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The project on “History, Strategy and Statecraft” which the Strauss Center is about to launch is premised on the “belief that rigorous historical work can inform and even improve the foreign policymaking process.”  But what are we to make of that assumption?  
To get at this issue, we first need to consider two questions.  First, what sort of contribution can historians, in theory, make in this area?  What exactly, in terms of skills and insights and perspectives, can they bring to the table?  And second—if we accept the premise that historians do have something distinctive to offer—in what ways, and through what channels, can they actually play a role?

With regard to the first issue, the main point to note is that the most obvious skill historians have—namely, a familiarity with the facts about the past—is in itself not very important.  To be sure, claims about the past play a certain role in debates about policy, and these claims are often false or misleading.  (I’ll give a few examples later on.)  And correcting these misconceptions clearly has a certain value, in large part because as a general principle it’s important to maintain standards:  given the importance of these issues, the intellectual quality of the discussion should be as high as possible, and getting the facts straight matters a lot in that context.
But still this would be a fairly minor contribution, and there are other aspects of historical work that strike me as far more important.  In studying the history of international politics—at least if you study it the right way—you develop a certain sense for what makes for war, and thus for the sorts of policies that either lead to trouble or make for a relatively stable system.  In studying this area of history, for example, you come to think of wars not as the product of aggression pure and simple, but as the outcome of a process, unfolding over time, with its own internal logic, and about which moral judgments are often quite problematic.  That generates a view of policy somewhat at variance with conventional views in this area:  it suggests that the goal of policy should not just be to affect what happens at the climax of a crisis—that is, what it would take to deter a would-be aggressor—but rather to influence the way that process runs its course.  And there is a certain value, I think, in making sure that this perspective plays a certain role as policy is worked out.

This, of course, is very general, but even historical work targeted on certain specific policy-relevant issues to my mind can have real value.  Studying a particular problem in some historical depth tends to give you a clearer sense for the structure of that problem than if you did not approach it in that way.
  And it is not just that historical work can be of value in substantive terms. Historical training can also have a certain impact on the way you approach an issue.  You tend to approach problems more objectively:  you’re trained to put your personal feelings aside and not be too judgmental;  you try to understand each side’s point of view, and understand also how policies interact with each other.  There is a certain psychological tendency for people to view their own actions in “situational” terms—that is, to justify what they do by explaining it in terms of the pressures they have to deal with—but to interpret their adversary’s actions in “dispositional” terms, in terms, that is, of the adversary’s fundamental character.
  The historical perspective can serve as an antidote to the sorts of distortions this psychological tendency can produce.  There is, in other words, often something quite parochial about the way countries deal with the rest of the world, and historical work can help you to step outside—indeed, to break free from—the parochialism of your own culture.
But if these are the sorts of things historians can bring to the table, how exactly—that is, through which channels—can they make a contribution?  In principle, one can conceive of a number of ways in which historians can play a role in the policymaking process.  Historians, first of all, might be brought in to advise political leaders on basic policy.  Just as there is a Council of Economic Advisors—an agency, incidentally, that was established more or less by accident
--to advise on economic policy, there might be a Council of Historical Advisors to provide a certain historical perspective when political leaders are grappling with certain basic issues of foreign or military policy.  Here it would not be a question of simply bringing certain facts to the attention of the political authorities.  Instead, the idea would be that in studying the history of international politics for many years, one develops a certain understanding that one cannot acquire in any other way, and that it might make sense for political leaders to somehow draw on that expertise.
Or historians might be brought in at the agency level, especially with the intelligence agencies.  They spend their professional lives trying to evaluate evidence and draw meaning from it;  that set of skills carries over directly to the making and assessment of intelligence estimates.  And coming from outside the government, academic historians would be able to reach conclusions without having to worry about political or bureaucratic pressures.  Their intellectual independence might of particular value in certain contexts.

Or historians might have a certain impact by participating more in the public discussion of key foreign policy issues—by writing op-eds and publishing articles in journals like Foreign Affairs and Foreign Policy.  Those op-eds and articles would not necessarily be on historical topics.  They might deal instead with current issues.  The idea here would be that their value lies in the fact that the historian would be bringing a certain sensibility and a certain set of insights to bear on the analysis of those issues—a sensibility and a level of understanding developed through years of historical study.
And finally there is a fourth way in which historians might play a role, and this is simply by interacting in a fairly serious way with people primarily concerned with issues of policy—including people who might be able to play a certain role in actually making policy at some point in the future.  In interacting with those people in a particular institutional structure, like a “think tank” or school of public policy, historians might be able to bring a distinctive perspective to bear;  their distinct way of looking at things might have a certain impact on the sort of thinking that takes shape in that environment—the sort of thinking that might have a certain impact of the kinds of policies that are eventually adopted.

Those, then, are the ways in which historical thinking might in principle play a certain role in the policymaking process.  But can it in practice really affect policy through any of those channels?  I doubt very much that historians can affect policy in a very direct way.  It does not seem very likely, first of all, that political leaders would be particularly interested in taking on historians as advisors.  Historians do not have the kind of technical expertise that economists, for example, have, or are at least believed to have.  Their most obvious skill, their familiarity with the facts about the past, is of no great practical importance, while their more important skills—a certain sense for how international politics works and thus for how political issues ought to be analyzed—are too subtle, too intangible, to be appreciated.

Bringing in historians to analyze intelligence might seem more realistic, and in fact in the early days of the CIA, there was an important body called the Board of National Estimates in which historians played a leading role.  My own teacher, Raymond Sontag, was for a time an important member of the BNE, and the CIA historian L.L. Montague in his book on the Agency during the Bedell Smith period, described the way Sontag worked at that time:

Sontag was magisterial in his coordination of the National Intelligence Estimates.  He conducted the meeting with the IAC [Intelligence Advisory Committee, composed of the heads of the departmental intelligence agencies] representatives as though it were a seminar and the representatives his students.  Any of them who attempted to stick to his departmental brief was made to look like an idiot. Having thus led all to concur in his own conclusions, Sontag then went before the IAC as their spokesmen—and let no ignorant major general dare to quibble with the agreed conclusions of the substantive experts!  General Smith [the DCI at the time] must have inwardly enjoyed watching Sontag overawe his IAC colleagues.  He never lifted a finger to protect them from the professor.

Now, we might think that this shows what first-rate independent minds can bring to the intelligence assessment process, but many officials resented mere professors exercising this sort of power, and the system in which they played a major role did not last long.  Bureaucratic resistance could be overcome and outside academics brought in only when strong political pressures were brought to bear, as in the famous Team B exercise of 1976.
  But if political pressures are that strong, the academics would in all probability be selected on the basis of political criteria;  there would be no interest in bringing in academics because their scholarly expertise and independence were valued in their own right.
What about the third channel described above, the idea that historians could participate more in the public debate?  I think the possibilities for a meaningful role here are somewhat greater, but not by much.  The reason is that historians rarely speak with much authority when they deal with current issues.  People do not have much respect for their expertise when they are not dealing with particular historical problems, and often not even then.  In part, this is because professional historians often disagree with each other, and it is impossible for outsiders to know how to separate the wheat from the chaff and know whose views to respect.  But even putting this problem aside, the key point to note is that questions of historical fact—the one area where historians can presumably speak with some authority—are not very important when current policy issues are discussed.
Let me give a couple of examples having to do with the few occasions when I was tempted to write about policy issues.  The first was during the debate about NATO expansion in the early 1990s.  It was clear to me from the historical work I had done that the U.S. government, throughout the Cold War period, thought a “Finlandization” of eastern Europe was not just the most it could realistically hope for, but that that sort of arrangement—with the countries in that area aligned with the Soviets in terms of foreign and defense policy, but free to pursue their own policies on domestic issues—would be very satisfactory from its point of view, better, for example (because of their concerns about Germany), than full independence for all the countries in that part of the world.  To that end, the U.S. government often assured the Soviets that it would not take advantage of the situation if they eased up on eastern Europe and allowed the countries there more freedom at home.  Even Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, despite his reputation as a hard-liner, gave the Soviets explicit assurances along these lines.
  To expand NATO eastward, to my mind, meant that the U.S. government would be reneging on those commitments:  the Americans would in effect be telling the Russians, “now that you’re weak, we’ll just ignore the assurances we gave you in the past.”  The point that the nation was honor-bound not to behave in this way, and that it might well at some point in the future pay a price for this sort of behavior, could, it seemed to me, be introduced into the debate, and I actually regret not trying to publish a piece making this sort of argument.  But I doubt whether this historical point would have carried much weight.  Other arguments—about the importance of not kicking your opponent when he’s down, or about the foolishness of taking on commitments that would be embarrassing later on when he had recovered his strength—carried much more weight, and they could be made by anyone.  The fact that I was an historian would not lead people to take those arguments more seriously if I made them.
The second example has to do with the discussion that swirled about the “Bush Doctrine,” the idea of “preemptive war,” and the decision to go to war with Iraq in 2003.  A certain historical argument played a key role in those debates.  The idea was that the United States had traditionally fought wars only for defensive purposes—that America’s wars had traditionally been “wars of necessity”—but that the Bush administration had broken with that tradition and was now willing to fight “wars of choice” and attack enemies even when no threat was imminent.  All this struck me as highly misleading, and some of the historical arguments that were made in this vein were clearly flatly wrong.  All of America’s wars, for example, were in fact “wars of choice.”  This was true even of World War II.  But to make that sort of argument—since at some key points you’re taking issue with notions deeply embedded in the public mind—you really have to go into the evidence in some depth, and you just can’t do that in an op-ed or even in an article that a journal like Foreign Affairs would publish.  You don’t need much space, on the other hand, to show that some specific historical claims made in this context (like Arthur Schlesinger’s claim that Robert Kennedy was opposed to an air strike during the Cuban missile crisis) are highly misleading if not just plain wrong.
  You could write something up, but it is not likely that the New York Times would publish it as an op-ed, even if the original claim you were responding to was in a Times op-ed.  Maybe it could be published as a letter to the editor, or in some place like the National Review Online, but no one would pay much attention if it were published that way.
The basic problem here is that our most important publications are not particularly interested in what serious historians have to say.  I once saw an article in the New York Times that dealt with some historical issue and I was struck by the fact that the author, Max Frankel, had not talked with any professional historian before writing it.  I wrote him a letter asking why this was so, and in his reply he made it clear that he did not have much respect for what historians have to say.  And in a sense I can scarcely blame him for that, because the kind of historian a journalist like Frankel was like to come into contact with is the sort of scholar who wants to influence policy, and that’s more likely to be someone with a political agenda than someone who’s committed to what used to be the core values of the profession:  to the idea that issues have to be set up in such a way that the answers turn on what the evidence shows, that questions have to be approached in an open-minded way, and that the analysis has to be as objective and as dispassionate as possible.

And scholars with a political axe to grind do tend to play fast and loose with the truth.  I think in this context of the resolution the American Historical Association adopted in December 1982 supporting a freeze on the production of new nuclear weapons systems—not, one should note, a negotiated freeze that the United States and the Soviet Union would both agree to, but a unilateral U.S. freeze which, according to the resolution, might help bring about “negotiated nuclear arms reductions with the Soviet Union and other states.”  That policy recommendation was based on a particular historical claim.  According to the resolution, the accumulation of arms by hostile powers always led to trouble and generally to war.  “As professional historians,” the AHA warned, “we feel compelled to warn our fellow citizens that in modern history all large scale accumulations of weapons by rival powers have invariably led to the worsening of their relations, and usually to war.”  The claim was of course simply untrue.  The U.S. buildup of the early 1950s, for example, was followed by an easy of tensions beginning in late 1952, and the Reagan build-up, which the AHA was opposing, was followed by the end of the Cold War.
  Is it any wonder, then, that the mere fact that someone is an historian does not mean, in our culture, that his or her views on some issue of policy should be treated with particular respect?
So we come now to the fourth way in which professional historian can, in theory, play a role in the policymaking process:  the development of an institutional framework in which historians and policy people (and, I should add, the political scientists interested in the theoretical side of these problems) can interact.

It is natural, I think, that these three fields should come together in this way—more natural than people think.  History, in fact, can serve as a kind of workshop in which views on fundamental issues of policy get worked out.  This process is more or less automatic:  certain basic views on how foreign and military policy should be conducted take shape as a simple by-product of normal historical work.  If your goal is to understand why events took the course they did, you have to give some thought to the question of what alternatives were available at the time and how things would have developed if those alternative paths had been chosen.  (This is directly related to the problem of figuring out what effect a particular policy had, since if things would have developed the same way no matter what alternative was chosen, you can’t attribute any causal significance to the policy choice that was actually made.)  But it is not much of a jump from thinking about how things could have been different to thinking about how things should have been done differently.  And if you do this kind of exercise in a whole variety of different contexts, you almost automatically develop certain general views about what policy should be—that is, about the general principles that should guide policy.
The historian would thus naturally have things to say that are of real interest to the policy people. And those people might find this sort of interaction to be of particular value because they are dealing with scholars who, although they are interested in the same general issues, have approached them from a very different perspective, and thus, in all probability, will have a somewhat different take on them.  (It is, of course, for the same sort of reason that interacting with the policy people will be of value to the historians.)  And interacting with the historians in a fairly intimate way, policy people would be able to appreciate  what a serious historian can bring to the table when policy issues are discussed.

My main point here is that meaningful and productive exchanges are possible because historians and policy people have more in common intellectually than one might suspect.  The process of thinking about policy involves speculation about the consequences of various possible courses of action;  but to speculate about their effects, one has to draw on a certain body of theory—not necessarily anything formal, but on a certain general sense for how international politics works.  But in history when one is trying to explain why something had a certain effect—and, implicitly, why other policies would have had different results—one also has to draw on a kind of theory, and in fact on pretty much the same sort of theory.  The thought process is very similar.
I came across a very nice example of this a few weeks ago.  I was reading a really extraordinary memoir written (or actually dictated) by the French diplomat Jean-Marie Soutou.  That memoir contained an extract from a document, Soutou’s record of a meeting with Georges Pompidou held right after he (Pompidou) had become prime minister in 1962.  Soutou gave Pompidou a rather detailed analysis of why, to his mind, it was inevitable that Britain would be admitted to the Common Market.  He discussed a number of factors that pointed in this direction:  Britain herself, France’s five partners in the EEC, and the United States as well, were all determined that Britain should get in.  But beyond that, there was another factor having to do with a core inconsistency lying at the heart of French policy:  if France had opposed the admission of Britain because she herself had been committed to the establishment of a truly federal Europe and believed that with Britain inside movement in that direction would be difficult, that policy might make sense.  But the French government had made it clear that it did not believe in an integrated Europe à la Jean Monnet;  this situation—France’s “double refusal”—alienated France’s partners (because it made them distrust the French government’s motives) and thus weakened France’s position in this whole affair.
  Now, as it turned out, Britain was admitted to the Common Market not long after Pompidou became President of the Republic in 1969, and if you’re an historian and your goal is to explain how this happened, you might, looking back, make essentially the same kind of analysis that Soutou had made looking forward in 1962.  The aim in each case is to capture a certain “element of necessity” in the political process you’re analyzing.  In basic intellectual terms, in each case you’re trying to do essentially the same thing.
So historians and policy people are in some ways on the same wavelength, and it is thus natural that they should be part of the same community.  And given that to do their analyses they have to draw on a theory of some sort, it is also natural that the political scientists—or at least those specializing in international relations—should be part of that community as well, especially since they have a lot to gain, for all sort of obvious reasons, from exchanging ideas with both historians and policy people.  I thus think it makes sense to build structures in which those three groups can interact.

And I think that right now it’s not just possible but also important to move in that direction.  Historians interested in international politics have been pushed to the margin of the historical profession, and those who study foreign policy in a more or less traditional ways are not exactly sought after by most history departments today.  People on the outside do not quite understand how bad the situation is, and how the country is in danger of losing something of enormous value.  History as a discipline, if one can still call it that, has become totally politicized.  I remember one colleague of mine, when I was at Penn, announcing at a department meeting that she was setting herself up as the department’s “gender police” and was going to monitor everything the department did in terms of hiring and promotion to make sure due account was paid to considerations of gender.  No one batted an eyelash, and indeed this was not a minor member of the department whose views could be safely ignored.  She now serves as president of Harvard University.  And the “gender police” look with disdain on fields like diplomatic and military history—and indeed on any historian who still believes that historical work does not have to be done in a politicized way and that the ideal of objectivity is not to be dismissed out of hand as naïve and out of keeping with the profession’s basic political agenda.

In political science the situation is not nearly so bad, but some leading scholars in security studies have come to feel, with some justification, that their colleagues in other areas of political science increasingly look down on the kind of work they do, and have actually begun to think in terms of seceding from their departments.
  Policy schools, on the other hand, have an interest in becoming more academic and less like trade schools. They therefore have an interest in taking in refugees from history and political science departments.
So one can expect a certain movement in this direct in the years to come—a shift in the center of gravity of the whole i.r. field toward schools of public policy.  One can imagine that sort of development because it makes intellectual sense:  it makes sense, that is, to develop institutional structures within which historians, political scientists, and policy people, all sharing a common interest in international politics, can interact.  That structure would be a kind of matrix within which something of value in policy terms could emerge—a structure within which historians could play a real role.  The shift to that kind of structure would, I imagine, be fairly gradual—not the “secession” of a whole group of people (although that sort of thing has happened, albeit on a more limited scale, in the past
)—but more joint appointments and a gradual shift in the main locus of people’s scholarly lives.  Movement in that direction would, I think, be in everyone’s interest.  The people who come together in this way—historians, political scientists, and policy people as well—would all benefit, and so would the nation as a whole.
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