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Abstract 
 
James Baker’s success and his contribution to the international successes of the Bush 1 
administration stem from his mastery of techniques that allowed the U.S. government to act 
quickly and effectively in novel circumstances.  In intriguing ways, Baker’s preferred way of 
operating mimics the system of management that has been found to exist in businesses that must 
respond to drastic economic and technical changes in their environment.  Practitioners in both 
fields have a great deal to learn from each other.   

 
Hence, it cannot be said too often that the foundation for “doing good” is 
“doing well.”   Good intentions are no excuse for incompetence. 

--Peter Drucker1 
 

. . .in some concerns, there developed an ambiguous system of an official 
hierarchy of power and responsibility, and a clandestine or open system of 
pair relationships between the head of the concern and some dozens of 
persons at different positions below him in the management. . . The 
organization chart would be redrawn. But, inevitably, this strategy 
promoted its own counter-measures from the beneficiaries of the latest 
system as the stream of novel and unfamiliar problems built up anew. 

--Tom Burns and G.M. Stalker2 
 

Introduction 
 
The Bush 2 administration’s decision to go to war in Iraq (2003—) mired the United 
States in a vicious civil war marked by unexpectedly heavy casualties and expense. 
Beyond the cost and uncertain outcome of the war, the manner in which the 
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administration took the United States to war, particularly its refusal to incorporate the 
views of senior military officers, career intelligence analysts, and foreign service officers 
into its policies, revealed serious flaws in the process the administration followed in 
making foreign policy.3  Israel’s war with Hezbollah in Lebanon (summer 2006) also 
showed the difficulties of dealing with weak states and non-state actors, two of the 
characteristics of the current international order.4  Although the Israeli armed forces 
inflicted massive damage on Hezbollah and Lebanon’s civilian infrastructure, many 
Israelis and the governments and peoples of Arab and Muslim countries generally 
regarded the latest fighting as a defeat for Israel.  News reports indicate that the Bush 2 
administration supported the Israeli government’s plans for the war and delayed a U.N.-
sponsored cease fire in order to allow time for Israeli bombing and ground action to 
accomplish the government’s objectives.  Some reports go further to state that the U.S. 
government regarded the war in Lebanon as a test of the strategy it would follow in an 
attack on Iran’s nuclear facilities.  To the extent that these reports prove to be true, the 
Israeli defeat in Lebanon was also a defeat for the United States.  
 
These and other developments during the earlier Clinton and Bush 1 administrations, 
including the failure to grasp the changed nature of terrorism or prevent mass murder in 
Bosnia and Rwanda reveal some of the shortcomings of the American government’s 
response to the enormous changes that have taken place in the  international order since 
the end of the Cold War.  However, while far from perfect in their handling of all foreign 
policy issues, the Bush 1 administration—President George H.W. Bush (Bush 1) and his 
senior advisers, especially James Baker and Brent Scowcroft—responded to the drastic 
political and military changes that accompanied the end of the Cold war in ways that kept 
the country united, enhanced American security, and strengthened the prestige and 
alliances of the United States.  Bush 1’s major achievements included its role in 
facilitating the peaceful withdrawal of Soviet power from central and eastern Europe, the 
unification of Germany as a member of NATO and the European Union, the replacement 
of some of the communist regimes that had held power since the end of World War II 
with successful market democracies,5 the maintenance of good relations with China 
despite massive internal unrest in that country, the defeat of Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, 
and the convening of a region-wide Middle East peace conference to address the entire 
Arab-Israeli conflict.  The campaign to force Iraq out of Kuwait was conducted under the 
auspices of the United Nations, relatively few American lives were lost, and Japan, 
Germany, and the oil-rich nations of the Gulf paid the entire cost of the fighting; the 
American taxpayer paid not a penny.  When the Bush 1 administration left office, the 
United States was in an enviable position as the sole remaining global superpower: its 
alliances intact, its reputation high,  and on good terms with former enemies, Russia and 
China. The United States enjoyed greater support and respect worldwide than at any time 
in the past 35 years.  Plainly, there is a great deal to be learned about the management of 
U.S. foreign policy from the Bush 1 administration and Jim Baker. 
 
While much has been written about the substance of the Bush 1 policies, including 
memoirs by President Bush, Baker and Brent Scowcroft, far less attention has been given 
to the foreign policy making process followed by the Bush 1 administration to achieve 
these successes. 6   This article begins by examining the ways in which Bush 1’s secretary 
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of state, James Baker, approached his duties. It then offers insights from a small number 
of classic works drawn from the literature about the management of innovation in the 
business world. They overlap to a remarkable degree with the foreign policy management 
approach followed by the Bush 1 administration generally and by Jim Baker in particular.  
This double examination reveals that there is much to be gained from putting foreign 
policymaking in the broader context of creativity and innovation in a rapidly changing 
world.  Like their counterparts in the business world, all three presidents and their 
principal advisers who served since 1989 faced the problem of innovation and creativity 
as they struggled with drastic changes in the international environment, novel 
developments that ranged from the end of the Cold War to a resurgent China and the 
global renaissance of Islam with its tragic offshoot, suicidal terrorism.  Peter Drucker 
defines innovation “not as something that takes place within an organization but a change 
outside. The measure of innovation,” he continues, “is the impact on the environment.”7  
By this standard, the Bush 1 administration was successfully innovative to a degree that 
surpasses any administration since that of Harry Truman (1945-1953). Using the insights 
of Drucker, Tom Burns, G.M. Stalker, Herbert A. Simon, and other management analysts 
helps make the actions of the administration and those of Baker and Bush 1 less personal 
and more susceptible to analysis and learning.8   What emerges is a fascinating picture of 
overlapping generalizations about the formal as well as informal dimensions of foreign 
policy and business leadership in novel circumstances.  
 
In what follows I argue that Baker’s success and his contribution to the international 
successes of the Bush 1 administration stem from his mastery of techniques that allowed 
the U.S. government to act quickly and effectively in novel circumstances.  In intriguing 
ways, Baker’s preferred way of operating mimics the system of management that has 
been found to exist in businesses that must respond to drastic economic and technical 
changes in their environment.  This in turn suggests that practitioners in both fields have 
a great deal to learn from each other.   
 
Bush 1 solutions to the novel problems that faced the United States after 9/11 were both 
procedural and substantive, and the analysis that follows attempts to do justice to both 
process and substance.  Both are essential to success: nothing good can happen without 
correct ideas based on an accurate understanding of what is and what can and ought to be 
done. But ideas must be joined with a wise and effective way of acting both within the 
American government and in its relations with other governments.  Substance without 
process is impotent; process without substance is sterile. Together they promise success, 
alone they invite failure.  
 
The Baker Treatment 
 
James A. Baker III became the sixty-first secretary of state because of his long-standing 
friendship with President George H.W. Bush.  When he was sworn in, Baker’s political 
credentials were extensive and impressive: a remarkably successful career as a campaign 
adviser and cabinet member in the administrations of Presidents Gerald Ford and Ronald 
Reagan.  But it was his friendship with “Bush 41,” or “Jefe,” as Baker refers to the 
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president, that got him the job.  Looking back on his public service, Baker described 
himself as an activist not a thinker. As he put it,  

 
I would go to my desk every day and cross all the t’s and dot all the i’s, then I’d 
go home.  I ran presidential campaigns that way and served presidents that way.  I 
never thought too much about history in an abstract sense. In the back of my 
mind, I knew the things I was involved in were important; that’s one reason I 
enjoyed public life so much. If I had a theory of history, it was:  that if we worked 
hard and worked smart, we could win each day’s battles, and that if we won each 
battle, we would win the war. To the extent I had a larger theory, it was that 
history is shaped by human actions and reactions.9 

 
Leaving aside the “aw shucks” element in his words, Baker’s way of thinking about 
history and his part in it derives from one of the major intellectual approaches to human 
agency. But it also gave him a way to commit himself unreservedly to politics, to 
sacrifice his free time and his family life to the unceasing demands of presidential 
campaign management and public service at the highest levels. Bored with the law in 
Houston, he thrived in Washington and never really left for the next two decades.  In his 
work for presidents Ford, Reagan, and Bush, Baker consciously sought to combine 
campaigning and governing, and believed that the loyalties and insights that formed 
during campaigns made it easier to succeed once in office.10   
 
Baker’s conception of the nature of politics and how it works is as blunt and utilitarian as 
his philosophy of history.  “Politics is gut cutting,” is one of his favorite sayings. Another 
is: “politics ain’t beanbag.”  Baker’s sees politics as unsentimental and unforgiving.  It is 
not a game. It is a deadly serious contest to be fought with every ounce of energy and 
intelligence. The whole point is to win: to outthink, outmaneuver, outspend, outlast, 
outvote, and outwit the opposition. That’s what they are trying to do to you, and it’s up to 
you and your side to do it to them first.  Everything matters. Nothing is too small for 
attention.  Winning is central to politics and politicians, and Baker has more than his 
share of the politicians’ drive toward victory.  At the same time, even as he sought to beat 
them, Baker went out of his way to maintain good personal relations with his political 
opponents. His desire to avoid personalizing political differences reflects his upbringing 
and his own outlook, but it also made it easier for him to find political compromises that 
served the public good and the interests of those on both sides of the political aisle. Baker 
constantly refers to a loss of generosity and civility in politics during the last years of the 
20th century and deeply regrets its disappearance.  His account of his relations with Lloyd 
Bentsen, the man who defeated George H.W. Bush for the Senate in 1970, will suffice for 
dozens of examples that Baker gives of what he unashamedly calls old-fashioned bi-
partisanship.  During a vice presidential debate, Bentsen skewered Bush’s running mate, 
Dan Quayle, who had pointed out that he had as much experience in Congress as John F. 
Kennedy when he ran for president:  “Senator, I served with Jack Kennedy. I knew Jack 
Kennedy. Jack Kennedy was a friend of mine. Senator, you’re no Jack Kennedy.”11  
Bentsen’s quip played into the developing sense of Quayle as a country-club light weight 
who didn’t belong in the White House.  Baker wrote that Bentsen had been unfair to 
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Quayle, then added:  “. . . but I didn’t hold any grudges. Politics is politics.”12   In the 
same passage, Baker describes Bentsen as: 
 

 . . . a decorated combat veteran of World War II (he flew B-24’s out of  
Italy), a former three-term congressman, and a successful Houston  
businessman. He turned out to be a fine senator, well respected on both 
sides of the aisle, a moderate Democrat of the sort that, while not extinct,  
is far too rare in today’s politics. Two months after the bitter 1988 race  
ended, Lloyd graciously introduced me to the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee for my confirmation hearing as secretary of state.  This was a 
perfect example of the old way of doing things—fighting like hell in the 
campaign, then working together across party lines to do the public’s  
business.13 

 
He was, he wrote, proud to serve as one of the pall bearers at Bentsen’s funeral.   
  
Baker’s view of politics also shows in the rules he distilled about working in the White 
House. [See Appendix A.]  They included admonitions not to forget that the White House 
chief of staff works for the president, however powerful he might appear to others or 
think of himself: “Nobody elected you.” And:  “Husband the president’s power, and your 
own, by using it wisely. Don’t start more fights than you can win, and win the ones you 
start.”14 Throughout his career, he fought to achieve as much as possible of his and the 
president’s goals, but was prepared to compromise in order to achieve something 
important rather than lose everything.  He continually sought to see the issues from his 
adversary’s side as well as his own, believing this was the path to a mutually acceptable 
agreement. He tried to avoid personal animosity and bitterness in disagreement, and to 
treat friends and adversaries with dignity.  “When you’re ahead,” he advised, “call the 
question.  When you’re behind, work harder. If you can’t get what you want, get what 
you can.  When you can’t win, fall back and fight another day.”15 
 
Baker believes that the essential elements of his approach to politics come from his 
experiences in business law and presidential campaigning.  One of these is the familiar 
nugget: “Prior preparation prevents poor performance,” which he learned from his father 
and never forgot.  He comes back to it over and over again.  Others are more complex, as 
he explained in interviews with the author of this article and his memoir about his years 
as secretary of state, The Politics of Diplomacy: Revolution, War & Diplomacy, 1989-
1992.  Essentially, he believes that every significant national and international issue has a 
political dimension that holds the key to its resolution. 
 
Though he waited until his early 40s to enter national politics, Baker remained active 
well into George W. Bush’s second term (Bush 2), serving as co-chairman of the Iraq 
Study Group, which issued its report in late 2006.  His other important assignments 
included Undersecretary of Commerce in the Ford administration, important campaign 
work for President Ford’s reelection campaign and Ronald Reagan’s first presidential 
campaign, Chief of Staff of the White House in the first Reagan administration, Secretary 
of Treasury in the second Reagan administration, campaign manager for George H.W. 



Leadership Review, Kravis Leadership Institute, Claremont McKenna College, Vol. 8, Spring 2008 
 

49

Bush’s first and second campaigns for the presidency, Secretary of State in the first Bush 
administration, and director of the legal effort to win the Florida election of 2000 that 
brought George W. Bush to power.  In his memoirs Baker spends considerable time 
discussing the way he conducted the public’s business. The main outlines of his method 
can be summarized in this way: 
 
Hard work before any major decision and from day to day. Baker repeatedly makes 
clear that he sacrificed his family life to his job. His favorite shorthand for this is the five 
P’s:  Prior Preparation Prevents Poor Performance. 
 
Direct access to the president. The importance of direct access emerges repeatedly.  
After each success Baker found direct access easier to achieve, but he always sought it. 
When he didn’t have it or enough of it, he maneuvered to get it and widen his own 
responsibilities.  His access to George H.W. Bush was exceptional because of their long 
and unusually close personal friendship. But his direct presidential access during the first 
Bush administration was crucial because of its contribution to the agility and timeliness 
of American policy in responding to the problems that accompanied the end of the Cold 
War. 
 
A small, extremely accomplished staff.  Baker constantly kept an eye out for bright 
workaholics like himself, brought them close, and worked them hard.  Direct access to 
the president and a small staff led naturally to the next characteristic of the Baker 
treatment. 
 
Extreme centralization of decision-making.  Again and again in his memoirs and in the 
interviews conducted for this article Baker returns to the importance he attached to being 
the sole voice of American foreign policy. As he stated during an interview in his 
conference room at Baker Botts, the firm founded by his grandfather, in  Houston:  
“When the foreign minister of another country came to town, he had to make only one 
stop—at the State Department—to know what United States foreign policy was.”  If 
someone ‘got off the reservation,’ I went to the president immediately, and he reeled 
them in.”  It happened very seldom, he said, once with the National Security Adviser, 
Brent Scowcroft, and once or twice with Secretary of Defense, Dick Cheney. But the 
outcome, as far as Baker was concerned, was always the same. The president reinforced 
the rule that Baker and the State Department alone were in charge of U.S. foreign policy.  
This doesn’t have to happen very many times before competitors stop trying. 
 
Basing agreements on mutually acceptable arrangements or, the politics of 
diplomacy.  In Baker’s eyes, putting politics at the core of diplomacy or domestic 
politics is not the same thing as “splitting the difference.” The side with the stronger hand 
wins more of its agenda, and during the end game of the Cold War the United States was 
the strongest player. The settlement of the Cold War in Europe served American interests 
more than those of any other country except Germany.  But Baker repeatedly underlines 
what he regards as the folly of attempting to seek unilateral advantage. If the other side 
thinks it has been wronged or short-changed the deal won’t hold. It is as simple as that in 
his eyes.  He drew this insight from his experience as a business lawyer and, once in 
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politics, from his recognition that if public policy makers disregard the political 
dimensions of their agenda their legislative proposals will fail or the deals necessary to 
win approval of their agenda will come unstuck.  He saw no reason why diplomacy 
should be any different and approached it with the same principle in mind. A good 
example of this approach in action showed during Baker’s negotiations with Soviet 
foreign minister Eduard Shevardnadze over the unification of Germany.  In response to 
Shevardnadze’s impassioned rhetoric about Germany’s repeated invasions and 
destruction of Russia, Baker answered patiently: I can’t change the past, Eduard: you 
must tell me something I can do for you now.  The upshot was an agreement from West 
Germany to pay for the relocation of Soviet troops from East Germany and to build 
housing at their new locations inside the Soviet Union and a pledge from NATO not to 
station NATO troops on the soil of the former communist countries of the Soviet bloc. It 
was clear to all sides that this arrangement might not hold during a crisis, but like the 
German financing of Soviet troop relocation it was a crucial element in winning Soviet 
withdrawal from central Europe.16 
 
Operating inside the other side’s decision loop.  One of the most intriguing concepts 
about aerial combat is that the deadliest pilots are able to react more quickly than their 
adversaries, which enables them to accumulate greater and greater advantage as they 
maneuver and, as the gains accumulate, to put their aircraft in position for a kill. Again 
and again as one studies the diplomacy of the end game of the Cold War it is clear that 
Baker and his assistants were consistently quicker and wiser in reacting and maneuvering 
than their Soviet counterparts, and the British and French governments, as well. Only the 
West German government came close to matching the speed and expertise that the 
Americans could bring to bear on important issues. One negotiation where this showed 
most clearly concerned the bargaining over the reduction of the massive conventional 
forces in Europe that both sides had amassed during the Cold War.  The American 
decision process was so flat and its participants so knowledgeable and able to commit 
their agencies that decisions of every kind came relatively quickly and easily; of greatest 
importance, they repeatedly came faster and were more imaginative than those of the 
other side.17      
 
The trouble with describing the Bush 1 policy process in this way is that by themselves, 
with the possible exception of operating inside the opponent’s decision loop, the various 
attributes don’t provide a basis for distinguishing successful process from unsuccessful 
and don’t advance our understanding of the procedures needed to support successful 
foreign policy decision-making.  All of them apply in a general way to the Bush 2 
administration, but it has been far less successful than Bush 1.  Two other assumptions 
offer some help: They provide a bridge between process and substance. 
 
Viewing the world, the United States and oneself prudentially and cautiously. 
Because they saw themselves as fallible and believed that mistakes could be made and 
might prove disastrous, Jim Baker and the Bush 1 administration reacted cautiously and 
carefully, aware of the worst possible outcomes and allowing those as well as positive 
opportunities for change to govern their expectations as well as their policy initiatives. 
What is intriguing is that their pessimism never produced fatalism or timidity. In fact it 
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appears to have had the opposite effect. The possibility of failure stirred Baker and his 
colleagues to even greater efforts, longer hours, more consultation with other 
governments, more miles traveled, more troops sent.  Their caution arose from the 
complexity and importance of the issues, but also from a skeptical view of human nature.  
As Brent Scowcroft, Bush 1’s national security adviser, put it, “I believe in the fallibility 
of human nature.  We continually step on our best aspirations. We’re humans. Given a 
chance to screw up, we will.”18   
 
Broadening the sources of information considered before acting. The shorthand for 
this is giving the State Department rather than the Defense Department the lead in 
making and implementing foreign policy, which assured that experienced, skeptical 
intelligence analysts were allowed their say.  More precisely, the Bush 1 administration 
listened carefully to the experts in the U.S. government.  This did not give the various 
intelligence agencies and cabinet departments a veto or even the dominant influence in 
policymaking, but the principal decision makers were careful to listen before they acted.  
As president George H.W. Bush put it in an interview with the author: “We always 
listened to the CIA and other intelligence agencies.  We knew what they were good at—
bean counting—and what they didn’t do so well [intentions], but we always listened to 
them.  I and my principal advisers made the decisions, but we always listened to the 
CIA.”19   

 
 
Ending the Cold War and Defeating Aggression in the Gulf    
 
As they struggled to bring the Cold War to a peaceful end, the first Bush administration 
and Jim Baker in particular found themselves forced to adapt to change and to act under 
what amounted to the pressures of crisis—short decision time and high stakes—at a time 
when the fundamental assumptions of the Cold War were no longer valid but no new 
ones had been found to take their place.20   New assumptions were needed, together with 
new policies to avoid the dangers of the end game of the Cold War and to harvest the 
amazing gains they recognized might be achieved if they could get it right.  
 
“Every crisis,” as Ian I. Mitroff pointed out, “no matter how different it is on its 
immediate surface, violates a common set of assumptions that we have been making 
about the world, others, and ourselves.”21  In these circumstances, leaders must find 
strategies that allow them to rise to the challenges they and their organizations face and to 
fashion new assumptions that will allow new policies to be put into action.22 Among the 
most important assumptions about U.S. foreign policy that had been shattered was the 
notion that the leaders of the Soviet Union would never engage in genuine negotiations. 
For decades they had treated diplomatic encounters as tactical maneuvers and tried to 
reach over the heads of American leaders to sway public opinion within the United States 
and allied countries.  As the initial months of the administration passed, it became 
increasingly clear that a smiling, genial, unthreatening Mikhail Gorbachev advocating 
economic reforms at home and nuclear disarmament and relaxation of tensions abroad 
was growing in attractiveness to the public in Western Europe. Bush, Baker and 
Scowcroft began to realize that if something weren’t done and done quickly and 
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correctly, Gorbachev would undermine the U.S. position in Europe and could even 
collapse the North Atlantic Alliance.  Unless the United States came up with a different 
set of assumptions and different policies, Gorbachev would succeed in putting the Soviet 
Union in a position to dictate the post-Cold War settlement in Germany and Eastern 
Europe, with potentially catastrophic consequences for the U.S. position in Europe on 
which much of its capacity for global leadership depended. 
 
As the debate within the administration developed, the president played the role of 
instigator and kept the pressure on his national security team to come up with an early 
and effective response to Gorbachev’s seductive appeals to Western European 
governments and peoples. “Times a wasting, Brent,” he told Brent Scowcroft in May 
1989, barely four months after taking office. “We’ve gotta push.”23  Vice President Dan 
Quayle, Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney, and deputy national security advisor Robert 
Gates argued that the Soviet Union was in such a weak position that it was unnecessary to 
do anything at all.  But the president insisted, and gradually Baker and his colleagues 
found new assumptions and a new approach that responded positively to Gorbachev’s 
proposals for disarmament and ending Cold War hostility but in a way that worked to the 
advantage of the United States.   
 
The main idea was to offer counter-proposals that imposed a choice on Gorbachev:  he 
could either live up to his grand proposals to cut nuclear and conventional armaments and 
relax tension or be shown to be a hypocrite.  If they were ever put into practice, the 
promises that Gorbachev was dangling as he traveled from capital to capital would 
weaken the Soviet position in Europe far more than that of the United States because 
Russian control of Eastern Europe depended on the ideological and military division of 
the continent to justify the use of force to keep the governments of Eastern Europe in 
power.  “Our job,” Baker said, “was to hold him to his word.”24  The point Baker was 
making—and that the president backed—was that there was no way the administration 
could find out whether Gorbachev was willing to agree to major changes unless it put 
forward positive programs of its own.  The point of the new political, economic, and 
military proposals was to find out just how high a price Soviet leaders were willing to pay 
to obtain the good relations with the West that they desperately needed in order to be able 
to reform the economy of the Soviet Union.  The new assumptions that the Bush national 
security team developed and their agile policy responses, such as their refusal to allow 
Gorbachev to overbid them on arms reductions or crucial political changes, such as the 
unification of Germany, kept the Soviet leaders playing a losing game with their own 
chips.  The outcome was a strategic reversal of a magnitude so enormous that it usually 
occurs only as the result of the defeat of one side in war. As Brent Scowcroft put it later: 
 

The easing of Cold War tensions threw open the fundamental assumptions on 
which the entire postwar security structures of Western Europe, and our own 
strategic planning, were based:  a Soviet threat and a divided continent. . .We had 
to rethink the larger strategic picture of European security, of our role in it, and of 
superpower relations. The events underway across Europe were interrelated in 
their cause and effect and had to be considered in a collective context as well as 
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individually.  We were witnessing the sorts of changes usually only imposed by 
victors at the end of a major war.25 

 
Ultimately, Russian troops withdrew from East Germany and the countries of Eastern 
Europe, whose communist governments quickly collapsed, along with the Warsaw Pact, 
the Soviet Union’s military counterpart to NATO.  Within two years the Soviet Union 
itself would disappear from history, to be replaced by a shrunken, bankrupt, militarily 
weak government. Germany absorbed East Germany into a united Germany, which 
remained within NATO and a member of the European Union. It was a victory as total as 
could be imagined, particularly in light of subsequent developments, which saw 
democratic governments established in key states of Eastern Europe, such as Poland, 
Hungary, and Czechoslovakia (later to split into two countries). These and other former 
communist states would become members of NATO and the European Union.   
 
If the end game of the Cold War demanded effective crisis management, innovation, and 
the uprooting of old assumptions, Saddam Hussein’s unexpected conquest of Kuwait 
posed a different kind of challenge to the administration that called for a drastic overhaul 
of assumptions and policies, this time in the Middle East. Significantly, the invasion of 
Kuwait came during the summer of 1990, when the outline of the post-Cold War world in 
Europe, was already apparent and when cooperation between the United States and the 
Soviet Union had reached unprecedented levels.  The invasion of Kuwait actually posed 
two kinds of questions:  what should be done to defeat the aggression, and how could 
those measures be used to create new norms and expectations not just for the foreign 
policy of the United States but for the entire world.   
 
In addition to its own military planning, the administration chose to assemble a global 
coalition that gradually isolated Saddam Hussein’s Iraq and made his conquest of Kuwait 
illegitimate and illegal. As a result, the United Nations Security Council Resolutions 
condemned the occupation of Kuwait and authorized the use of force to expel the 
invaders.  Unlike the second Gulf War, when the United States found itself in Iraq with 
Great Britain and, essentially, little other support, dozens of nations joined in sending 
combat troops and money to take part in the first Gulf War.    So successful was Baker’s 
fund raising from the Gulf oil states, Japan, Germany, and the others, that the war cost the 
American taxpayer nothing at all. That casualties were relatively light on the allied side 
made the military side of the campaign a quick and near-total success.  In addition, the 
war was fought with the agreement of Russia and the acquiescence of China, a precedent 
setting change and one that contributed decisively to the administration’s hopes to create 
what it called a “new world order,” by which it meant a patter of reliable cooperation 
among the former Cold War enemies, Russia, China, and the United States, supported by 
new norms and expectations, that would combine to make aggression across national 
borders impossible. 
 
The end game of the war to liberate Kuwait went much less well.  As critics quickly 
pointed out, the fighting left Saddam’s elite military forces, the Republican Guard,  
intact, and they were used brutally and pitilessly to put down rebellions by Shiites and 
Kurds in the south and north of the country.  Worse, the Bush administration inexplicably 
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continued economic sanctions on Iraq, originally established to punish the aggressor, 
long after the eviction of Iraqi armies from Kuwait and the imposition of severe and 
intrusive disarmament conditions on Saddam Hussein’s government.  Here the 
administration simply lost its way.  It hoped that the growing misery caused by the 
sanctions would drive Sunni military officers to blame Saddam Hussein and lead to his 
overthrow. It just didn’t work that way.  Given Iraq’s history of ethnic and religious 
divisions, with Sunnis holding power but comprising only a fifth of the population of 
Iraq, this approach actually achieved the opposite result, and united Sunni officers around 
Saddam Hussein in opposition to the United States and the other ethnic and religious 
groups in the country.  In addition, the continuation of the sanctions impoverished the 
country, destroyed the middle class, and resulted in the deaths of thousands of children 
and the elderly. Although not controversial at the time, the failure to send American 
forces “on to Baghdad” and bring down Saddam Hussein in 1991 festered in American 
partisan politics, to be eventually taken up by neo-conservatives and form an important 
part of the argument in favor of the second Gulf War, a decade later.  In retrospect,  the 
costs of the second Iraq war, which continues at this writing—nearly 4,000 American 
soldiers and tens of thousands of Iraqis killed and expenditures soaring toward a trillion 
dollars—make the expense of maintaining around-the-clock aerial surveillance and no-fly 
zones in northern and southern Iraq to protect Kurds and Shiites seem trivial. 

 
Foreign Policy Making and Innovative Management  
 
The literature on management is enormous.   Instead of attempting an exhaustive survey, 
I have relied on insights derived from the works of a handful of “classic studies” by 
authoritative figures in the field:  Peter Drucker, Tom Burns, G.M. Stalker, and Herbert 
Simon. I have also taken advantage of the opportunity to re-read some of the originators 
of the field, particularly Adam Smith on the division of labor, and Max Weber on 
bureaucracy.26  Recognition of the differences between formal and informal processes 
began more than a century ago in political science, at least as long ago as James Bryce’s 
study of American politics, The American Commonwealth, in 1888 and Woodrow 
Wilson’s Congressional Government, first published in 1885.27   Their ideas spread 
widely and, in the area of foreign policymaking were sharpened by the insights of a group 
of scholars beginning in the 1950s who realized that organizations seldom behaved 
rationally. Searching for an explanation of this behavior some scholars emphasized the 
role of internal bargaining on decisions or “bureaucratic politics.”28 Advised by these 
scholars, many politicians began to see internal opposition to their policy management as 
an important and, perhaps even greater obstacle to success than the actions of their 
foreign adversaries. Under the influence of these ideas and attempting to respond to a 
changing international environment, a number of Cold War and post-Cold War presidents 
used their constitutional powers over the making and conduct of foreign policy to bring 
the primary responsibility for foreign policy into the White House and to minimize and, 
even on occasion, to eliminate the influence of the “bureaucracy,” the uniformed military, 
intelligence analysts, spies, and diplomats who formed the interagency network that arose 
to manage the global ideological and military conflict with the Soviet Union after the end 
of World War II. As an example of the way these insights were used, President Richard 
Nixon and his national security advisor, Henry Kissinger, engineered the foreign policy 
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management system to maximize their control of decisions.  They did so by forcing the 
State and Defense departments and intelligence agencies to provide options rather than 
agreed decisions, informing the president of alternatives and preventing the agencies 
from reaching a consensus on policy among themselves.29    
 
Baker borrowed from these insights and practices.  Like Kissinger, he believed that the 
U.S. government faced drastic changes in the international context, changes so vast that 
he could not succeed by following standard procedures and relying on career officials and 
routine procedures.30  Like Kissinger, he surrounded himself with a small group of bright 
people on whom he relied heavily.  Sorting the pros and cons of the approach after 
leaving office, Baker observed: 
 

I knew I needed several qualities in my team.  I wanted people who could generate 
ideas and initiatives and whose first inclination was to say ‘yes—not necessarily to 
me but to action. The natural tendency of any bureaucracy is to do nothing. This was 
true in spades at State, where doing something can lead to war or, sometimes even 
worse from the bureaucracy’s perspective, conflicts with regional clients . . . My 
team would need to excel at turning ideas into action, and that meant I needed 
implementers and enforcers as well. I also wanted people who understood politics, 
because, quite simply, politics drives diplomacy, not vice versa.31 
 

The strength of this approach was that it allowed Baker “to develop initiatives privately 
and coherently and to use them to break diplomatic deadlocks.”32  Its drawbacks were 
that it overworked Baker and his team and thus made it harder for them to avoid potential 
crises. It also left Baker little time or energy to focus on developing the skills and 
experience of younger foreign service officers. 
 
Baker’s way of organizing and managing the complex operations of the U.S. 
government’s foreign policy would not have surprised scholars and practitioners of 
corporate management.  Beginning with some of the same insights about irrationality in 
the behavior of organizations, they quickly moved to find ways of overcoming the 
obstacles it raised to efficient production.  Among the insights with the greatest 
application to the management of foreign policy are the notions of mechanistic and 
organic systems of management. These are “ideal” types of management systems.  
Elements of both often intermingle in actual organizations.  Both are “rational” in the 
sense that they are created to solve specific problems.  
 
Mechanistic management systems are characterized by a number of attributes that one 
normally associates with “bureaucracy,” corporate or governmental. They often occur in 
situations of stability or slow predictable change: 
 

• Tasks and responsibilities are specialized and precisely defined. 
• Control and communication are hierarchical, communication runs up and 

down, between subordinate and superior, and knowledge and decision are 
concentrated at the very top of the organization; as a result, a condition of 
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“dependency” on superiors often develops among subordinates, who hesitate 
to act on their own and pass responsibility upward. 

• Loyalty, obedience to superiors, and internal, inward-looking knowledge and 
skills are more highly valued highly than general, outward-looking 
knowledge.33 

 
Organic management systems are well suited for environments marked by drastic sudden 
change, and even the most stable mechanistic system often finds itself pulled in the 
direction of organic management when facing the need to change and innovate. Organic 
management systems are characterized by: 
 

• The importance of interaction with others, in defining tasks, sharing knowledge 
and experience, and, perhaps most important of all, accepting responsibility for 
performance. Tasks are continually redefined by working with others. 

• Control, authority, and communication occur in a network rather than within a 
hierarchy, and there is no presumption of superior knowledge at the top.  Rather 
than issuing orders and decisions, communications occur laterally and contain  
information and advice. 

• Commitment to the organization grows, in Burns’ and Stalker’s words, “beyond 
any technical definition,” resembling at its best a scientist’s commitment to 
research, and focuses on expansion and technological progress rather than loyalty 
and obedience. 

• There is a blurring of the formal, or management system as it was designed, and 
the informal, or the management system as it actually works.34 

 
Burns and Stalker are careful to emphasize that although organically managed 
organizations become “flat”—hierarchy is not valued for its own sake—they are still 
“stratified.” Key decisions are often taken by the more senior members of the 
organization. The difference is the importance that organic systems accord those with the 
best knowledge and skills.35 
 
Concluding Observations 
 
 
From this brief discussion it appears that Jim Baker succeeded in managing U.S. foreign 
policy in a time of drastic change because he created  a small organic system within the 
vastly larger mechanistic system of the U.S. government’s diplomatic, military, and 
intelligence agencies.  In fact, Baker’s actions came after years of movement in the same 
direction by his predecessors. 36  As a result of these considerations and in response to 
drastic changes in the international environment, the pattern of foreign policy 
management has steadily moved away from the mechanistic and bureaucratic and toward 
the organic and personalized. However, while they tried to avoid the flaws of mechanistic 
management, presidents and their closest advisors continued to rely primarily on the 
technical expertise and specialized skills of the “bureaucracy,” what Colonel Larry 
Wilkerson called the “interagency system,” of collection, analysis, and policy 
formulation.  Two other factors deserve mention.  The changes these presidents made 
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accumulated and undermined even the organic system that presidents preferred.  And the 
resurgence of conservative ideology in the United States unleashed by the election of 
Ronald Reagan in 1980 brought a profound suspicion of government once again into the 
mainstream of American life. Even with this change, it may not have been inevitable that 
attempts to change the management of foreign policy would culminate in the 
determination of George W. Bush, Dick Cheney, and Donald Rumsfeld to reject the 
interagency system entirely and even to try to replace the bureaucracy with their own ad 
hoc committees.   Much about the decisions that led to these changes remains classified, 
and the memoirs of the most important policymakers have not yet been published.  Even 
so, it appears that the personalities of the most senior officials  and, especially, the long-
standing likes and dislikes that they brought with them when they took office, played an 
unusually significant role in the rejection of the existing interagency system of foreign 
policy management. 
 
What emerges from this discussion are the similarities in the ways business and 
government attempt to cope with significant and unsettling changes in their operating 
environments.  Seen in this light, not only do the efforts of the Bush 1 administration to 
cope with the end of the Cold War and those of Bush 2 to respond to the attacks of 9/11 
seem familiar to students of organization and management, they were predictable. Their 
familiarity also suggests that the narrow and even exclusive arrangements preferred by 
the Bush 2 administration after the terrorist attacks of 9/11 are less unique than they 
sometimes appear to critics.  The attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon 
represented a massive failure of the established way of assessing threats to the United 
States. The attacks also represented an astonishing and violent shift in the external 
environment facing the U.S. government.  Seen in this light, the preference of the most 
important Bush 2 advisers, especially Vice President Dick Cheney and Secretary of 
Defense Donald Rumsfeld and their closest associates, to go outside normal channels for 
intelligence analysis and policy ideas fits Burns’ and Stalkers’ observation of the 
appearance of “a clandestine or open system of pair relationships between the head of the 
concern and some dozens of persons at different positions below him in the 
management.” If it took the process to an extreme, the Bush 2 administration’s actions 
nonetheless also recall Jim Baker’s highly centralized way of working out the end of the 
Cold War with Eduard Shevardnadze and the West German government.  Given these 
similarities, what accounts for the difference in success between the two administrations?   
 
It is obviously difficult to compare the reactions of individuals and administrations facing 
such radically different circumstances as those encountered by the Bush 1 and Bush 2 
administrations.  The world shifted with the collapse of the Soviet Union, but it shifted 
again with the rise of Islam and its terrorist off-shoots, and new developments continue to 
alter the circumstances facing U.S. decision-makers.  At the same time, the general 
problem of responding to a radically novel environment invites generalizations as well as 
distinctions.  With that in mind, it seems clear that two aspects of the Bush 1 response to 
innovation—and the “Jim Baker treatment”—deserve noticing. They are Bush 1’s and 
Baker’s continued reliance on the existing agencies of the U.S. government for 
information and policy options. The decisions taken by Bush 1 were their own, without 
question. President Bush and his advisers always listened to the CIA, knowing its 
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strengths and weaknesses, and they kept the final policy decisions to themselves.  But 
there was no attempt to ignore much less to reproduce in a more complaisant form the 
analytical and deliberative processes of existing agencies. The other distinguishing 
characteristic was the determination of President George H.W. Bush and Secretary Baker 
not to seek outcomes that would have resulted in the humiliation or final destruction of 
their adversaries.  This behavior can be observed in its benign form in their relations with 
Soviet leaders Gorbachev and Shevardnadze. The final outcome had to be acceptable to 
them. It could not provide them with grounds for rejecting the settlements or seeking to 
undo them.  The more brutal face of this showed in their dealings with Saddam Hussein 
after his invasion of Kuwait. They were determined to defeat him and throw him out of 
Kuwait. But their decision not to completely destroy the regime and occupy Baghdad 
showed the care with which they sought to limit the uses of American power and to 
prevent the mobilization of opinion against the United States, in the Muslim world and 
beyond.   
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Appendix A* 
 

Jim Baker’s White House Rules 

 

1. Remember, all your power as chief of staff is vicarious, through the president. Nobody 
elected you; you’re staff, powerful, yes, but staff nonetheless. 
 
2.  Understand what the president wants, then help him get it. If you think he’s wrong, 
tell him, but always respect and carry out his decisions. 
 
3.  On contentious issues, be an honest broker so he hears all sides (and all sides know 
they have been heard).   
 
4.  Husband the president’s power, and your own, by using it wisely. Don’t start more 
fights than you can win, and win the ones you start. Success builds on success. 
 
5.  Surround yourself with the best people you can find.  You can’t do this job without 
help.  Give loyalty and demand loyalty. Delegate. Expect performance.  When you get it, 
show appreciation. 
 
6. Disagree agreeably.  Listen respectfully.  Treat everyone, allies and adversaries alike, 
with dignity. Return telephone calls.   
 
7.  Count the votes. When you’re ahead, call the question. When you’re behind, work 
harder.  
 
8. If you can’t get everything you want, get what you can. 
 
9. When you can’t win, fall back and fight another day.   
 
10. Make the trains run on time so [the president] doesn’t have to worry about the small 
stuff. 
 
11. Respect the press and get to know reporters. Talk to them, on background most of the 
time, but on the record when necessary. Help them to understand the administration’s 
position. And never lie to them. 
 
 
*Taken from Baker, Work Hard, Study . . .” 212.  All the words are Baker’s. The way in 
which they appear and their order have been changed slightly to resemble a list of rules. 
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