming 

force, as the military‟s occupation force was incapable of stopping an insurgency shortly 

after the initial invasion.  In sum, President Bush did not apply the Powell Doctrine 

before deciding to commit troops.  

President George W. Bush‟s decision to invade Iraq followed the Mullen Doctrine 

a bit closer, but not quite as Admiral Mullen likely envisioned.  The Mullen Doctrine‟s 

first principle suggests a proactive use of the military, which President Bush 

predominately did.  But the Mullen Doctrine assumes this military use in this principle as 

more a soft power tool, whereas President Bush stayed true to his belief that the military 

should be used for violent action.
53

  In this sense, President Bush did not meet Mullen‟s 

first principle.  Mullen‟s second principle is to use the military in a precise and principled 
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way, which President Bush did.  He used the military to remove Saddam and to secure 

Iraq; the military‟s role was defined.  The final Mullen principle is that policy and 

strategy is in constant struggle with each other.  Meeting this principle in Bush‟s case is 

problematic and continues to be debated.  One argument is that the Bush administration 

was too slow to adapt the strategy to meet his policy.  The general consensus, and current 

analysis, suggests that they did not consistently address the criteria to make policy 

coherent with strategy.  

Although Operation Iraqi Freedom formally ended on August 19, 2010, military 

operations continue under the name Operation New Horizon.  It is too early to have good 

historical perspective on the success or failure of the Iraq War, but current assessments 

are mixed.  There is success in that Saddam Hussein was removed, there is a new 

democratic government in Iraq, and the U.S. has significant influence in the country and 

region.  The negative elements regard the strained relationship with some international 

partner states, the negative propaganda used by terrorists, the desire of some Iraqis to see 

American troops leave, and the long deployment of U.S. troops and its strain on the U.S. 

military.  Time and history will tell how the Iraq War will be judged in its contribution to 

the Global War on Terror, but for this study, I judge Operation Iraqi Freedom as “To Be 

Determined (TBD).”  It is TBD because Saddam Hussein was removed from power and 

Iraq is not a sanctuary for internationalist terrorist organizations, yet troops still remain 

and the Iraq government continues to struggle to provide for its own security.  
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President Obama and Afghanistan 

President Barack H. Obama, the only president in this study to inherit a war, re-

committed force to Afghanistan in a speech at West Point in December 2009.  Although 

the war in Afghanistan was not President Obama‟s decision, we can analyze his decision 

to continue using military force because he had the opportunity early in his presidency to 

start a withdrawal from Afghanistan or to continue the war.  He has also published his 

first National Security Strategy which gives us insight into his worldview.  

Understanding that this analysis is incomplete as the war continues and its success or 

failure is yet to be determined, initial analysis suggests that President Obama uses an 

internationalist paradigm with a broad approach in pursuit of the national interest.  He 

also perceives the international stage and operational environment as one of persistent 

conflict. 

 President Obama‟s NSS 2010 contains a strategy that overwhelmingly suggests 

an internationalist paradigm.  This may seem counterintuitive based on past liberal and 

Democratic presidents who exercised more interventionist foreign policies, such as 

Clinton.  Obama‟s overall theme is one that focuses first and foremost on domestic 

issues; in order to later better shape the international environment.  In the second chapter 

of his NSS, President Obama stated that “our national security begins at home.  What 

takes place within our borders has always been the source of our strength, and this is even 

truer in an age of interconnection.”
54

  This illustrates his belief that U.S. foreign interests 

are best served by focusing domestically.  He continues to de-emphasize the use of hard 

power, specifically the military, throughout the NSS 2010.  In the third chapter, President 
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Obama argues that “when we overuse our military might, or fail to invest in or deploy 

complementary tools… our leadership around the world is too narrowly identified with 

military force.”
55

  He contends that American leadership must be more than just the 

military, which means developing further the other tools of national power at home 

before exporting them globally.  It is easy to pick a few quotes as evidence to support any 

argument, and likewise, there are many statements emphasizing the use of hard power 

within the NSS 2010, but the President‟s guidance primarily reduces hard power 

engagements and focuses on strengthening domestic soft power tools.  President Obama‟s 

NSS 2010 is a predominately internationalist strategy. 

President Obama‟s NSS 2010 suggests using a “broad” approach to defining the 

national interest.  In his opening statement of the NSS, President Obama states that “our 

long-term security will come not from our ability to instill fear in other peoples, but 

through our capacity to speak to their hopes.  And that work will best be done through the 

power of the decency and dignity of the American people- our troops and diplomats, but 

also our private sector, nongovernmental organizations, and citizens.”
56

  President Obama 

continues in the theme of previous administrations and the American belief that a more 

democratic world that values individual freedom is a more secure world.  President 

Obama reveals this thinking when he states that he “rejects the false choice between the 

narrow pursuit of our interests and an endless campaign to impose our values.”
57

  

Essentially, he posits that American values are universal values, but instead of forcing 

them on other nations, the better method is to lead by example with those values.  He 
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suggests doing so in the more subtle, yet more internationally acceptable, methods found 

in soft power. 

President Obama also views the operational environment as one of persistent 

conflict.  When describing the strategic environment, President Obama acknowledges 

that the world has changed since the end of the Cold War.  He cites the drastic increase in 

the speed of information sharing, which significantly impacts how states, businesses, 

organizations, and many other non-state actors now all leverage influence over each 

other.  President Obama notes how the grand attacks of September 11, 2001 highlighted 

the threat of religious extremism.  He maintains that the “gravest danger to the American 

people and global security continues to come from weapons of mass destruction,” but 

also considers the threats in cyberspace, climate change, and failing states.
58

  The NSS 

2010 suggests an operational environment full of very capable asymmetric threats, where 

every element of national power must be brought to bear on the multitude of threats over 

a long period of time, describing persistent conflict. 

President Obama‟s speech at West Point on December 1, 2009, provided his 

rationale to keep the military committed to Afghanistan and assists in the analysis of any 

Powell or Mullen Doctrine application.  In his speech regarding his Afghanistan strategy, 

President Obama stated that “the status quo is not sustainable… we need to seize the 

initiative, while building the Afghan capacity that can allow for a responsible transition 

of our forces out of Afghanistan” in 18 months.  He continued to argue that “if I did not 

think that the security of the United States and the safety of the American people were at 

stake in Afghanistan, I would gladly order every single one of our troops home 
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tomorrow.”
59

  Essentially, he recognized that the national interest is still at stake because 

Al Qaeda and the Taliban continue to productively exist in Afghanistan, in spite of U.S. 

efforts there over the past ten years.  He also established clear objectives for his 

deployment of an additional 30,000 troops to build Afghanistan capacity.  This meets 

Powell‟s first two criteria, as well as Powell‟s fifth asking for a clear exit strategy. 

Over the course of the first months of his presidency, Obama had several strategy 

reviews with his National Security Council.  President Obama said that he “insisted on a 

thorough review of our strategy… [that] has allowed me to ask the hard question, and to 

explore all the different options, along with my national security team, our military and 

civilian leadership in Afghanistan and our key partners,” which allowed him to analyze 

the risks and costs associated with the troop surge, to consider consequences of his 

actions, and determine the amount of force needed to meet the mission.
60

  This meets 

three more of Powell‟s criteria, although the use of overwhelming force may be 

questioned in his choice of 30,000 more troops.   

The remaining Powell Doctrine criteria generally apply, even though they are 

more relevant toward the initial commitment of force before Obama assumed office.  The 

questions of all other non-violent means exhausted, whether there is support of the 

American public, as well as international support, were addressed when military force 

was first committed in 2001.  Overall, as evidenced in his speech on Afghanistan, 

President Obama adhered to the Powell Doctrine criteria in his decision to continue the 

use of force in Afghanistan. 
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President Obama also used the Mullen Doctrine in his decision to surge more 

troops to Afghanistan.  Mullen‟s first principle considers using military force as a first 

resort, not always a last resort.  President Obama continued in this spirit as his speech 

describes his Afghanistan strategy and still relied on the military to carry it out.  

Recognizing that the military is already in place, his speech and 30,000 troop surge, 

indicate that the military is the primary tool to carry out his strategy.  President Obama 

also stated that “we‟ll have to be nimble and precise in our use of military power” and 

outlined how the military will build Afghanistan security forces.
61

  This meets Mullen‟s 

principle to use force in a precise and principled way.  Finally, although it is early to 

completely assess, President Obama appears to ensure that the policy and military 

strategy continue to struggle with each other.  Review of President Obama‟s leadership 

style suggests that he strongly encourages debate of opposing sides, which he studiously 

analyzes, before he makes and implements a decision.  President Obama appears to have 

applied both the Powell and Mullen Doctrines in his decision to surge the military in 

Afghanistan in 2010. 

 

Final Observations 

When reviewing the four presidential administrations and their worldview 

dimension classifications with respect to the outcome of military commitment in war, 

there is a relationship between Presidents who acted according to the dimension 

classifications predicted in the original doctrine analysis (see Table 2: Standard 

Worldview Dimensions & Doctrine Relationships).  This relationship is primarily 
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evidenced by the President‟s perception of the operational environment and how it 

influences his approach in pursuing the national interest.  Table 2 summarizes the original 

standard relationships established earlier in this study. Table 3 summarizes relationships 

illustrated in the case studies. 

 

Table 2: Standard Worldview Dimensions & Doctrine Relationships 

WORLDVIEW DIMENSIONS POWELL DOCTRINE MULLEN DOCTRINE 

PARADIGM INTERNATIONALIST INTERVENTIONIST 

APPROACH TO NATIONAL 

INTEREST 

NARROW BROAD 

PERCEPTION OF OPERATIONAL 

ENVIRONMENT 

SYMMETRICAL WAR PERSISTENT CONFLICT 

 

Table 3: Case Study Dimension and Doctrine Relationships 

WORLDVIEW 

DIMENSIONS 

GEORGE H.W. BUSH  

(GULF WAR) 

CLINTON 

(KOSOVO) 

GEORGE W. BUSH  

(IRAQ) 

OBAMA 

(AFGHANISTAN) 

PARADIGM 

 

INTERNATIONALIST INTERVENTIONIST 
INTERNATIONALIST  

/ INTERVENTIONIST 

INTERNATIONALIST 

APPROACH TO 

NATIONAL 

INTEREST 

NARROW BROAD NARROW BROAD 

PERCEPTION 

OF 

OPERATIONAL 

ENVIRONMENT 

SYMMETRICAL WAR 
PERSISTENT 

CONFLICT 

PERSISTENT 

CONFLICT 

PERSISTENT 

CONFLICT 

DOCTRINE 

APPLIED? 

PD MD MINIMAL USE BOTH 

RESULT SUCCESS MIXED SUCCESS TBD TBD 
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Compared to the established standards in the original analysis of the Powell and 

Mullen Doctrines associated with worldview dimensions (Paradigm, Approach to 

National Interest, and the Perception of the Operational Environment), the Presidents 

who acted in accord to that standard, had relative success in their respective wars.  The 

first President Bush perceived a world of symmetrical threats and pursued the national 

interest narrowly with the military, and most closely applied the Powell Doctrine, 

resulting in the success of the Gulf War.  President Clinton, although coming from a 

different paradigm, also had success in the Kosovo War as he perceived the operational 

environment in a persistent conflict context and pursued the national interest using a 

broad approach of both soft and hard power, closely adhering to a theoretical use of the 

Mullen Doctrine.  Presidents George H.W. Bush and Clinton reflect the same predicted 

relationships indicated in Table 2 with military successes.   

President George W. Bush did not see the same success as his predecessors 

because his actions did not follow the standards of the worldview dimensions and 

predicted results found in the above table.  President George W. Bush pursued the 

national interest in a narrow way with the military, even though he saw the environment 

as one of persistent conflict.  When we theoretically applied both doctrines to the war in 

Iraq, we determined that he did not fully use either doctrine and only minimally applied 

any of the criteria.  President Bush was not in accordance with the predicted relationships 

from Table 2.  The two administrations where the President‟s worldview was coherent 

with the appropriate doctrine achieved relative military success.  In the administrations 

that did not behave according to predicted behavior, success was not achieved or is still to 

be determined.  
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Conclusions 

 The decision to spend the treasure of the United States in war is the most 

important decision the President can make.  It is therefore essential to find the best 

criteria to help him make such an important decision.  The Powell and Mullen Doctrines 

both provide the President with a tool to use in helping him make such grave decisions.  

The original research question this paper asked was whether the Powell or Mullen 

Doctrine was the better guide for the President when deciding to commit military forces 

today and into the future?  As this paper argued, the Mullen Doctrine provides the most 

relevant guidance for the President in his decision to use military forces today. 

 The original hypothesis was that the Mullen Doctrine is most relevant given the 

nature of today‟s conflict, which is largely one of “persistent conflict” currently.  I tried 

to prove this by examining both doctrines in two different contexts.  The first context was 

an analysis of the President and his overall worldview.  His worldview was defined using 

three dimensions.  The first was his paradigm regarding the role of the U.S. in 

international relations.  This was classified as either internationalist or interventionist.  

The second worldview dimension was the President‟s approach to pursuing the national 

interest.  He generally did this narrowly with the military and hard power, or broadly 

using more instruments of national soft power.  The third worldview dimension analyzed 

was the President‟s perception of the operational environment.  He either saw it in terms 

of a symmetrical threat, or as one of persistent conflict where the threat was continuous 

and asymmetric.   
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 The second context used to examine both the Powell and Mullen Doctrine was 

historical.  This paper examined the commitment of military force during the past 20 

years.  This was accomplished by analyzing President George H. W. Bush and the Gulf 

War in 1991, President Clinton and the war in Kosovo in 1999, President George W. 

Bush and the Iraqi war in 2003, and finally President Obama and the current war in 

Afghanistan.  The historical case studies illustrated the relationship between the 

President‟s worldview dimensions, doctrine application, and success or failure in the 

decision to commit troops.  The relationships were then compared to the original 

standards indicated by the applications of the Powell and Mullen Doctrine (as shown in 

Table 2 and Table 3).  

 The results of the comparison are interesting.  The first finding suggests that 

military outcomes are more likely to be successful if the President follows the standard, 

traditional dimensions as outlined according to their worldviews.  The second finding 

indicates that the President‟s perception of the operational environment may be the most 

important dimension for a President to consider.  Both findings are discussed below in 

more detail. 

The traditional relationship between the dimensions of a President‟s worldview, 

and acting in accordance with them, suggest success or failure in military commitments.  

A President with an internationalist paradigm should approach the national interest 

narrowly with hard power, especially when he perceives the operational environment 

symmetrically with well defined actors.  The Powell Doctrine criteria help the President 

to make decisions according to this worldview.  Likewise, a President with an 

interventionist paradigm should pursue the national interest broadly using all instruments 
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of national power when he perceives the threat environment as one of persistent conflict.  

The Mullen Doctrine provides a useful guide in this case.  Overall, these dimensions 

shape how the President defines the problem for himself and the American people, 

forcing him to create a more appropriate solution.  In this case, the validity of the 

dimensions are not critical to success, rather what is more important is that there is 

coherent application. 

 The second important finding is that the President‟s perception of the operational 

environment may predict how he will behave according to the other dimensions, as well 

as determine success or failure in military conflict.  The President can perceive the 

operational environment in one of two ways.  A symmetrical approach provides a well 

defined enemy with whom the U.S. can engage and determine success or failure.  A well 

defined enemy is one on whom specific power can be brought to bear, such as the 

military.  A symmetrical threat perception allows the president to define the “problem” in 

his terms, allowing him the ability to provide specific solutions.  Essentially, the 

President is allowed to create and solve the problem on his terms.  The Powell Doctrine 

supports this type of conventional engagement well. 

 On the other hand, a perception of the operational environment as one of 

persistent conflict provides an ill-defined enemy and problem to the nation.  The enemy 

may be state and non-state actors, both threatening national security in a variety of ways- 

beyond just survival and borders.  This environment needs solutions that are flexible and 

varied.  The Mullen Doctrine provides guidance that better fits this scenario. 

 In many ways, comparing the doctrines is similar to comparing apples and 

oranges.  Both are fruit yet have different tastes.  When one has a craving for a crisp and 



62 

 

tart fruit, one reaches for an apple.  When one needs to satisfy a craving for a juicy and 

sweet fruit, one reaches for an orange.  The choice in doctrine is illustrated in much the 

same way.  If a President sees the operational environment in a symmetrical way, it needs 

a quick and crisp solution that the Powell Doctrine provides.  Likewise, if the President 

perceives the operational environment as one of persistent conflict, the Mullen Doctrine 

offers a helpful guide. 

 Today, the Mullen Doctrine is the guide that the President should use.  President 

Obama has defined the operational environment as one of persistent conflict and the 

Mullen Doctrine offers the best guide and potential for military success in this situation.  

Success will be more likely if President Obama adheres to the dimensional relationships 

outlined in this study.  He currently uses a broad approach to pursuing the national 

interest, but his NSS indicates a more internationalist paradigm.  This study suggests that 

President Obama should change his paradigm to be more interventionist when 

considering international relations. 

 

Recommendations 

This study relied on subjective inferences due to the currency of the subject 

matter and evidence.  The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan are ongoing and the history of 

President George W. Bush‟s administration is still being written, and will be completed 

with successive presidents, beginning with President Obama.  President Obama‟s 

administration inherited its wars, which are incomplete, thus its history is far from being 

conclusively written.  The inability to place such current events in accurate historical 
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context suggests that this study should be examined again as new literature is released 

and further analysis is conducted.   

The study‟s findings may also lose relevance if there is another significant change 

in the operational environment and on the international stage.  The end of the Cold War, 

the time period used to begin this study, was such a significant change.  The world and 

international stage changed from threats of state on state war, to one of grand scale 

terrorist attacks and easy weapon proliferation.  The current threat environment will 

likely undergo a drastic change again, questioning the validity of this study. 

The Mullen Doctrine may work well to guide current foreign policy and the 

decision to use force, but applying it has several international considerations.  One 

consideration is rooted in  its implication that the military is used for reasons other than 

force.  It is important to consider this use from a foreign viewpoint.  Within the U.S., it 

may be understood and accepted that the military will act in non-violent ways using soft 

power methods when deployed.  A foreign perspective though is likely to see uniforms, 

weapons, and the traditional use of the military when it is deployed- to fight and win 

wars.  The international community will potentially see a more hostile intent than the 

U.S. may even intend.  This influences the entire dynamic of the situation in which 

military troops are deployed for, and paradoxically, could have the opposite effect of 

their original intent for deployment. 

In summary, if we accept that we are in an era of persistent conflict with regard to 

the U.S. national interest, then the Mullen Doctrine should guide Presidential decisions 

regarding military force.  The President should act consistent with his worldview 

paradigm because it allows him the ability to frame the problem in a way where a feasible 
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and successful solution can be implemented.  Today, even though the Mullen Doctrine 

suggests a more liberal use of the military, military deployment should not be considered 

lightly because it still comes at a great cost in American treasure and with potential for 

unintended international consequences. 
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