Policy Analysis (/policy-analysis) /
Monographs

Statecraft 2.0
What America Needs to Lead in a Multipolar World

by Dennis Ross (/experts/dennis-ross)

March 5, 2025

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

o
g ¢

Dennis Ross (/experts/dennis-ross

Dennis Ross, a former special assistant to President Barack Obama, is the counselor and William Davidson Distinguished Fellow at The Washington
Institute.

@

In-Depth Reports

In a world that is multipolar and America has less relative power, the United
States no longer has the luxury to practice statecraft badly.

T he United States may still be the world's strongest country, but it now faces real challenges at both a global and
regional level. The unipolar world which was dominated by America after the Cold War is gone. Unlike the
Soviet Union, China is both a military and economic competitor and it is actively challenging the norms and
institutions that the US used to shape an international order during and after the Cold War. Directly and indirectly, it
has partners trying to undo the American-dominated order, with Russia seeking to extinguish Ukraine, and Iran

trying to undermine American presence, influence, and any set of rules for the Middle East that it does not dominate.

Purchase Statecraft 2.0from Oxford University Press
(https://global.oup.com/academic/product/statecraft-20-9780197698921?lang=en&cc=us)

The failures of American policy in Afghanistan and Iraq have weakened the domestic consensus for a US leadership
role internationally. Traditions in US foreign policy, especially the American sense of exceptionalism, have at
different points justified both withdrawal and international activism. Iraq and Afghanistan fed the instinct to
withdraw and to end the "forever wars." But the folly of these US interventions did not necessarily mean that all use
of force to back diplomacy or specific political ends was wrong; rather it meant in these cases, the Bush
Administration failed in the most basic task of good statecraft: namely, marrying objectives and means. Nothing
more clearly defines effective statecraft than identifying well-considered goals and then knowing how to use all the
tools of statecraft--diplomatic, economic, military, intelligence, information, cyber, scientific, education--to achieve

them. But all too often American presidents have adopted goals that were poorly defined and not thought through.

In Statecraft 2.0, a significant update of the first edition, Dennis Ross explains why failing to marry objectives and


https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/experts/dennis-ross
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/experts/dennis-ross
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/statecraft-20-9780197698921?lang=en&cc=us

means has happened so often in American foreign policy. He uses historical examples to illustrate the factors that
account for this, including political pressures, weak understanding of the countries where the US has intervened,
changing objectives before achieving those that have been established, relying too much on ourselves and too little
on allies and partners. To be fair, there have not only been failures, there have been successes as well. Ross uses
case studies to look more closely at the circumstances in which Administrations have succeeded and failed in
marrying objectives and means. He distills the lessons from good cases of statecraft--German unification in NATO,
the first Gulf War, the surge in Iraq 2007-8 - and bad cases of statecraft - going to war in Iraq 2003, and the Obama
policy toward Syria. Based on those lessons, he develops a framework for applying today a statecraft approach to our
policy toward China, Iran, and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The book concludes with how a smart statecraft

approach would shape policy toward the new national security challenges of climate, pandemics, and cyber. <
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