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From a writer with long and high-level experience in the U.S. government, a startling and

provocative assessment of Americaâ€™s global dominance. Maximalist puts the history of our

foreign policy in an unexpected new light, while drawing fresh, compelling lessons for the present

and future.When the United States has succeeded in the world, Stephen Sestanovich argues, it has

done so not by staying the course but by having to change itâ€”usually amid deep controversy and

uncertainty. For decades, the United States has been a power like no other. Yet presidents and

policy makers worry that theyâ€”and, even more, their predecessorsâ€”havenâ€™t gotten things

right. Other nations, they say to themselves, contribute little to meeting common challenges.

International institutions work badly. An effective foreign policy costs too much. Public support is

shaky. Even the greatest successes often didnâ€™t feel that way at the time. Â Â Â Â Â Â Â Â Â 

Sestanovich explores the dramatic results of American global primacy built on these anxious

foundations, recounting cycles of overcommitment and underperformance, highs of achievement

and confidence followed by lows of doubt. We may think there was a time when Americaâ€™s

international role reflected bipartisan unity, policy continuity, and a unique ability to work with others,

but Maximalist tells a different storyâ€”one of divided administrations and divisive decision making,

of clashes with friends and allies, of regular attempts to set a new direction. Doing too much has

always been followed by doing too little, and vice versa.Maximalist unearths the backroom stories

and personalities that bring American foreign policy to life. Who knew how hard Lyndon Johnson

fought to stay out of the war in Vietnamâ€”or how often Henry Kissinger ridiculed the idea of visiting

China? Who remembers that George Bush Sr. found Ronald Reaganâ€™s diplomacy too

passiveâ€”or that Bush Jr. considered Bill Clintonâ€™s too active? Leaders and scoundrels alike

emerge from this retelling in sharper focus than ever before. Sestanovich finds lessons in the past

that anticipate and clarify our chaotic present.
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Much of the recent spate of writing decrying the decline of U.S. power and influence centers on

issues of domestic decay and turmoil, with the view that the United States has somehow lost its way

in the world. Some authors argue that these domestic political, economic, and social challenges

have hamstrung the current administration in pursuing the kind of aggressive, engaged foreign

policy needed in this volatile time. Stephan Sestanovich, the author of the recently-published

Maximalist, shows that the current challenges of the Obama administration are not new, but part of

cycle that can be traced back to the post-World War II Truman administration. Sestanovich is a

former U.S. diplomat, and an official under both Presidents Reagan and Clinton. He is currently a

professor of international relations at Columbia, as well as a senior fellow at the Council on Foreign

Relations. Sestanovich has written a highly-readable and very thorough history of U.S. foreign policy

since 1947. The book does not introduce much in the way of new research or detail. However, the

author is successful in repackaging previous works and incorporating a great many anecdotes to

retell the story in a slightly new way. It is a worthy addition to U.S. foreign policy scholarship, and

should be read by any serious student of diplomatic history, or for anyone in a position to advise on

or craft future foreign policy. The book expands on a thesis, that of a â€œmaximalistâ€• tradition in

U.S. foreign policy, one Sestanovich first examined in a Spring 2005 article from The National

Interest. Sestanovich, in this new book, describes a foreign policy and diplomatic continuum cycling

between periods of maximalism to retrenchment.
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