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Searching For Progressive Foreign Policy in Theory
and in Practice

Rachel Myrick

What differentiates progressive grand strategies from other variants of US
grand strategy? Van Jacksons “Left of Liberal Internationalism: Grand
Strategies within Progressive Foreign Policy Thought” argues that progres-
sives reject the idea that security is limited to questions about the use of
military force. Jackson begins instead with a broader concept of security
rooted in “peace, democracy, and equality”! Following from these com-
mitments, he proposes three progressive grand strategies. First, progressive
pragmatism prioritizes economic equality, seeking to mitigate threats posed
by corrupt autocrats. Second, antihegemonism attempts to rein in American
military power and imperialism. Third, peacemaking aims to respond to
structural causes of violence and advocates for widespread disarmament.

Jackson’s thought-provoking article foregrounds a crucial question:
Where, exactly, is progressive foreign policy? This essay offers two sets of
explanations for why progressive grand strategy has historically been lim-
ited in both theory and practice. One set of challenges is conceptual:
staking out a typology of US grand strategies on the left poses trade-offs.
On the one hand, a well-founded desire to move the debate beyond “use
of force” questions makes it difficult to develop an exhaustive, coherent
categorization of progressive grand strategies that still speaks to the tra-
ditional grand strategy literature. On the other hand, without more rad-
ically redefining what security is and who it should be for, progressive
grand strategies become difficult to distinguish from modified versions of
liberal internationalism. Jackson’s article grapples with this tension, helping
lay a foundation upon which future progressive grand strategists can build.

A second set of challenges is practical. Rich debates about grand strategy
on the left are uncommon in contemporary American politics. Many
scholars attribute this problem to pathologies in the national security
bureaucracy: too much bipartisanship in foreign affairs means that the
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Left and Right are not sufficiently differentiated on foreign policy.> However,
I argue that looking forward, excessive partisanship in American politics
could pose a greater threat to progressive foreign policy than excessive
bipartisanship. For the next generation of US grand strategists, my concern
is not that there is inherently too much agreement, but rather that there
is shrinking space for constructive and creative disagreement, both within
and between parties. I contend that growing polarization in American
politics is likely to obstruct an interesting, emergent debate about foreign
policy on the left. The Democratic Party’s diverse coalition of interests
makes politicians on the left wary of championing progressive ideas in
foreign policy that reveal intraparty disagreement. And an increasingly
polarized society gives Democratic politicians incentives to campaign on
one-off foreign policy issues in opposition to Republican incumbents rather
than to articulate coherent, progressive alternatives to mainstream US
grand strategies. In drawing attention to these challenges, I discuss how
Jackson’s article moves theoretical and practical debates about progressive
grand strategy forward and highlight future promising areas for research.

Challenges in Conceptualizing Progressive Foreign Policy

A lot of scholarship distinguishes between US grand strategies based on
questions about when and how the United States should use military force
abroad.? Jackson, however, rightly points out that focusing on use of force
questions restricts “the imagination regarding what America’s international
role and conduct ought to or could be’* For Jackson, a key difference
between progressive and traditional grand strategies is the answer to the
question: “Security for whom?” Traditional American grand strategists see
security as about survival of the state. But for progressives, both the defi-
nition of security and the question of who security is provided for should
be subject to greater scrutiny.

This introduces a conceptual challenge. It is easier to articulate com-
peting visions of US grand strategy that follow from broadly shared objec-
tives.” In developing a typology of grand strategies, Paul C. Avey, Jonathan

2Patrick Porter, “Why America’s Grand Strategy Has Not Changed: Power, Habit, and the U.S. Foreign
Policy Establishment,” International Security 42, no. 4 (Spring 2018): 9-46; Stephen M. Walt, The Hell of
Good Intentions: America’s Foreign Policy Elite and the Decline of U.S. Primacy (New York: Farrar, Straus &
Giroux, 2018).

3Barry R. Posen and Andrew L. Ross, “Competing Visions for U.S. Grand Strategy,” International Security
21, no. 3 (Winter 1996/97): 5-53; Paul C. Avey, Jonathan N. Markowitz, and Robert J. Reardon,
“Disentangling Grand Strategy: International Relations Theory and U.S. Grand Strategy,” Texas National
Security Review 2, no. 1 (November 2018): 28-51.

“Jackson, “Left of Liberal Internationalism,” 556.

SEven when objectives are broadly aligned, however, developing a coherent typology of US grand
strategies is still challenging because there are competing ideas about grand strategy’s purpose and
content. See, for example, conceptual discussions of grand strategy from: Hal Brands, What Good Is
Grand Strategy? Power and Purpose in American Statecraft from Harry S. Truman to George W. Bush (Ithaca,
NY: Cornell University Press, 2014); Rebecca Friedman Lissner, “What Is Grand Strategy? Sweeping a
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N. Markowitz, and Robert J. Reardon start with a common objective to
“maximize American security, prosperity, and liberty” They qualify that
core US interests are restricted to the “American people, not the world.”®
From this objective, they derive four US grand strategies centered around
use of force questions and anchored in international relations theories.

By contrast, Jackson’s analytical approach distinguishes grand strategies
based on the progressive commitments they prioritize. This approach raises
questions that merit additional discussion. For one, how should we identify
the relevant set of progressive commitments? Jackson’s typology emphasizes
three values: economic equality, participatory democracy, and peace. Yet
these commitments are not exclusive or exhaustive. Some researchers
propose others as a starting point. Stephen Wertheim, for example, offers
three variants of foreign policy on the left differentiated by their respective
focus on democracy and human rights, global governance, and military
restraint.” One could imagine grand strategies that start with different
progressive values, such as racial justice or environmental justice, or with
commitments that emphasize the “means” rather than the “ends” of foreign
policymaking. For instance, Senator Chris Murphy’s idea of progressive
foreign policy is less about defining substantive priorities and more about
incorporating liberal principles—such as limiting excessive secrecy and
increasing congressional oversight of national security—into the conduct
of foreign policy.®

Some researchers writing about progressive grand strategy start with an
entirely different analytical approach. In An Open World, Rebecca Lissner
and Mira Rapp-Hooper outline an American grand strategy based on
openness.” Rather than emphasizing values or priorities, Lissner and Rapp-
Hooper describe a set of disruptions to global politics (such as globaliza-
tion, technological shifts, and populism) and explain how the United States
should best orient its foreign policy to respond to them. Still other scholars
propose an analytical approach that begins with defining a central security
threat. For Bruce W. Jentleson, progressive grand strategy should focus on
nontraditional security threats, such as global health challenges and climate
change, rather than traditional security threats such as great-power
politics.!®

Conceptual Minefield,” Texas National Security Review 2, no. 1 (November 2018): 53-73; Nina Silove,
“Beyond the Buzzword: The Three Meanings of ‘Grand Strategy,” Security Studies 27, no. 1 (January—March
2018): 27-57.

6Avey, Markowitz, and Reardon, “Disentangling Grand Strategy,’ 33, 35.

’Stephen Wertheim, “The Crisis in Progressive Foreign Policy: How the Left Can Adapt to an Age of
Great-Power Rivalry,” Foreign Affairs, 24 August 2022.

8Chris Murphy, “How to Make a Progressive Foreign Policy Actually Work,” Atlantic, 7 October 2019.
Rebecca Lissner and Mira Rapp-Hooper, An Open World: How America Can Win the Contest for Twenty-
First Century Order (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2020).

9Bruce W. Jentleson, “Refocusing US Grand Strategy on Pandemic and Environmental Mass Destruction,”
Washington Quarterly 43, no. 3 (Fall 2020): 7-29.
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None of these analytical approaches are inherently better than others.
But the variation in approaches can make typologies of progressive and
traditional grand strategies hard to directly compare. By focusing on a set
of underlying commitments, Jackson’s progressive grand strategies at times
become difficult to differentiate from variants of liberal internationalism.
Jackson uses liberal internationalism—defined as the “default”!! American
grand strategy—as a foil to progressive grand strategy. But some confusion
arises from the inconsistent definitions of liberal internationalism in the
literature.!”> For example, Charles A. Kupchan and Peter L. Trubowitz
define it as “U.S. power plus international cooperation.”!* If we begin with
this definition, Jackson’s progressive grand strategies propose clear alter-
natives to overreliance on American military primacy.

Yet the distinction becomes blurrier if we use G. John Ikenberry’s defi-
nition of liberal internationalism. In A World Safe for Democracy, he
describes four liberal internationalist commitments: international openness
and economic exchange, multilateralism, democratic solidarity, and pro-
gressive social purpose.'* These commitments share much in common
with Jackson’s progressive grand strategies. A strategy such as progressive
pragmatism shares core tenets of liberal internationalism but emphasizes
economic equality rather than economic openness.!> Likewise, there is not
much in Jackson’s grand strategy of peacemaking that Ikenberry’s liberal
internationalists would disagree with. This introduces some confusion:
Does moving “left” of liberal internationalism mean critiquing the ideas
underlying liberal internationalism, or the way those ideas have been (at
times very poorly) implemented in US foreign policy?

One way to further distinguish progressive and traditional US grand
strategies is to unpack the question: “Security for whom?” Jackson’s typol-
ogy does a lot of work in proposing alternative concepts of security.
However, the progressive grand strategies he outlines are less explicit about
for whom that security should be provided. Much substantive disagreement
exists on the left about this question, and it has major implications for
which policy tools are most relevant. For example, a trade policy predi-
cated on privileging economic equality domestically looks different than
one that privileges economic equality internationally. A peacemaking strat-
egy focused on addressing structural violence at home employs a different
set of policy tools than one emphasizing global disarmament or large-scale

"Jackson, “Left of Liberal Internationalism,” 554.

2See also Charles L. Glaser’s critique of the term “liberal international order.” Glaser, “A Flawed Framework:
Why the Liberal Order Concept Is Misguided,” International Security 43, no. 4 (Spring 2019): 51-87.
BCharles A. Kupchan and Peter L. Trubowitz, “Dead Center: The Demise of Liberal Internationalism in
the United States,” International Security 32, no. 2 (Fall 2007): 7.

4G. John lkenberry, A World Safe for Democracy: Liberal Internationalism and the Crises of Global Order
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2020).

5To his credit, Jackson acknowledges that progressive pragmatism looks quite close to liberal interna-
tionalism on military and defense policy. Jackson, “Left of Liberal Internationalism,” 591.
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peace enforcement operations. In this vein, one could envision adding a
second dimension to Jackson’s typology, differentiating both between which
values to prioritize and for whom to prioritize them.

This discussion emphasizes the challenges scholars face when writing
about progressive foreign policy. Traditional grand strategists often start
with similar assumptions about core US objectives and a narrower defi-
nition of what security means. Progressive grand strategists face additional
layers of complexity, since they seek both to broaden how security is
defined and who it is for. Jackson clearly identifies these complexities, but
his typology focuses on the former. Future work may seek to unbundle
the latter in order to more sharply distinguish progressive grand strategies
from liberal internationalism.

Challenges in the Practice of Progressive Foreign Policy

The second important question that Jackson’s article raises is: Where is
progressive foreign policy in practice? Scholars commonly attribute this
gap to a lack of ideological diversity in the national security bureaucracy.
According to Patrick Porter, a “pervasive ideology of U.S. leadership”'¢
has led to consistency and stasis in American grand strategy. Whereas the
criticism of US domestic policymaking is that the two parties cannot agree
on anything, the criticism of the foreign policy establishment is that they
agree too much. There is some truth in this characterization of American
grand strategy. But I offer three reasons why excessive partisanship, rather
than excessive bipartisanship, is a more imminent threat to the emerging
debate around progressive foreign policy. Though polarization is not the
only structural phenomenon likely to stifle this debate, its effects are
underappreciated.

First, a polarized climate prevents substantive intraparty debate on the
left, especially when it comes to foreign affairs. In Asymmetric Politics,
Matt Grossman and David A. Hopkins explain that the Democratic Party
is characterized by “relative disunity”’!” They argue that in contrast to a
more ideologically oriented Republican Party, the Democratic Party is a
diverse coalition of group interests. Given the range of constituencies that
comprise the Left in American politics, the Democratic Party is unlikely
to champion progressive ideas in foreign policy that deviate from the
status quo.

5Porter, “Why America’s Grand Strategy Has Not Changed,” 11.
7Matt Grossman and David A. Hopkins, Asymmetric Politics: Ideological Republicans and Group Interest
Democrats (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 7.
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At the same time, growing congressional polarization places a premium
on party discipline.'® This discourages politicians on the left from taking
up tough foreign policy challenges that reveal deep disagreement. Many
important, complex foreign policy issues, such as discussions about the
nature of future confrontation with China, Israeli-Palestinian relations, and
US (re)entry into a nuclear agreement with Iran, have the potential to
become “wedge” issues for the Democratic Party. Meaningful debate around
these topics is stifled not only by a lack of diverse viewpoints but also
by a highly polarized atmosphere that incentivizes party cohesion.

Second, high levels of affective polarization in the American public
encourage politicians to focus on attacking the opposing party rather than
articulating new, forward-thinking visions for US grand strategy. As affec-
tive polarization in the United States increases, American voters have
grown more favorable toward their own party and unfavorable toward the
opposing party.'” Politicians have incentives to play off of this negative
partisanship, positioning their foreign policy platforms to attack out-party
incumbents. Foreign affairs could be especially susceptible to negative
partisanship. In areas of foreign policy where the public does not have
strong prior attitudes, partisan and elite cues often exert influence.?
Riskier, bolder actions in foreign policy are more likely to be politicized,
making it less attractive for incumbents to deviate from status quo policies.

Third, polarization makes it difficult for Democratic incumbents to
acknowledge an idea that is central to Jacksons progressive grand strate-
gies: domestic and international problems are inextricably linked. During
the 2020 Democratic presidential primary, Democratic candidates such as
Senators Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren articulated visions for an
“emerging left-wing foreign policy”?! As Warren explained, “The United
States can no longer maintain the comfortable assumption that its domestic
and foreign policies are separate. Every decision the government makes
should be grounded in the recognition that actions that undermine working
families in this country ultimately erode American strength in the world”*

However, once in office, Democratic presidents have few incentives to
highlight the connections between domestic and international problems.
Doing so would mean having to foreground uncomfortable truths about

'8Frances E. Lee, Beyond Ideology: Politics, Principles, and Partisanship in the U. S. Senate (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 2009); Sean M. Theriault, Party Polarization in Congress (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2012).

Shanto lyengar et al., “The Origins and Consequences of Affective Polarization in the United States,’
Annual Review of Political Science 22 (2019): 129-46.

20Alexandra Guisinger and Elizabeth N. Saunders, “Mapping the Boundaries of Elite Cues: How Elites
Shape Mass Opinion across International Issues,” International Studies Quarterly 61, no. 2 (June
2017): 425-41.

21Aaron Ettinger, “Is There an Emerging Left-Wing Foreign Policy in the United States?” International
Journal 75, no. 1 (March 2020): 24-48.

22Elizabeth Warren, “A Foreign Policy for All: Strengthening Democracy—at Home and Abroad,” Foreign
Affairs (January/February 2019).
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societal injustices and antidemocratic trends within the United States itself.
In a highly competitive political environment, incumbent presidents will
far prefer, for example, to emphasize economic prosperity rather than
economic inequality and corruption. Likewise, leaders will find it easier
scapegoat authoritarian adversaries abroad rather than address threats to
democracy at home. The Biden administration’s “Summit for Democracy”
in December 2021 illustrates this tension. The summit, which featured
representatives from over 100 democracies, was positioned as a challenge
to authoritarian rivals such as China and Russia. However, as many com-
mentators noted, there was great irony in the United States championing
democracy globally when experiencing many problems with its own dem-
ocratic system.”

The combination of these trends suggests that a rich debate about pro-
gressive foreign policy is unlikely to be at the forefront of upcoming
electoral cycles. However, developing conceptual tools to put progressive
and traditional grand strategists in conversation with one another is nec-
essary to advance current theoretical debates. Jackson’s article provides a
very useful starting point for sharpening the analytical foundations of
progressive grand strategy. In doing so, he challenges us to consider why
progressive ideas have not been more central to the US grand strategy
literature or to the American foreign policy establishment, and what might
be done to change that in the future.
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