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“If you are going to achieve excellence in big things, you develop the habit in little 

matters. Excellence is not an exception, it is a prevailing attitude”

                                                                                                 -Colin Powell-

Colin Powell is the topic of this thesis. Colin Powell comes from a simple background of 

immigrant parents and has become one of the most influential black Americans over the last 

half century. Not because of his skin color, but because of what he has accomplished as a 

military person, a political person and as an American. He is an impersonation of the 

American dream. Coming from a humble background, by working hard, he has achieved the 

top. He is a man who crossed invisible borders of his time period and worked out important 

lessons for future generations. He is a man who shows that hard work and insight will lead to 

higher things in life and with the lessons of his Powell Doctrine a lot of strategic policies were

revised. He is a man who gets a lot of respect of his peers and of the American people. He is a

man who is not perfect, but he is not afraid to admit that. He is a man that will not be held 

back by a political vision, but is convinced that the right person should lead the country. The 

Republican or Democratic ideology is not important to him. The countries wellbeing is much 

more important than the wellbeing of one person or one ideological group. Powell is 

convinced that the support of the people is important for the success of a policy and makes 

this clear in his policies. This is a short introduction of a very interesting person, who has 

been very important for American policy and for military campaigns. A great military man, a 

great statesman and overall a great person. 

This thesis will focus on Colin Powell and how he combined his military background 

from the Vietnam War to explain his political decisions later on in his career and how this 

influenced his American foreign policy decisions. The Vietnam War had ended badly for the 

Americans and influenced America’s confidence in a negative way, but Powell knew to give  

it a positive spin. A wise lesson learned from a terrible war which ended badly for the 

Americans. It is interesting to see how an important military figure, who has experienced the 

failure of the Vietnam War, handled American interventions after this debacle. How did the 

Vietnam War influence him? It is an evaluation of the American foreign policy through the 

eyes of great statesmen.
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Because of his military experience Powell knew which strategies would work and not 

work. He knew which strategies would benefit the success of a military mission. The outcome

of the Vietnam War left a big hole in the confidence of the invincibility of the U.S. Colin 

Powell kept himself busy with the question how it was possible that the U.S lost the Vietnam 

War. What were the reasons for military defeat, for loss of confidence by the American people

and what strategies could have worked to make the war end in a success, or, whether or not 

the war should have happened in the first place? Powell thought about this throughout his 

military career, from the end of the Vietnam War until the beginning of the 1990’s. Powell 

came up with different questions which should be thought over and answered before the U.S 

could go into another international mission or war. These questions together are better known 

as the Powell Doctrine. From the end of the Vietnam War until the first part of the 1990s there

was the establishment and the rising of the Powell Doctrine as military and political Doctrine. 

From the second part of the 1990s onwards the Powell Doctrine has come into conflict with a 

new way of intervening: humanitarian intervention and the fight against terrorism. The 

position of the Powell Doctrine has come under scrutiny. The Afghanistan and Iraq Wars had 

America question whether or not there was still a future for the Powell Doctrine. The ups and 

downs of the Powell Doctrine will be the red threat throughout this thesis. But more 

interesting has been the fact how Powell himself followed his own doctrine throughout his 

political career.

In  literature a lot has been written about Colin Powell and about the Powell Doctrine, 

but what I think is lacking is the combination of the influence of Powell’s own military and 

political career on the development of the Powell Doctrine and how Powell himself applied 

the Powell Doctrine to missions or wars from the 1990’s onwards. In other words , how did 

the Powell Doctrine influence American foreign intervention policy were Powell was 

involved. This leads up to my research question: “How did Powell’s military and political 

background influence his American foreign intervention policy and what is the Powell 

Doctrine really worth?”

To answer the research question the thesis is divided into three chapters. The first 

chapter is about the person Colin Powell. Who is he and what is his educational-career path 

until now? What are his believes, not only religious or ideological, but what does he believe 

in as a person? Further, what was the influence of his Vietnam deployment to his believes on 

American intervention in general? The second chapter focuses on the Powell Doctrine. What 

is the Powell Doctrine and what does it entail specifically? What kind of consequences does it
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have and what are the general lessons which can been drawn from it for American policy and 

American future foreign interventions? In the last chapter, I will focus on Powell’s influence 

on the Afghanistan and Iraq interventions and look how the Powell Doctrine fits in in this 

American foreign policy. In my conclusion I answer  my thesis question. 

                          Chapter 1: Colin Powell  

5



“I was born in Harlem, raised in the South Bronx, went to public school, got out of 

public college, went into the Army, and then I just stuck with it.”1 

1.1. Introduction

In this first chapter the person of Colin Powell is investigated. I generally discuss his 

childhood; where he was born, where he grew up and what kind of background he has. What 

kind of education and practical experiences did he have which  developed his military and 

political career? In short, what led  him to become the great statesman he is today? What kind 

of ideology, political and personal views define him? Moreover, how do other people see 

Powell throughout his career? These questions will be answered in this first chapter in order 

to get a better understanding of the person Colin Powell. This is of importance because in 

order to understand the Powell Doctrine and the political decisions he made we need to 

understand the person behind it.

1.2. Education and military/political career

“Challenge young people by having high expectations of them; engage them with the 

opportunity to realize those expectations through constructive, character-building 

activities.”2

Colin Luther Powell was born in Harlem, New York in 1937. He was raised in the South 

Bronx. His childhood neighborhood was not one of drugs- and gang violence, but that of a 

multicultural community with lots of close family ties. Powell’s family also can be 

characterized as ethnic mixed, because his ancestries can be traced back to African, English, 

1 www.brainyquote.com/
2 Ibidem.
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Irish, Scottish, Arawak Indian, and Jewish roots.3 His parents are both immigrants from 

Jamaica who came to the United States of America in the beginning of the twentieth century. 

He was an only child to Luther Theophilis Powell and Maud Arial Powell (McKoy). His 

father had to work hard all his life to reach his goals and he stimulated his son to do the same. 

This does not mean that the family lived in poverty, because that was not the issue, but they 

had to work hard to achieve what they got. Colin Powell was motivated by his parents to 

“have a high education, work hard and achieve personal achievements, but in the beginning of

his education Powell was not yet that motivated because he did not find his goal in life until 

he was older”.4 

Powell was educated in the New York City public schools. When Powell graduated 

from Morris High School in 1954 he did not have a clear idea what he wanted to do with his 

life. Powell went to the City College of New York to study engineering, despite his ability to 

do math and science and for the reason that his parents thought it to be the best chance for a 

prosperous future. But engineering was not what he was looking to do for the rest of his life. 

He changed his study to geology, but this was also not what he wanted to do with the rest of 

his life. Instead, Powell discovered the Reserve Officers Training Corps (ROTC) and 

graduated, in 1958, at the top of his ROTC class. He said that he was always inspired by the 

army stories of World War II.5 When he graduated from ROTC he had the rank of cadet 

colonel, the highest rank in the ROTC training class. This experience set him on the path of a 

military career. The military motivated him, gave him  a sense of structure and a certain 

direction and goal in life.6 A military career was actually the goal Powell set for himself in 

life. 

Powell started his ROTC training in 1957 in Fort Bragg, North Carolina. He found it 

hard to deal with the negative phenomenon of racism. Colored men had to use different 

facilities and he did not receive the title of best cadet because of, as he suspected , racist 

motives. But Powell was convinced that the racism was not as bad in the army as in other 

parts of society and the financial and other benefits were much better taken care of in the 

army than elsewhere.7  

3 O'Sullivan, C.D (2009), "Collin Powell- American Power and intervention from Vietnam to Iraq".  New York: 
Rowman & littlefield Publishers, p. 8.

4 www.biography.com.
5 Harari, O. (2002), ‘The leadership secrets of Colin Powell’. NY: McGraw-Hill Professional, p.18-19.
6 Ibidem, p.21-23.

7 O'Sullivan, C.D (2009), "Collin Powell- American Power and intervention from Vietnam to Iraq".  New York: 
Rowman & littlefield Publishers,,p.9.
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After graduating from City College of New York he went to Ranger School for two 

months at Fort Benning, Georgia. Again it was a post in the South of the US which inevitably 

meant he had to deal with the ongoing racism issues in the sense of separate facilities and 

rules for black and white. For him it was a welcome relieve to receive an assignment in 

West-Germany as an infantry officer in 1958. In 1960 Powell returned to the US. In the 

beginning of his military career he was assigned in several locations in the US.  During this 

period Powell earned the title of second lieutenant in the US Army and he decided that his 

future career was definitely in the army.8 His first station was at Fort Devens, Massachusetts. 

When Powell got his first station at Fort Devens he shortly after met Alma Vivian Johnson, 

whom he later married in 1962. Colin and Alma Powell have three children: son Michael, and 

daughters Linda and Annemarie.9

In 1962, Powell was one of the 16.000 military advisors who were sent to South 

Vietnam to fight for an independent Vietnam and against the Communist threat. His task was 

to advise the Army of the Republic of Vietnam in their struggle against North Vietnam and the

North-Vietnam- supported insurgency in South Vietnam itself. Powell was enthusiastic about 

his deployment in Vietnam, because he felt like a soldier who would finally taste some action.

Powell’s mission was very important to the Kennedy Administration, because they had lost 

confidence in the South Vietnamese government of Ngo Dinh Diem.10 Powell was first sent to

the outpost A Shau were he advised and commanded a battalion of the army of South 

Vietnam, but the strategic reasoning behind protecting this place was not very clear to him. 

Powell in this time described himself as a true believer in the American mission in Vietnam 

because of the fight against Communism and the need for war to protect a free Vietnam. Later

Powell acknowledged that he had been blind to the realities of American involvement and 

believed that America’s fight in Vietnam was marked by ill-considered and illogical 

information, decisions and actions.11 

During his first tour to Vietnam, in 1963, Powell was wounded during a patrol along 

the Vietnamese border with Laos. For nearly six months, Powell and his ARVN unit patrolled 

through the jungles, searching for Viet Cong and destroying villages. Then while on one 

patrol, Powell fell victim to a Viet Cong booby trap. He stepped on a punji stake, a 

dung-poisoned bamboo spear that had been buried in the ground. The stake pierced Powell's 

8 www.achievement.org.
9 O'Sullivan, C.D (2009), "Collin Powell- American Power and intervention from Vietnam to Iraq".  New York: 
Rowman & littlefield Publishers, p. 9.
10 Ibidem, p. 10.
11 Ibidem, p.11.
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boot and quickly infected his right foot. The foot swelled, turned purple and forced his 

evacuation by helicopter to Hue for treatment. Although Powell's recovery from the foot 

infection was swift, his combat days were over. He stayed in Hue, reassigned to the operations

staff of ARVN division headquarters. As part of his work, he handled intelligence data and 

oversaw a local airfield. His actions in the field and intelligence work for the army delivered 

him a Purple Heart award. Because of his heroic actions on securing the airstrip across the 

Vietnamese border with Laos, a year later he received the Bronze Star award.12 In November 

1963 Powell returned home after his first Vietnam deployment had ended. In that period the 

South Vietnamese president Diem was murdered in a bloody coup which led the country in 

even more instability. Powell described his feelings after his first deployment as: “I had 

experienced disappointment, not disillusionment”.13 He returned to the United States still a 

true believer of the American cause in the Vietnam War. He stated: “The ends were justified, 

even if the means were flawed”.14 When Powell returned home between his tours he came 

home to a country in turmoil. President Kennedy had just been assassinated and Lyndon 

Johnson could not adequately deal with the growing opposition against the Vietnam War and 

the American blacks struggle for civil and political rights. He had difficulties fighting for a 

country which did not accept him as being equal to white Americans, in another country, on 

the other side of the world, because of the protection of a democracy which democratic rights 

he himself did not possessed.15 

From 1963 on his return until 1967 he served at Fort Benning. In 1967 he was selected

for the army’s command and General Staff College in Leavenworth, Kansas. He ended up 

second of his class of 1244 students. In the same period he build up his personal family life 

with a wife and three children. The last thing on his mind was enthusiasm for a second 

deployment to Vietnam were the situation had worsened immensely after the last time he was 

there.16 In1968-1969 Powell was sent to Vietnam for a second tour. Powell arrived in Saigon 

on July 27, 1968. He did not see the city as an exotic Oriental place, but rather as an American

garrison, because of the 500.000 troops stationed in the country and the decreasing morality 

of the people. Powell was very aware of good media coverage for the American goal and for 

12 www.achievement.org.

13 O'Sullivan, C.D (2009), "Collin Powell- American Power and intervention from Vietnam to Iraq".  New York: 
Rowman & littlefield Publishers, p.11.
14 Ibidem, p.12.
15 Harari, O. (2002), ‘The leadership secrets of Colin Powell’. NY: McGraw-Hill Professional, p. 25.
16 O'Sullivan, C.D (2009), "Collin Powell- American Power and intervention from Vietnam to Iraq".  New York: 
Rowman & littlefield Publishers, p.12.
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his own career. He was assigned to the staff of the commanding general of the American 

division. This division was not free of negative reputations on human rights abuses, for 

instance the presumed massacre at My Lai. Powell however was convinced these were only 

rumors and denied these allegations even when a decent inquiry did not find place. Powell 

was convinced that the American relation with the civilians was excellent which by others 

was conceived as propaganda and false.17 During his second deployment Powell got injured 

because of a helicopter crash. Again he served as a hero, because he rescued his comrades 

from the burning helicopter even being hurt himself and received the Soldier’s Medal. In 

total, Powell received eleven military awards for his Vietnam time, including the rare Legion 

of Merit award for his loyalty and intensive input during the war.18 

After his return from Vietnam in 1969, Powell went to George Washington University 

in Washington, DC, where he earned an MBA in 1971.19 Still, Powell felt the army was his 

first love and was promoted to major. In this time he worked with General William E. DePuy, 

the new army leader, on a total reform of the American army in which it was downsized 

immensely to 500.000 troops in total.20 In the meantime Powell won a White House 

fellowship in 1972 where he worked at the Office of Management and Budget during the 

Administration of President Nixon. Here is where he learned how the government worked and

how he could use the government to further his own career. At the Office of Management and 

Budget he got  acquainted with the two people who had the greatest impact on Powell’s 

career: Casper Weinberger and Frank Carlucci.21 Under President Ronald Reagan these men 

respectively served as Secretary of Defense and National Security Advisor.22 After he 

concluded his White House Fellowship he went back to serve the army as Colonel Battalion 

commander in Korea in 1973, after which he came back to the US and got a staff job at the 

Pentagon. During this time he got permission to study at the Army War College in 1975 where

he got promoted to Brigadier General in 1976. This function entailed that he got to command 

a Brigade of the 101st Airborne Division at Fort Campbell, Kentucky  were he led 2500 

troops.23 

17 Ibidem. p.13.

18 www.achievement.org.
19 O'Sullivan, C.D (2009), "Collin Powell- American Power and intervention from Vietnam to Iraq".  New York: 
Rowman & littlefield Publishers, p.16.
20 Ibidem, p. 17.
21 www.achievement.org.

22 www.achievement.org.
23 O'Sullivan, C.D (2009), "Collin Powell- American Power and intervention from Vietnam to Iraq".  New York: 
Rowman & littlefield Publishers, p.19.
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Powell combined his military career with a political career, because he became an assistant to 

the Deputy Secretary of Defense and to the Secretary of Energy during the Presidency of 

Jimmy Carter and was promoted to the rank of Brigadier General in 1978. Powell played an 

important part in assisting Frank Carlucci as Assistant-Secretary of Defense during the 

transition from the Administration of President Carter to that of President Ronald Reagan in 

1981.24 In the meantime Powell also served as assistant commander and deputy commander of

infantry divisions in Colorado and Kansas. Powell assisted the Secretary of Defense Casper 

Weinberger during the overthrow of the Nicaraguan government (1981-1988), the bombing of

the U.S Marines barracks in Lebanon (1983), the invasion of Grenada (1983) and the Libya 

airstrikes (1986).25 For instance, Powell held conferences to end the pro-Communist 

Sandinista government in Nicaragua. Powell also investigated and discovered that the US 

government had arranged for covert and illegal shipments of U.S. weapons to Iran in 

exchange for the release of hostages. He exposed this and testified before Congress.26 

In 1986 Powell put his political career on a hold because he was afraid that the 

political assignment would hurt his military career and instead of a political function he 

served as commander of the Fifth Corps in Frankfurt, Germany.27 Powell described it as: “I 

was determined to prove that I was an able commanding general and not a Pentagon-bred 

political general”.28 He was stationed in Germany until Washington called him back to the 

political realm to serve as deputy to Frank Carlucci, the new National Security Advisor. In 

1987 Carlucci was appointed Secretary of Defense and Powell got promoted to be Carlucci’s 

successor as the new National Security advisor. Powell was the first African-American and 

the youngest man to serve as a National Security Advisor. As National Security Advisor, 

Powell played an important role in coordinating the US- Soviet Union relationship, 

controlling arms control and empowering the Great Power status of the US.29 Powell did not 

serve long as National Security advisor because in 1989 he got promoted as the new 

Chairman of the Joint Chiefs. 

24 Ibidem, p. 19-20.

25 Harari, O. (2002), ‘The leadership secrets of Colin Powell’. NY: McGraw-Hill Professional, p. 23.

26 www.biography.com.
27 O'Sullivan, C.D (2009), "Collin Powell- American Power and intervention from Vietnam to Iraq".  New York: 
Rowman & littlefield Publishers, p.36.
28 Ibidem, p. 32.
29 Harari, O. (2002), ‘The leadership secrets of Colin Powell’. NY: McGraw-Hill Professional, p. 30-32.
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In 1991, Powell served as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff under President George 

H.W. Bush. Powell played a crucial role during the first Iraq War with the successful Desert 

Shield and Desert Storm operations in Kuwait. General Powell continued as Chairman of the 

Joint Chiefs during the first months of the Clinton administration.30 Because of his important 

role in the first Iraq War he accepted his political status and embraced it more than before. 

Also, he enhanced his public image and appealed to millions of Americans through his public 

appearances on television and by helping to write books.31 

Powell retired from the military in 1993 and intended to return to a private life. But, in

1994, Powell joined former President Carter and Senator Sam Nunn on a last-minute 

peace-making expedition to Haiti. His first encounter with a real peace-making mission was 

successful and resulted in the end of military rule in Haiti and the return to power of a 

democratic elected government.32 Until 2001, Powell kept on the down low and kept himself 

busy with humanitarian relieve and business plans. Between 1997 and 2001, Powell served as 

founding chairman of America's Promise, which is an organization which gives priority to 

develop the changes of the youth.33 

In 2001, Powell returned to a political life as the first African-American Secretary of 

State under the newly elected President George W. Bush. This was the highest rank ever held 

by an African-American in the United States government until the Obama election. This last 

part of his career he would be remembered for.34 In the beginning of his career as Secretary of 

State, Powell established an efficient Administration of the State Department, and restored 

strong relations with other governments. A negative impact on his political career were the 

terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. Powell took a leading role in gathering support from 

America's allies for military action in Afghanistan and Iraq.35 Later on, it became known that 

Powell had serious doubts about President Bush’s plan to invade Iraq to stop the Saddam 

Hussein regime. It was a strange step for Powell to appear before the UN Security Council to 

present evidence of a supposed weapon of mass destruction development program of Iraq. 

This testimony was crucial to convince many states to support American military actions 

30 www.achievement.org.
31 O'Sullivan, C.D (2009), "Collin Powell- American Power and intervention from Vietnam to Iraq".  New York: 
Rowman & littlefield Publishers, p.71.
32 Ibidem, p. 112.

33 www.lucidcafe.com.
34 O'Sullivan, C.D (2009), "Collin Powell- American Power and intervention from Vietnam to Iraq".  New York: 
Rowman & littlefield Publishers, p. 126-127.
35 O'Sullivan, C.D (2009), "Collin Powell- American Power and intervention from Vietnam to Iraq".  New York: 
Rowman & littlefield Publishers, p.160-162.
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against Iraq. Later on, Powell was criticized because no weapons of mass destruction were 

found which made his claim hollow. This led Powell to resign after the President Bush 

re-election in 2004.36 

1.3. Political- and Personal ideology

“Never let your ego gets so close to your position that when your position goes, your 

ego goes with it”.37 

In the beginning of his military career Colin Powell never thought about having a political 

career or disclosed any political sympathies to the outside world. Powell was registered to 

vote as an independent not being tide to either the Republicans or the Democrats.38 He 

actually voted for the presidential candidate he thought was the best man for the job and for 

whom he had the most sympathy. In 1964, Powell supported the campaign of the Democratic 

presidential candidate Lyndon Johnson. But, since the beginning of his political career, Powell

had served in both Democratic and Republican Administrations.39 

In the 1990s, Powell was popular with both the Democratic and the Republican Party 

supporters. His popularity from both sides led many people to urge Powell to run for 

President himself, because he represented both factions and could combine them into a 

workable and united U.S administration.40 Powell briefly considered leaving the Republican 

Party to run as an independent to unite both parties. But Powell decided not to run in 1996 

because he believed it was “a calling that I do not yet hear”.41 Colin Powell eventually 

accepted a political career for himself, but he did not see himself to be the right person for the 

presidency. Also, his wife Alma was afraid that it would make her husband a target and cause 

much unneeded drama in their secure family life.42 So, Colin Powell declined to seek election 

for presidency. Richard Armitage, Powell's closest friend in government stated about Powell 

36 www.achievement.org.
37 www.brainyquote.com.
38 O'Sullivan, C.D (2009), ‘Collin Powell- American Power and intervention from Vietnam to Iraq’.  New York: 
Rowman & littlefield Publishers, p. 113-114.

39 Ibidem, p. 113.
40Clines, F.X. (1995), ‘The Powell Decision: The Announcement’.  New York: New York Times. 

41 Ibidem.
42 Ibidem.
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and his choice not to run for president: ''He's slept soundly from the time he made the decision

on it. He said at the time: On mornings when I woke up and thought, I'm going to run, I felt 

terrible, and it was a terrible day. On mornings I got up and said, I'm not going to, I had a 

wonderful day. And I finally came to realize, with all these people telling me, you have to run,

they were looking for a shortcut, and they wanted someone on a white horse. That's not the 

way our system works".43 Powell's son, Michael, stated: ''very, very doubtful that his father 

would revisit the question, having resolved it in a pretty fundamental way. But, and I guess 

this is important, he does have a sort of consummate commitment and love of service and 

serving the country. In the extreme, if the country was at war, if there were the kind of 

challenges with which he could come to grips, if there was some reason he was the right 

person for the right time -- I do think it would have to be some element that rose to that level 

in his mind to entice him to do it".44 This shows that Powell thought about running for 

president, but that his heart was not into it. He did not shy away from politics, but in his heart 

he was a military man and not a politician.

It was only until 1995 that Powell spoke out about his political ideology. In 1995 he got 

registered as a Republican, and spoke at the Republican convention the following year.45 

About his choice to support the Republican Party he stated: “It's nice to say let's be 

bipartisan. But we're a partisan nation. We were raised as a partisan nation”.46 After 1995, 

Powell got more involved with politics, but not only in the traditional way. In 1997, he 

returned to the City College of New York where he studied himself, to open the Colin Powell 

Center for Policy Studies. The Colin Powell Center for Policy Studies offered highly 

motivated students the opportunity to get experience with American politics and prepare them 

for careers in policy and public service. Powell was highly motivated to create capable and 

motivated young politicians who could make well-thought decisions and lead the country 

better than their predecessors.47 Powell was dedicated to the wellbeing of children and youth 

of all socioeconomic levels and the commitment to make sure that young people receive the 

resources necessary to succeed. Just like many children Colin Powell began his career from 

ordinary circumstances. “Powell says about this that even that he did not have much 

43 www.topics.nytimes.com.
44 Ibidem. 
45 O'Sullivan, C.D (2009), "Collin Powell- American Power and intervention from Vietnam to Iraq".  New York: 
Rowman & littlefield Publishers, p.113. 
46 www.brainyquote.com.
47 O'Sullivan, C.D (2009), "Collin Powell- American Power and intervention from Vietnam to Iraq".  New York: 
Rowman & littlefield Publishers, p. 116-118.
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economically, that it was because of his close bond with his family which provided support 

and a caring environment during his childhood. He found his calling in the military, which 

formed him to the man he became politically. His entire adult life has been in the service of 

his country. As a soldier, he was committed to protecting the nation and advancing democratic

values. As a politician, his organizational talent and pragmatic outlook were recognized by 

those who placed him in key government advisory roles”.48

About the way Powell conducted his political tasks for the Republican Party he stated: 

“You can't just have slogans, you can't just have catchy phrases. You have to have an agenda.

And I think what the Republican Party has to do, if it's going to incorporate the tea party 

efforts in it, is to come up with an agenda that the American people can see, touch, and 

actually believe in, and something they believe in”.49 

Colin Powell described himself as being a moderate Republican. Powell as a moderate

Republican can be best described as being in favor of a positive world image, of treaties and 

alliances which constrained the power of individual states. He stands for moral obligations 

and was devoted to democracy. The opposite of this view was shared by Defense Secretary 

Rumsfeld, his deputy Paul Wolfowitz and Vice-President Cheney who belonged to the 

neoconservative Republican group. They saw the world as a dark place of power struggle 

were treaties and alliances were not really possible. These differences in view had a great 

impact on the way the Iraq intervention after 2003 was conducted and Powell disagreed a lot 

with the other three Republicans who shared opposite views from him.50 Rice, who was 

National Security Advisor at the time, described Powell as being too focused on making-nice 

diplomacy than on action.51 

Powell had two problems in doing his job as Secretary of State. He was not as close to 

the new president Bush Jr as other members of the Administration, and he was viewed with 

mistrust by part of the other members of the Administration because of his moderate views.52 

Rumsfeld stated about the role of Powell in the Bush Administration: “His most conspicuous 

role in the Bush campaign had been a speech at the Republican convention in Philadelphia, in 

which he scolded the party for being insensitive to the condition of minorities”.53 Some 

48 www.biography.com. 
49 www.brainyquote.com. 
50 O'Sullivan, C.D (2009), "Collin Powell- American Power and intervention from Vietnam to Iraq".  New York: 
Rowman & littlefield Publishers, p. 163-166.

51 www.nytimes.com.
52 O'Sullivan, C.D (2009), "Collin Powell- American Power and intervention from Vietnam to Iraq".  New York: 
Rowman & littlefield Publishers, p. 118-120.
53 www.nytimes.com.
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Republican members doubted about his loyalty and fit in the Republican Party. Even Powell's 

son, Michael, was quoted to have said: “My liberal friends find it hard to believe that my 

father, an African-American centrist who supports affirmative action and abortion rights, 

could feel at home in the Republican Party. They say he's not really one of you, right? And a 

fair number of Republicans undoubtedly feel the same way, that he's not really one of us”.54 

For Powell, being part of the Republican Party was not really a matter of ideology, but a kind 

of loyalty to political mentors that supported him and whom he respected, because he was 

convinced that both the Republican and the Democratic Party had some good and bad 

ideological ideas. Powell looked at discipline, respect for authority and tradition, and the kind 

of impact the policy of both parties had for the military.55 

After his resignation, Powell kept involved with American politics, although, he did 

not fulfill any political functions anymore. Powell became publically very critical on the 

conduct of war in Iraq, on how the Bush Administration made decisions and on other issues 

related to the Bush Administration. In 2006, Powell joined the moderate Senate Republicans 

who were critical on their own Republican Administration and demanded more rights and 

better treatment for prisoners at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba.56 However, improvements on the 

issues these moderate Republicans wanted to achieve stayed out. The consequence for Powell 

was, that he was not sure about the Republican ideological believes anymore. During the 

elections of 2008 Powell did not support the Republican Party, but voted on the Democratic 

candidate, the current American President Barack Obama.57 During the 2008 presidential race 

Powell openly supported the Democratic candidate Obama. He said Obama had “met the 

standard to lead because of his ability to inspire and because of the inclusive nature of his 

campaign. Because he is reaching out all across America”.58 

More clear than his political party related ideology is his ideology as a political statesman. 

Powell was quoted on a February 20, 2004 address at Princeton University: “We must build a 

better future even as we deal with the security challenges before us. That is how we'll 

overcome those challenges, because it's not enough to fight against a negative, like terrorism. 

We must focus on what inspires us, on what brings the good people of the world together. 
54 www.nytimes.com.

55 www.nytimes.com.
56 O'Sullivan, C.D (2009), "Collin Powell- American Power and intervention from Vietnam to Iraq".  New York: 
Rowman & littlefield Publishers, p. 173-177.

57 www.achievement.org.
58 www.nytimes.com.
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We've got to fight for the positive — for liberty, for freedom, for democracy”.59 This quote 

shows what kind of politician he was. Powell was seen by the world as a great statesman and 

one of America’s most popular political figures who carried out the American dream. He was 

judged by the public as having a clear vision and being highly motivated to structure 

American politics in the right way. He is further seen as a very charismatic and well 

experienced military man and politician who was the right person to deal with the terrorist 

attacks and create a strong American Foreign Policy. Powell was once interviewed and the 

interviewer described him as: “he is a problem solver, not a visionary. Washington players can

be divided into those who know how to work the institution and those who don't. Madeleine 

Albright didn't. Rumsfeld, in his first months, didn't. Powell plays the institution like a damn 

orchestra”.60 A Democratic supporter of Powell stated: ''In the land of the blind, he's the 

one-eyed king''.61 

Other politicians and close circle of Powell describe him as not only being a great 

person politically and military, but also personally. Powell was reported to have said: “Never 

let your ego get so close to your position that when your position goes, your ego goes with 

it”.62 This statement shows that Powell stayed a down to earth kind of man. He did not let his 

position influence what he was as a person and thought the kind of work he did was much 

more important than increasing his ego and personal position. Also, Colin Powell was known 

for his motivation, hard work en determination of making America a strong and save nation. 

He stated:  “A dream doesn't become reality through magic; it takes sweat, determination and 

hard work”.63 

On a last note, Powell did not have problems with his skin color and did not 

experience it as a handicap, but saw it as a strong asset. Powell believed that he was given 

chances just because of his black skin color. He believed the government conducted a plan of 

affirmative action in which they tried to move more colored people in high political and 

military functions. The fact that Powell was black, in his case, contributed to his believes of 

competence and charm. The Republican Party stated: “There is the crude fact that a popular 

black war hero is politically invincible in a Republican administration that won without a 

majority. And there is a more subtle sense that his achievements make white Americans feel a 

59 www.lucidcafe.com.
60 www.nytimes.com.
61 Ibidem.
62 www.brainyquote.com. 
63 www.brainyquote.com.
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little better about themselves, and a bit more open to Powell”.64 Powell did not shy away from

talking about the subject of race. Powell told the New Yorker in an interview: ''One, I don't 

shove it in their face, you know? I don't bring any stereotypes or threatening visage to their 

presence. Some black people do. Two, I can overcome any stereotypes or reservations they 

have, because I perform well. Third thing is, I am not that black”.65 

1.4. Conclusion

Powell was a gifted military leader and politician who came from a humble background for 

which hard work and honor were the key words. His great passion throughout his life was the 

military and his family. Especially the Vietnam War did shape him as a person in his 

ideological and political views. For the majority of his life he chose the army over a political 

career even without having a clear party affiliation. He fulfilled the highest political and 

military ranks in times of Republican and Democratic Administrations. In the end of his 

political career he affiliated himself with the Republican Party, but stayed moderate. He was 

convinced that America’s needs were more important than parties, person’s egos and power 

politics. People who knew Powell described him as a gifted and caring statesman who had a 

vision for the nation.

            Chapter 2: The Powell Doctrine

            “Don't be afraid to challenge the pros, even in their own backyard”66

2.1. The Powell Doctrine an introduction

The Powell doctrine came into existence when Powell took the command of the Army 

Forces in 1991 and was made Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff by President George H.W.

64 www.nytimes.com.
65 www.nytimes.com.

66 www.biography.com.
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Bush. Powell fulfilled the position of the highest military officer during the Desert Storm and 

Desert Shield operations of the first Iraq invasion in 1991. Powell achieved the position of 

Chairman of the Joint Chiefs as the first African-American to fulfill this position. He was a 

gifted military and political strategic. Also, Powell became a very popular national figure 

because of his strong and reliable presence and experienced military and political strategies. 

Powell was an experienced military soldier because of his lessons learned fighting in the 

Vietnam War and during his political career. What he learned from other previous wars turned

out to be very inside full for his military strategies and proved to be very successful for the 

situation in Iraq in the beginning of the 1990s. His military strategy became known as the 

Powell Doctrine. In short, the Powell Doctrine was an approach to military conflicts around 

the world in which overwhelming force would be used in order to maximize success and 

minimize casualties.67 

Interesting enough it was not Colin Powell who came up with the term the Powell 

Doctrine. The Powell Doctrine is a journalist-created term, because of the military strategy 

Colin Powell handled during the Gulf War of 1990-1991. Another interesting fact was, that 

the Powell Doctrine was largely based on the Weinberger Doctrine. Caspar Weinberger was 

the former Secretary of Defense and interesting enough Powell's former boss and his great 

inspiration. On November 28, 1984 U.S Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger held a 

speech entitled “The Uses of Military Power” before the National Press Club in Washington 

D.C.68 There were two events prior to the speech which led Weinberger to held the speech. 

First, he wanted to respond to the suicide bombing of the U.S. Marine barracks at Beirut 

airport on October 23, 1983 in which 241 U.S. marines and soldiers died. The U.S. forces 

were in Lebanon as part of a failed U.S. peace enforcement mission. From the beginning there

was a vigorous opposition of the U.S. Secretary of Defense and the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff 

against this mission, because they were convinced that the purpose of the mission was never 

clearly defined and that the violent situation in Lebanon could not be brought under control by

any foreign side. Secondly, the invasion of Grenada on October 25, 1983. U.S and allied 

forces invaded Grenada after a pro-Soviet military coup run of the existing government. There

was a lot of national and international opposition against this mission. The Weinberger 

Doctrine was inspired by the Vietnam War. Since the Vietnam War U.S. foreign policy had 

avoided the use of military force and did not have a clearly defined policy for engaging into 

67 Clines, F.X. (1995), ‘The Powell Decision: The Announcement’.  New York: New York Times.
68 Clines, F.X. (1995), ‘The Powell Decision: The Announcement’.  New York: New York Times.
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military interventions. The Weinberger Doctrine entails a list of points stating when the U.S 

should or should not engage into military interventions. These points are69: 

 The United States should not commit forces to combat unless the vital national 

interests of the United States or its allies are involved. 

 U.S. troops should only be committed wholeheartedly and with the clear intention of 

winning. Otherwise, troops should not be committed. 

 U.S. combat troops should be committed only with clearly defined political and 

military objectives and with the capacity to accomplish those objectives. 

 The relationship between the objectives and the size and composition of the forces 

committed should be continually reassessed and adjusted if necessary. 

 U.S. troops should not be committed to battle without a "reasonable assurance" of the 

support of U.S. public opinion and Congress. 

 The commitment of U.S. troops should be considered only as a last resort.

The Powell Doctrine was based on the previous mentioned Weinberger Doctrine, but 

the Powell Doctrine was more elaborated then the Weinberger Doctrine. They both agreed that

military intervention should be used as a final resort, with vital American interests in mind 

and with the support of their people. The Powell Doctrine was also not a clear cut military 

plan on how to attack in a specific military intervention case, but the doctrine was focused on 

whether or not to military engage in a certain crisis. The decision to engage in a specific case 

was very important to decide on the fact whether or not the military engagement would be 

successful within a specific time frame, with a specific amount of military capacity and with 

the change on a minimum of casualties. The Powell Doctrine stated that a list of questions all 

have to be answered affirmatively before military action could be undertaken by the United 

States. The questions stated by the Powell Doctrine were70:

1. Is a vital national security interest threatened?

69 Clines, F.X. (1995), ‘The Powell Decision: The Announcement’.  New York: New York Times.

70 O'Sullivan, C.D (2009), "Collin Powell- American Power and intervention from Vietnam to Iraq".  New York: 
Rowman & littlefield Publishers.
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2. Do we have a clear attainable objective?

3. Have the risks and costs been fully and frankly analyzed?

4. Have all other non-violent policy means been fully exhausted?

5. Is there a plausible exit strategy to avoid endless entanglement?

6. Have the consequences of our action been fully considered?

7. Is the action supported by the American people?

8. Do we have genuine broad international support? 

The difference between the Powell Doctrine and the Weinberger Doctrine was that the 

Powell Doctrine specifically mentions U.S vital national security interest, while the 

Weinberger Doctrine spoke about vital interest in general. The Weinberger Doctrine accepted 

a much broader perspective on vital interests. The Powell Doctrine also mentioned that other 

measure, before using military ones, must be exhausted. Military intervention must be a last 

resort. The Weinberger Doctrine does not mention the option for other measures explicitly, but

also agreed on the fact that military intervention must be a last resort. Both agree on looking 

at clear cut goals and being convinced that you have enough capacity to fulfill the goal set 

prior to an intervention. The Powell Doctrine also contained the rule that an exit strategy must

present or otherwise a state should not engage in a conflict. The Weinberger Doctrine does not

contain such a measure. Both the Weinberger Doctrine and the Powell Doctrine agreed on the 

fact that there must be broad support for the military actions. Only the Weinberger Doctrine 

focused solely on national support and the Powell Doctrine focused on national and 

international support. As Powell said in an April 1, 2009 interview on The Rachel Maddow 

Show: “The Powell Doctrine denotes the exhausting of all political, economic, and diplomatic

means, which, only if those means prove to be futile, a nation should resort to military force. 

Powell has expanded upon the Doctrine, asserting that when a nation is engaging in war, 

every resource and tool should be used to achieve decisive force against the enemy, 

minimizing US casualties and ending the conflict quickly by forcing the weaker force to 

capitulate”71 

71 www.biography.com.
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During the Balkan conflict Powell used these series of questions in order to decide on 

whether or not to intervene. This was when Powell was Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. 

Powell used the questions as being guidelines for military and political policy. In short Powell

stated that the doctrine should aim for quick, low-casualty and popular actions. He did not see

these rules as absolute dogma of the American Policy, but a guideline that every good military

or political strategic should use in order to weigh the pros and cons of an intervention. Powell 

was convinced that the guidelines, when followed during the Vietnam War, would have 

resulted in a very different outcome of the war. Powell was convinced that would the Powell 

Doctrine be used prior to the Vietnam War America would never have engaged in that war, 

because it was unavoidable that the nation would be demoralized and that it would damage 

American prestige72. Colin Powell was convinced that war should be the politics of last resort.

And when we go to war, we should have a purpose that the people support and know of. The 

Vietnam War showed that when the people do not get the objective and why certain measures 

were taken than support was lost and the war would be over before it started. Powell stated: 

“When action is needed than a government must not be afraid to undertake this action, 

because the chief condition on which, life, health and vigor depend on, is action. It is by 

action that an organism develops its faculties, increases its energy, and attains the fulfillment 

of its destiny. Success is the result of perfection, hard work, learning from failure, loyalty, and

persistence"73. But Colin Powell was also a man who was realistic in seeing the success of a 

plan or mission and knew that sometimes you've got to compromise. You've got to start 

making the compromises that move the country forward and not leave disillusioned. The 

nations interests were more important than anything else, according to Powell. The most 

important lesson of the Vietnam war according to Powell was the lesson in the politics of war. 

The biggest mistake of the American government, according to Powell was going into a war 

with what he called ''halfhearted warfare for half-baked reasons''. 74 

2.2. Positive and negative feedback on the Powell Doctrine

The Powell Doctrine has received critic from different angles. Critic came from more 

interventionist critics, liberals and conservatives. The critics described the Powell Doctrine as 

72 www.nytimes.com.
73 Clines, F.X. (1995), ‘The Powell Decision: The Announcement’.  New York: New York Times.
74 Ibidem. 
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an excuse for inaction. The critics stated: ''He is exceedingly cautious. Cautious to the point 

where he will reject audacious options, even well-considered ones''.75 When asked about this, 

Powell replied: ''Caution is not a vice. I think it's a virtue. I know when to act. And if caution 

is such a terrible vice, then I'm sure the various people I've worked for over the years probably

would not have hired Me''.76 After the 1991 First Iraq War, those critics described the Powell 

Doctrine also as a Vietnam-era relic that raised barriers to military intervention too high to 

suit the realities of today's world. ''What's the point of having this superb military that you've 

always been talking about if we can't use it?''77 said Madeleine K. Albright, Secretary of State.

Madeleine Albright established a ‘Do ability Doctrine’ which was followed by the Clinton 

Administration. The ‘Do ability Doctrine’ entailed the prescription that the U.S should use 

their military power in more flexible ways to achieve the goals set in practice. There were a 

couple of successes of this doctrine like providing relief to Rwanda, the air strikes in Bosnia 

and the restoration of some form of democracy in Haiti. Powell did not agree with this ‘Do 

ability Doctrine and thought it to be naïve and leading up to ill-considered interventions. This 

was part of the reason why Powell decided to quit politics during the Clinton Administration 

and go his own way78. 

Yet Madeleine Albright was not the only one with the vision of using military force as 

a more flexible instrument of foreign policy. In late 1993, Powell's hand-picked successor, 

General John M. Shalikashvili, almost immediately began to distance himself from the Powell

doctrine. He wanted to broaden the Powell doctrine in order to let it include other important 

interests that affected the nation's well-being, like humanitarian missions. General George A. 

Joulwan, a retired commander who supervised the Rwanda relief operation stated ''Powell 

was good for a period of time, but we must be able to adapt to the new challenges we face”.79 

But General Joulwan did not criticize the Powell doctrine in total, because he cautioned that 

there were still Powell principles worth remembering, like maintaining a clear political and 

military objective. 

Others who were more in favor of the Powell Doctrine stated that the doctrine was the 

perfect tool to decide for a government or the military on where, when and how American 

military force should be used. It held that the United States should intervene militarily only 

75 www.nytimes.com.
76 Ibidem.
77 Ibidem.
78 Clines, F.X. (1995), ‘The Powell Decision: The Announcement’.  New York: New York Times.
79 Ibidem.
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when the nation's vital security interests were at stake, only with decisive force and only when

there was a clear goal and a defined strategy for getting out. They agreed on the fact that the 

US needed a strict and cautious set of standards in order to get its prestige back80. Brent 

Scowcroft, President Bush's national security adviser, stated: ''Sometimes the State 

Department likes to have fuzziness in all this, but when you commit forces, you have to have 

objectives. You have to tailor the use of force to the objectives you're trying to achieve. But 

you've got to know what you're trying to do. You've got to look at all the alternatives, and not 

just say, We'll do this and hope it works. What if it doesn't?''81 He used the Kosovo case as an 

example. He stated that “while the objectives may have been clear -- to stop Serb brutality, 

expel Yugoslav forces from Kosovo and force Mr. Milosevic to the peace table -- the 

execution was flawed”.82 

During the Clinton Administration a more liberal intervention policy was followed by 

the government, with opposition of Powell. America intervened in several cases under which 

intervention in Rwanda, Bosnia and Kosovo. In Kosovo, the US was involved in NATO form. 

After two weeks of NATO bombing the NATO and American approach had failed to stop the 

Yugoslav Army's brutal actions against ethnic Albanians in Kosovo. The Clinton 

Administration realized that the Powell Doctrine in the case of Kosovo would have been more

useful than any other theory. Following the Powell Doctrine might had avoided a lot of 

military and civilian casualties and a numerous amount of refugees. Senator John McCain 

stated: ''This only affirms the Powell Doctrine. This is more reminiscent of the gradual 

escalation and bombing pauses that characterized the Vietnam War''.83 There was a growing 

opposition against the too liberal intervention policy of the Clinton Administration. Powell 

stated: ''The challenge of just using air power is that you leave it in the hands of your 

adversary to decide when he's been punished enough, so the initiative will remain with 

President Milosevic''.84 

2.3. Lessons learned from the Powell Doctrine

80 www.nytimes.com.
81 Clines, F.X. (1995), ‘The Powell Decision: The Announcement’.  New York: New York Times.
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The Powell Doctrine has been studied by politicians, economist, military, philosophers and 

historians because of its importance to the American approach for different problems going on

in the world. The Powell Doctrine, was mainly intended for military problems, but also dealt 

with other problem situations going on in the world; like economic, political and climate 

related issues. Different lessons could been drawn looking at the applicability of the Powell 

Doctrine on different world problems. The lessons are specifically intended to improve 

American policy and leadership. Taking the lessons seriously makes the Powell Doctrine 

successful and a successful Powell Doctrine will lead to successful interventions. The lesson 

are as following.85

The first lesson from the Powel Doctrine was that having power means having great 

responsibilities. In order to decide on military intervention the people in charge of taking the 

decisions have to realize that they have a great responsibility to their own citizens and to the 

international community. Being responsible also means that you cannot be friends with 

everybody and that having a successful doctrine means taking decision which does not make 

you very popular with certain groups in society. The decision works in favor of one side, but 

has an opposite effect for the other side. Good government means that in the light of the 

greater good of the welfare of the group you have to make unpopular decisions. In order to get

the best results you have to dear to make unpopular decisions which angry some groups who 

do not agree with you. Though decisions cannot be avoided and making though decisions and 

rewarding the people who deserve it creates a stronger world and a more stable one. Getting 

writ of bad elements makes a nation stronger and those are often the groups or people who get

angry at certain decisions. Making decisions are never said to be easy and the most important 

decisions are always hard to make. A good leader according to Powell is not afraid to make 

unpopular decisions, because he has the general welfare in mind.

The second lesson from the Powell Doctrine is that when problems are brought to you 

because the rest of the world sees the US as a powerful nation that means the world has 

confidence in you that you are strong, resilient and can be trusted to deal with a certain 

problem. The moment that other nations stop confiding you with their problems the 

confidence is gone and loss of status and power is the consequence of it. Be open to the 

problems of the world and try to resolve the problems you know you can end with a satisfying

result, but do not get involved in problems of which you are sure you cannot end with a 
85 Harari, O. (2002), ‘The Powell principles: 24 lessons from Colin Powell a legendary leader’. NY: 
McGraw-Hill Professional, p. viii.
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positive result. Leading other nations when there is trouble than you can show good 

leadership. In all cases failure of leadership must be avoided according to Colin Powell. The 

most dangerous thing to do is being afraid of looking weak because of asking for help. 

Covering up own weaknesses creates even more distrust. A good and strong nation is a wise 

one which can separate the problems possible for resolve from those failed from the 

beginning. A wise nation can realistically see its own abilities to resolve a certain issue with a 

positive result and knows its weakness to solve others.

The third lesson from the Powell Doctrine is that a good leader is not scared of experts

and elites. A good leader makes its own decisions and does not follow the wishes of experts 

and elites, because they are experts and elites, but does so after carefully waging all the 

options after gathering all the necessary information. A good leader is not afraid to go against 

the wishes of the experts and elites when this is not the best thing for the country. In the case 

of experts they often possess more data than judgment. In the case of elites they only follow 

their own interests and are often a long way a straight from the real world. Don’t forget the 

influence of normal citizens who have their own contribution and can have inside full 

thoughts. Important elements like full involvement, informality, daring, risk and speed can be 

forgotten when only listened to experts and elites. Policies that are developed in ivory towers 

often have an adverse impact on the people out in the field who are fighting the wars or 

bringing in the revenues. Real leaders do not ignore things happening in the field. Good 

government is waging the opinions of the experts and elites in relation to what happens in 

practice and comes up with a good compromise between the two.

Lesson four is that you have to show courage and that you must not be afraid to 

challenge the leaders, even in their own function when they are comfortable. It is better to 

learn and observe them as examples for learning new and other skills than to be afraid and 

ignore them. Learn your leaders weak spots. Do not blindly obedience your leaders because 

you have so much respect for them that you never challenge them, but dare to challenge them 

and ask if it really is like they say it is or that there are other visions which are better. 

Challenge each other by  not agreeing with everything automatically out of respect or anxiety 

for hurting some feelings or that you are afraid it undermines your own position. Good 

leadership and decisions encourages everyone’s evolution and prohibits your leaders from 

failing themselves by taking good and carefully weighted decision instead of unchallenged 

decisions.
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Lesson five entails that you never neglect details. Details are even more important than

all the information and knowledge that is right in front of you. The leader always must be 

ready to look for things beneath the surface and not let himself be distracted from what really 

matters. The details will lead up to a well thought of and often successful strategy and that is 

as important as that the action is. Not only having an eye for details is important, but also 

implementing these details efficiently and rapidly in a well-structured plan. Never think as a 

leader that your above details. Powell states: “Good leaders understand something else: An 

obsessive routine in carrying out the details begets conformity and complacency, which in 

turn dulls everyone's mind. That is why even as they pay attention to details, they continually 

encourage people to challenge the process”.86 Details can make or break an intervention and 

decide on its success to succeed or not.

The sixth lesson is a bit experimental. The lesson is that you don't know what you can 

get away with until you try. Powell often used the phrase: "it's easier to get forgiveness than 

permission".87 Good leaders don't wait for official approval of other nations or international 

organizations to try things out. Sometimes it is necessary to get into action even without 

approval before action, because the cause will justify this. Getting into action without prior 

approval does not mean leaders will act reckless, because prudent action is always first 

priority. But the goal of a good leader is not to act without approval, but sometimes when it 

cannot be avoided there must be acted even without prior approval, this does not mean 

ignoring other states. The general objective is more important in these cases, but always get 

support afterwards.

Lesson seven entails that leaders should keep looking below surface appearances. 

Always keep looking for more than meets the eye, because relevant things can come up and 

decisions might change by it. Don’t accept situations as they are when you are convinced 

there is more to be done or a better outcome can be reached. Always take the initiative 

yourself because you cannot count on others to do more or look further than they need to 

while crucial information could be lost by it or perfect opportunities could be passed by 

because of lack of initiative. 

86 Harari, O. (2002), ‘The Powell principles: 24 lessons from Colin Powell a legendary leader’. NY: 
McGraw-Hill Professional, p. 13-14.
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Lesson eight entails that organization of a certain plan in length doesn't really 

accomplish anything. You can plan and come up with all kinds of theories but this does not 

get you very far in achieving your goals. Plans are depending on a lot of other factors 

involved, like the people involved who have to carry out the plans. People involved can make 

the plans fail or succeed. This is why gathering the right people involved for the job is very 

important for the success of plans. People who are smart and goal oriented are the right 

persons for the job, because they are the ones who normally have the big picture in mind and 

not only short term goals. Having the big picture in mind and not only short term goals is 

necessary because otherwise negative long term effects can be overlooked. Leaders must 

create an environment in which people can be stimulated and be educated in the best way. So, 

leaders must select the best, the brightest, the most creative and most motivated people for 

certain positions in order to achieve the goals planned out. It is all about surrounding yourself 

with the best people available for the job.

Lesson nine is that the reward on itself is not important. Fancy titles and big publicity 

mentioning does not count for anything when people are suffering or the sacrifices are too big.

Selfish goals must never be the primary objective. Titles are pretty meaningless when there is 

not a real goal and success story behind it. Titles mean little in terms of having real power, 

which is the capacity to influence and inspire. Influencing people in real life is much more 

effective than throwing around your title but not show anything in return for it, because 

people will get doubts about you and your policy, goals and means. 

The tenth lesson is as Powell phrases it: “never to let your ego gets so close to your 

position that when your position goes, your ego goes with it”.88 This is a motivation speech of 

Colin Powell which he handles himself during his career. Colin Powell meant two things with 

the phrase. The first thing is that you must never get the wellbeing of your own person get 

before the wellbeing of the mass. When you think you are more important than others no good

can come from it. The second thing is related to the first point mentioned. A problem is that 

leaders won't challenge old, comfortable ways of doing things, because they think this 

undermines them and their positions or careers. But real leaders understand that our jobs are 

becoming of minor importance. The proper response is to review our activities before 

88 Harari, O. (2002), ‘The Powell principles: 24 lessons from Colin Powell a legendary leader’. NY: 
McGraw-Hill Professional, p. 17-18.
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someone else does. Effective leaders create a climate where people’s worth is determined by 

their willingness to learn new skills and undertake new responsibilities. It is important to keep

up with changes to overcome the difficult situations before us.

Lesson eleven is that stereotypes must be avoided, so make sure to avoid fitting any 

stereotypes. The situation shows which approach best accomplishes the political goal. Blindly

following a stereotypical way of doing reduces success of missions and creates rigidity in 

thoughts and actions. To quote Powell: ”some situations require the leader to hover closely; 

others require long, loose leashes. Leaders honor their core values, but they are flexible in 

how they execute them. They understand that management techniques are not magic mantras 

but simply tools to be reached for at the right times”.89

Lesson twelve entails that optimism is the strongest weapon there is. Optimism is said 

to be a force multiplier. The motivating effect of a leader's enthusiasm and optimism is 

unimaginable. So is the impact of cynicism and pessimism which would have a total opposite 

negative impact and could undermine goals, plans and missions. Colin Powell states: “always 

say we can change things here, we can achieve awesome goals, and we can be the best".90 

Lesson thirteen is Powell's rule for picking people who could be useful for achieving a

certain goal. Powell states: “Look for intelligence and judgment and, most critically, a 

capacity to anticipate, to see around corners. Also look for loyalty, integrity, a high energy 

drive, a balanced ego and the drive to get things done”.91 Powell is convinced that these 

characteristics are more important than length of resume, degrees and prior titles. It must be 

more about personal qualities than written qualities, because in the end these qualities bring 

up the best results. Powell states: “A string of job descriptions a recruit held yesterday seem to

be more important than who one is today, what she can contribute tomorrow or how well his 

values mesh with those of the organization. You can train a bright, willing novice in the 

fundamentals of your business fairly readily, but it's a lot harder to train someone to have 

integrity, judgment, energy, balance and the drive to get things done. Good leaders stack the 

deck in their favor right in the recruitment phase”.92 Powell always made sure he gathered the 

right people around himself. This is also what made him such a successful military and 
89 Harari, O. (2002), ‘The Powell principles: 24 lessons from Colin Powell a legendary leader’. NY: 
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political leader. He especially used people with the right practical experience, who knew what

they were talking about.

Lesson fourteen is a phrase borrowed by Powell from Michael Korda: “Great leaders 

are almost always great simplifiers, who can cut through argument, debate and doubt, to offer 

a solution everybody can understand”.93 Powell got this from the notion that effective leaders 

understand the KISS principle which means Keep It Simple, Stupid. Their visions and 

priorities are clear and compelling and not chaotic, ambiguous and overachieving. They keep 

in mind the bigger picture instead of short term successes which in the end does not bring real

success. The result is known of its clarity of purpose, credibility of leadership, and integrity in

organization.

Lesson fifteen is to make use of a formula that counts whether or not you have enough

information to complete successfully a mission. The first part entails the use of the formula 

P=40 to 70, in which P stands for the probability of success and the numbers indicate the 

percentage of information acquired. The second part of the formula entails that once the 

information is in the 40 to 70 range, you go with your gut. Powell's advice is “don't take 

action if you have only enough information to give you less than a 40 percent chance of being

right, but don't wait until you have enough facts to be 100 percent sure, because by then it is 

almost always too late”.94 Reacting to late because the information gathering took too long is 

called "analysis paralysis" and instead of reducing risk actually risk is increased. 

Lesson sixteen is that the commander in the field is always right unless proved 

otherwise. It is important that during a mission the leader is respected and that orders are 

followed immediately without too much discussion going on prior to that, because this 

paralysis the mission. There is a leader to make decisions in hard circumstances and the leader

can only do this when backed up by his subordinates. 

Lesson seventeen is underestimated but a very important rule, namely to have fun in 

your command and don’t have a negative attitude while leading, because this will have a 

negative impact on your subordinates. More important is the notion that a good leader 

recognizes when it is necessary to take a break from all of it. Also, “surround yourself with 

93 Harari, O. (2002), ‘The Powell principles: 24 lessons from Colin Powell a legendary leader’. NY: 
McGraw-Hill Professional, p. 25-26.

94 Ibidem, p. 45-46.
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people who take their work seriously, but not themselves, those who work hard and play 

hard”95 Powell says. He goes even further by saying: “Surround yourself with people who 

have some balance in their lives, who are fun to hang out with, who like to laugh and who 

have some non-job priorities which they approach with the same passion that they do their 

work”.96 

Lesson eighteen is the realization that command is lonely. Powell agrees with former 

president Harry Truman in saying: “You can encourage participative management and 

bottom-up employee involvement but ultimately, the essence of leadership is the willingness 

to make the tough, unambiguous choices that will have an impact on the fate of the 

organization. I've seen too many non-leaders flinch from this responsibility. Even as you 

create an informal, open, collaborative corporate culture, prepare to be lonely. Leadership is 

the art of accomplishing more than the science of management says is possible".97  

Lesson nineteen is that good leadership means that you foster good communication. 

Good communication is the basis for the success of a mission. More important related to this 

is that a leader listens. By listening you learn new things and you improve the communication.

Invite different people to give their opinion and listen to them. Draw your conclusions from 

different information angles. But also, find people that you trust and respect to give you 

feedback. In the sense of good communication it is also important to seek consensus, but a 

leader must not be ruled by it.

2.4. Conclusion

The Powell Doctrine was not a term explicitly developed by Colin Powell. The term was 

created  by journalists who summarized the points into a doctrine. However, it was Powell 

who came up with the eight points for deciding when the U.S should (not) intervene by 

military measures. Powell was influenced by the Weinberger Doctrine who had similar points,

but which was not as elaborated as the points Powell drew up. Powell was importantly 

influenced by his own Vietnam experience on how an when not to go into military combat. He
95 Ibidem, p. 43-44.
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was convinced that the U.S should avoid doomed missions and a failure like the Vietnam War.

The Powell Doctrine, according to Powell, should be used as a guideline for making policy, 

for good leadership and when or when not to intervene. For applying the Powell Doctrine he 

mentions nineteen lessons which are of importance for making well-structured policy 

decisions and eventually can make or break the Powell Doctrine. It is all about good 

leadership, surrounding yourself with the right people for the job, be critical and listen. Taking

the lessons seriously makes the Powell Doctrine successful and a successful Powell Doctrine 

will lead to successful interventions.
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Chapter 3: The Powell Doctrine and the decisions to 
intervene 

3.1. Introduction

Colin Powell described himself as being a moderate Republican. What he meant was 

that America should strive for establishing a positive world image. The US should strive for 

signing treaties and making alliances which constrain the power of individual states instead of

dominating military wise. Powell did not have any problems with helping states who needed 

help, but he was convinced that the U.S should first ask itself the questions stated by the 

Powell Doctrine before military intervention would be an option. During his life he built up 

an incredible military and political career for which he gained a lot of respect. But, the Iraq 

chapter has hurt his status a bit. 

The purposes of this chapter will be to outline the lessons learned from the Powell 

Doctrine in practice. How was the Powell Doctrine formed in practice from the Vietnam War 

until the First Iraq War? Further, how was the Powell Doctrine maintained after the second 

half of the 1990s when new kind of missions came up? Did Colin Powell abide by his own 

Doctrine and did he support his Doctrine against politicians who handled different 

approaches? The main question was what the true effect of the Powell Doctrine was in 

decision making whether or not to intervene? Which principles of the Doctrine were 

maintained and which were abolished? Is there still a future for the Powell Doctrine? A lot of 

questions that I need to find answers to, because these questions make or break the Powell 

Doctrine.  

3.2. The Powell Doctrine: the Vietnam War and intervention until 2001

The generation of officers who went through the horrifying Vietnam War were deeply 

influenced by it. Powell was one of these officers who was deeply influenced by the Vietnam 

War. He was not only influenced by the loss of so many soldiers and innocent civilians, but 

also by the flawed institutional framework of the military and the political strategy behind the 

war. The saying after the Vietnam War was: "Never again. We're never going to repeat this 
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kind of fiasco".98 The military and U.S government wanted to avoid these kinds of messy, 

low-level interventions in the future. This is basically the essence of the Powell Doctrine: 

"We're not going to fight these low-level wars ever again. If we ever use force, it's going to be

massive, overwhelming. We're going to win instantly and then go home via an exit strategy".99

That's the essence of the Powell Doctrine and the overall feeling of the US policy after 

Vietnam.  

The failure of the Vietnam War strategy was that there was a most serious problem of 

breakdown of basic unit cohesion, discipline and a clear strategy. Also, the Army suffered 

from a severe shortfall of modern equipment, because the U.S army had not purchased 

modern equipment like tanks and infantry fighting vehicles since the early 1960s and the U.S 

government did not want to invest more money into the War. The largest portion of the army 

budget had been spent on simply maintaining the Army in Vietnam and replacing equipment 

rather than modernizing it.100 The experience of the failure of the Vietnam War produced 

several lessons in order to prohibit another disasters as the Vietnam debacle. The lessons from

the Vietnam War were absorbed by the US Military immediately after the War when the U.S 

military was revised. The idea of a graduated use of force as a suggested policy before the 

1960s was discredited and the idea of using decisive and overwhelming force came instead. 

Also, the Military hoped to force civilian policy makers to make clear decisions on whether to

go to war or not, and avoid the kind of hesitant fighting as the U.S involvement in Vietnam. 

The political strategy had led the U.S into a war for the only reason of stopping Communism 

from spreading across the Asian continent, which was only partially true for Vietnam itself. 

The U.S ignored the other reasons for the Vietnam War for which the Vietnamese were 

fighting. The Vietnam War had its own historical roots in nationalism, anti-colonialism, and 

civil strife beyond the east-west conflict of the Cold War.101 Lesson here was that the U.S 

should only intervene when it had a real and clearly defined objective. Powell, however, 

claimed that military, intelligence and administration officials were in fact absolute aware 

about the unlikely prospect of victory in Vietnam. But given Cold War imperatives and 

constraints, the vital goal was to avoid losing the Vietnam War, not to win it. A costly and 

indefinite failure was the inevitable result of what was actually a carefully considered and 

clear-eyed policy. The U.S did intervene for all the wrong reasons and national vital interest 

98  Blumenthal, S. (2005), ‘The good soldier's revenge’. Published: The Guardian on April 28, 2005
99  Ibidem.
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were not at stake. The U.S miscalculated the duration and effort needed for the War and there 

was no exit strategy. Flaws that Powell adopted as principles for his own Doctrine later on.102 

One of the consequences of the Powell Doctrine and its perception of a right 

intervention is the notion that if you go in, not only do you go in and get out quickly, but you 

have to have total American and international support. The Powell Doctrine implied that it 

was a loss if you lost even one American life. This led down a high threshold to engage into a 

military intervention, because with every intervention the risk of losing lives is there. This 

made the American intervention policy until the second half of the 1990s very hesitant to 

engage into an intervention. Critics state: “If you set up ground rules under which no 

casualties will occur, it's very hard to achieve the mission that you're sent over there to do. 

The best way to protect your troops is to keep them at home. If you're going to be sending 

them to places that are inherently dangerous, like the Balkans or Haiti or Afghanistan, there's 

going to be a certain amount of risk involved. Soldiers talked to certainly don't like those 

incredibly restrictive guidelines that are, in part, a product of this Vietnam mind-set, which is 

that we have to avoid casualties at all costs, because if we suffer a single loss, political 

support will crumble and we won't be able to sustain this deployment”.103 

When talking about his role as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff during the First 

Iraq War Powell had this to say about how Vietnam influenced his decision to intervene in the 

First Iraq War: “Vietnam is running through my mind very much. Many of the arguments of 

the Powell Doctrine on how war was to be waged ultimately came back to the Vietnam War 

were the principal foreign policy decision makers of the Johnson Administration had 

competing views over what the basic goals of the war were for the U.S. When the survival of 

an independent South Vietnam was the most important reason for the U.S, then it would be 

logical to use every resource available to win the war, even potentially at the cost of 

provoking a war with China. However, if it was taken as a starting point that the objective of 

the war was to maintain U.S credibility and contain Communism, it made a great deal of 

sense to limit the amount of effort expended in South Vietnam. Preserving forces would allow

commitments to be met in other, possibly more vital parts of the world”.104 Effectively the 

message that would be sent out to other nations was that the U.S would contain Communism 

102 Keller, B. (2001), ‘The World According To Powell’, Published: November 25, 2001.
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at the cost of destroying them. The Vietnam War became also a moral issue since American 

blood had been spilt, because the U.S did not allow itself to be beaten now that men had died 

for the cause. As Johnson put it, “we will not permit those who fire upon us in Vietnam to win

a victory over the desires and the intentions of all the American people”.105 This logic had  a 

strange reasoning and consequence behind it. More people were effectively being asked to 

give up their lives in order to make the sacrifices of those who had already given theirs 

worthwhile. Powell stated: “Increasingly the rationale for U.S involvement in the war boiled 

down to the absurd notion that the U.S was in Vietnam because it was in Vietnam, and would 

remain in Vietnam because it was in Vietnam”.106 Looking back on his experience in Vietnam 

Colin Powell stated: “I would spend nearly twenty years, one way or another, grappling with 

our experience in this country [Vietnam]. And over all that time Vietnam rarely made much 

more sense than… We’re here because we’re here, because we’re…”107 Brigadier General 

Douglas Kinnard concluded that, “almost 70 percent of the Army generals who managed the 

war were uncertain of its objectives … [this] mirrors a deep-seated strategic failure: the 

inability of policy-makers to frame tangible, obtainable goals”.108 The Powell Doctrine insists 

therefore that policymakers make clear what the reasons for intervening are for the U.S in any

military intervention, and the need to have a clear, coherent and consistent reason why U.S 

military intervention is absolutely necessary. By making sure that policy makers from the 

beginning on are clear about what is at stake for the U.S in any potential military intervention,

what its objectives are and what resources the nation is willing to commit in order to achieve 

them improves the chance of a successful mission.

The invasion of Panama in 1989 was the first military intervention after the Vietnam 

War and the first application of the American Policy inspired by Colin Powell. Although the 

Powell Doctrine was officially established in the beginning of the 1990s Powell already used 

these principles as guidelines as did the American government. The Powell Doctrine turned 

out to be successful in Panama. The Panama intervention proved that military solutions, so 

long as guided by clear political objectives and an exit strategy, were a good alternative to 

diplomatic and economic sanctions. As a first response to the growing crisis in Panama, the 

administration attempted diplomatic and economic sanctions.109 Attempting the use of 

non-military means fitted the Powell doctrine perfectly. Unfortunately these non-military 
105 www.nytimes.com.
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measures failed to achieve the desired effect of ending the crisis. A military intervention was 

necessary to stop the crisis in Panama, but it was used as a last resort which is a clear example

of the Powell Doctrine. The military intervention was in line with the Powell Doctrine. Powell

stated: “It was a rapid, decisive application of overwhelming force that removed a tyrant from

power and brought democracy to an oppressed nation with few casualties”.110 Panama 

re-established America’s military pride and confidence after the Vietnam War. The 

Vietnam-syndrome was slowly fading away.  The Panama mission opened the way for 

intervention during the First Iraq War. As been proven in Panama, Powell understood that war

involved risks, and that some risks were worth taking. As Powell commented in 1992: “Would

it have been worth the inevitable follow-up: major occupation forces for years to come and a 

very expensive and complex American intervention? Fortunately for America, reasonable 

people at the time thought not”.111 

It took approximately until the 1990s before the US openly got involved in a larger 

military mission abroad again. The First Iraq War was fought for much more limited 

objectives and with more limited means than the Panama intervention. Powell still stated: “but

we did use overwhelming force quickly and decisively. Our strategy for going after this army 

is very, very simple. First we are going to cut it off, then we are going to kill it”.112 During the 

First Iraq War there was a UN mandate to pursue a limited goal and Iraq’s  sovereignty was 

not breached. The US carried out a decisive and overwhelming military campaign against 

Saddam’s forces, and was able to exit before submitting U.S. troops to a prolonged and costly 

military intervention. It was a clear example of carrying out the Powell Doctrine in action. 

Powell believed it was best not to invade Iraq and to pursue sanctions instead. But most 

important there was a clear exit strategy which made the mission end decisively. Intervention 

in Iraq itself turned out not be needed anymore. 

The Powell Doctrine was successful until the first half of the 1990s. With the new 

tendencies going on in the second half of the 1990s the Powell Doctrine needed adjustment. 

Elements of the Powell Doctrine remain central for the future success of the U.S. military. 

While military intervention may not be suitable as a last resort from the mid-1990s onwards, 

it is still important to make use of diplomatic, economic, and other political means to address 

conflicts. Even against stateless actors such as terrorists, the ability to control finances, limit 
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safe-havens through non-military means, and prevent the proliferation of Weapons of Mass 

Destruction remain important interests.113 The Powell Doctrine was tested a great deal by the 

kind of missions needed in the 1990s in places like Somalia, Bosnia, Haiti or Kosovo. In 

places like that, you can't just win a massive overwhelming victory and go home, because if 

you do, the situation will worsen and the intervention would have been pointless. The military

interventions needed from the second half of the 1990s were longer-term interventions. This 

in order to create a stable political order. The longer-term intervention is the traditional kind 

of military intervention, but completely the opposite of what the Powell Doctrine stands for. 

This means that it is not a quick and decisive intervention with one clear goal in mind related 

to vital national security interests.114   

After the successful First Iraq War President Clinton decided to send more than 25.000

troops into Somalia in the Fall of 1993 for a humanitarian intervention mission. To many in 

the U.S the intervention came as a complete surprise. The option of U.S. military intervention 

in Somalia was not even on the agenda of the November 21 1992 National Security Council’s 

meeting. 115Also, the communications of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the President prior to 

November 1992 was that any engagement in Somalia would be a recipe for disaster. An 

intervention in Somalia would be a second Vietnam and a deviation from the Powell Doctrine.

Somalia was a clear danger and risk for U.S. troops with no clear political vision behind it. 

Strangely enough both President Clinton as Powell eventually were behind the decision to 

intervene in Somalia. It was thought by Western governments that the reason for American 

intervention in Somalia was because of competing foreign policy elites, and national pressure 

on the Administration to act in Somalia and later in Bosnia. Although neither Bosnia nor 

Somalia constituted vital national interests by themselves, the public began to support a 

limited policy to contain the conflict from spreading to areas of geo-strategic interest to the 

U.S. There was a growing public pressure to take action in Somalia. Clinton has also long 

fumed that Powell did not share the blame for the fiasco of Somalia, where 18 American 

commandos were killed in a misguided mission in 1993. Powell had reluctantly advised 

Clinton to order in commandos to help hunt down a warlord under reasoning of an 

American-led humanitarian effort. Their deaths and desecration became a paralyzing symbol 

of the folly of well-intentioned foreign interventions.116 
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The most controversial application of the Powell Doctrine was in Yugoslavia, where 

Powell was absolutely against military intervention and his opinion about committing 

American forces to the conflict was outspoken. Powell worried at each step that limited 

American involvement would lead inevitably to a deep and bloody American involvement. A 

lot of  innocent deaths and refugees would be the consequence just like in Vietnam. There was

a clear and imminent danger for American troops involved. There are two distinct types of 

U.S interests involved in the conflict in Yugoslavia. The first type is a security interest. These 

were issues that related to the physical security of the U.S. The second type of issue the U.S 

found itself taking an active interest in is what was called humanitarian issues. These were 

issues that could not be said to affect directly the physical security of the US, but were rather 

problems of a moral or ethical nature.117 The U.S valued democracy and human rights and 

humanitarian mission were intrinsically connected to this. The humanitarian problems of 

Yugoslavia, were considered to be tragic and certainly potentially dangerous for the peoples 

of the region, so the Clinton Administration accepted this to be of vital national interest to the 

U.S from a moral point of view. But  according to the Bush jr. Administration intervention 

was simply not necessary. Humanitarian wise it was not of a vital interest to the U.S.  The 

Yugoslav conflict had the potential to worsen and threaten the parties involved, but it was 

nonetheless a regional dispute. Therefore, the U.S was convinced that the Former Soviet 

Union should continue to exist in some form. Ideally, this union would be democratic with a 

strong degree of federalism, but it would also hopefully be strong enough, with the support of 

Russia, to maintain both a monopoly on armed force and the ability to arbitrate between 

different ethnic groups. The strong desire to keep the Former Soviet Union together inevitably

had a major impact on U.S policy towards Yugoslavia. The collapse of the Former Soviet 

Union would inevitably mean a security threat to the U.S and this would mean the U.S had 

vital national interests involved in the conflict of Yugoslavia according to the Bush 

Administration.118 What the Yugoslav case shows is that national interest is an subjective 

evaluation by governments. How U.S policymakers tend to view what is and is not in the U.S 

vital national interest is dependent on the interest of the Administration at that moment. The 

way the Bush Administration seems to have viewed the former Yugoslavia is that although it 

was an important issue, it never quite passed the threshold of importance for military action to

be seriously considered: “There was never any thought at that time of using U.S. ground 
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troops in Yugoslavia -the American people would never have supported it”.119 The Clinton 

Administration, although it did not commit to military action for purely humanitarian reasons,

did weight the importance of humanitarian interests slightly differently to the Bush 

Administration. The wars in the former Yugoslavia seem to offer one potential example for 

future foreign policy trying to create a more stable and a more just world order: “Today, our 

policies must also focus on relations within nations, on a nation's form of governance, on its 

economic structure, on its ethnic tolerance. In particular, democracies are far less likely to 

wage war on other nations than dictatorships are”.120 This Idealism does not really fit the rest 

of the Powell Doctrine. If your aim is spread of democracy and the American ideal of life, 

liberty and the pursuit of happiness, there is no exit strategy, there will always be new 

challenges for the U.S to overcome by force. Also, the Powell Doctrine’s demand for 

continued public and Congressional support could be difficult to satisfy in the context of 

commitments which are difficult to justify in the absence of a direct threat to the security of 

the nation. As Colin Powell put it, “even though the Military occasionally has to operate in 

unclear circumstances. Decisive means and results are always to be preferred, even if they are 

not always possible”.121 Powell was skeptical that any U.S president would ever decide that 

what was happening in Bosnia would constitute vital national interest: “The west has wrung 

its hands over Bosnia, but has not been able to find its vital interests or matching 

commitment. No American President could defend to the American people the heavy sacrifice

of lives it would cost to resolve this baffling conflict. Nor could a President likely sustain the 

long-term involvement necessary to keep the protagonists from going at each other’s throats 

all over again at the first opportunity”.122 The Powell Doctrine seemed to be more fitting for 

the Bush jr Administration than for the Clinton Administration. The whole rationale behind 

intervention on humanitarian grounds is to eliminate or at least drastically reduce human 

suffering, the logical consequence to that is that you cannot use more force in an intervention 

or else you make the situation worse and undermine the whole purpose of intervention in the 

first place by creating more casualties. So humanitarian intervention was not really 

compatible with the Powell Doctrine. Humanitarian intervention also requires force being 

delivered with a high degree of accuracy, so that those causing humanitarian suffering are the 

ones that feel the consequences of any use of force. Time and again in the debates on whether 

to use force in The Former Yugoslavia it was argued that the use of force would exacerbate an 
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already intolerable situation for the civilian population. Interestingly enough Powell also 

stood for democracy and protecting human rights. Only the way these values were achieved 

differed from the approach of the Clinton Administration and better fitted the Bush jr. 

Administration.123 

The Powell Doctrine will also be more compatible to the notion of national interests 

based on the security paradigm on the grounds that it clearly delineates clear objectives and a 

vital national interest. Humanitarian objectives are by their very nature difficult to limit both 

temporally and specially. The time limit to a humanitarian operation depends on how long it 

takes to stop the suffering of the population of the intervened state. First, this is dependent on 

a number of factors beyond military control, such as weather, infrastructure and the 

cooperation of the local population. Second, the extent to which a situation can said to have 

been improved enough to allow the withdrawal of forces is a deeply subjective decision.124 In 

the case of the Former Yugoslavia, military policy makers strongly did not want to repeat the 

experience of Somalia, where US forces had originally been deployed to facilitate the delivery

of food aid and the mission had gradually expanded until it included restoring a legitimate 

Somali government. Powell stated: “It is difficult to spatially limit humanitarian operations 

because once you concede the point that humanitarian motives are justification enough for a 

military intervention, then as a matter of moral principle that justification holds true wherever 

and whenever there is judged to be a humanitarian crisis. Also, intervention on humanitarian 

grounds makes the task of defining a clear well-defined exit strategy difficult. First, because it

is difficult to draw a line as to exactly how much humanitarian suffering it is the responsibility

of the U.S to prevent”.125 For example, in the case of Somalia, the initial U.S intervention did 

prevent widespread famine, by ensuring that food reached those in greatest need. However 

this did nothing to solve the underlying problems of Somalia which was the lack of  strong 

governing authority. Once the initial task of preventing famine had been achieved, there was a

great temptation to try and expand the U.S mission to try and overcome the long-term 

problems facing Somalia, rather than just stopping the short-term goal. Also, with a successful

re-establishment of order and ensuring a humane standard of living in states like Bosnia or 

Somalia, there is no way of knowing what will happen once U.S troops leave. Part of  

Powell’s reluctance to get involved in the Balkans was based on the fear that any commitment
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would turn into a completely open-ended mission that would last for decades. This would 

make national interest fade away and be a breach of the Powell principle for swift action.126 

During the 2000 campaign, Bush’s foreign policy advisor, Condoleezza Rice, 

criticized Clinton’s actions in Kosovo. Rice stated: “The Kosovo war was conducted 

incompetently in part because the administration’s political goals kept shifting and in part 

because it was not, at the start, committed to the decisive use of military force”.127 By this 

statement Rice revered to the fundamental principles of the Powell Doctrine. Kosovo was one 

of many incidents of American intervention where the means and mission were not matched. 

The humanitarian intervention policy of the U.S did not see eye to eye with the notion of 

national and vital interests. Bush jr. intended to go back to his conservative roots of staying 

out of military intervention as much as possible which looked like to be a return to the Powell 

Doctrine. However, in reality Bush took into office many of the same principles, ideals, and 

policies set before him by President Clinton according to Democrats and Republicans in 

government. For instance, National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice’s hinted at a removal 

of U.S. forces from the Balkans, but Bush let the troops remain in accordance with NATO 

obligations. 

Humanitarian intervention as a key foreign policy issue transformed U.S. military 

policy. While Powell’s goal of halting crises before it erupted into larger-scale conflict still 

played an important role, the lines of vital interest and national security blurred. Powell 

believed that the Clinton administration was heading in the wrong direction and started to 

distance himself from the Administration’s foreign policy. Powell wrote: “My constant, 

unwelcome message at all the meetings on Bosnia was simply that we should not commit 

military forces until we had a clear political objective”.128 This is the main reason why Powell 

only acted as Joint Chief of Staff  for the first eight months of Clinton’s administration. 

Unluckily for Powell, Clinton and his advisors began to steer foreign policy further away 

from the Powell Doctrine. It was only until Bush jr was elected that Powell regained hope of 

reinstalling the Powell Doctrine as the main guideline for military interventions. 
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3.3. Powell Doctrine and the decision to intervene in Afghanistan and Iraq

In 2000, President George W. Bush appointed Colin Powell Secretary of State, and 

Powell was unanimously confirmed by the U.S. Senate. At that time, this was the highest rank

in civilian government ever held by an African-American. Colin Powell described himself as 

being a moderate Republican. Powell was in favor of a positive world image, of treaties and 

alliances which constrain the power of individual states. The opposite of this view was shared 

by Defense Secretary Rumsfeld, his deputy Paul Wolfowitz and Vice-President Cheney who 

belonged to the neo-conservative Republican camp. They saw the world as a dark place of 

power struggle were treaties and alliances were not really possible. These differences in view 

had a great impact on the way the Afghanistan and Iraq intervention after 2003 was conducted

and Powell disagreed a lot with the other three Republicans who shared opposite views from 

him.129 Rumsfeld and Wolfowitz wanted swift actions in Iraq while Powell cautioned for this 

and wanted to have a stable and carefully thoughtful plan. Rice, who was National Security 

Advisor at the time, described Powell as being too focused on making-nice diplomacy than 

taking swift action and Cheney described Powell’s policy as foot-dragging.130 Colin Powell 

was also described as the perfect example of conducting traditional Republican foreign policy 

with a focus on alliances, treaties and international institutions. Powell had two problems in 

doing his job as Secretary of State. He was not as close to the new president Bush Jr. as other 

members of the Administration, and he was viewed with mistrust by part of the other 

members of the Administration because of his views. For Powell, being part of the Republican

Party was not really a matter of ideology, but a kind of loyalty to political mentors that 

supported him and whom he respected. Powell was convinced that both the Republican and 

the Democratic Party had some good and bad ideological points. Powell looked at discipline, 

respect for authority and tradition, and the kind of impact the policy of both parties had on the

military. Powell’s old mentor Weinberger described this as: ''Colin is quintessentially a good 

soldier. He does his duty and carries out orders''.131   

Bush’s appointment of Powell as Secretary of State seemed to confirm, at least to the 

international community, that the U.S would pursue a return to the Powell Doctrine. But it 

were the attacks of September 11, 2001 that shifted Bush’s vision permanently. The former 
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Secretary of State Madeleine Albright stated: “The revelations of September 11 led the 

President to the conclusion that new forces in the world were acting against the security of the

United States”.132 The Bush policy after 2001 was directed on going into battle and redefine 

the new threats and a new agenda for U.S foreign policy. The foreign policy of the Bush 

Administration turned away from the Powell Doctrine. In Bush’s first term Colin Powell was 

regarded as a moderate voice on several issues regarding Iraq. However the views of 

neo-conservatives such as Vice-president Dick Cheney and Deputy Defense Secretary Paul 

Wolfowitz often won the day. Colin Powell urged caution in 2002 about Iraq’s weapon arsenal

and often seemed at odds with his fellow Republican colleagues. Cheney and Rumsfeld 

argued for early military intervention, but Powell called for UN weapons inspections as first 

step to assess Iraq’s weapons industry. He was in favor of involving the UN and giving Iraq 

one last chance to disarm. Powell preference for investigation prevailed, but this did not mean

he was afraid of using force, which was made clear throughout his career.133 Powell was a 

professional soldier for 35 years and throughout his career he argued for a strong national 

defense. Powell’s military experiences shaped the so-called Powell Doctrine of exercising 

caution when sending U.S troops to fight abroad. Powell: “When we go to war, we should 

have a purpose that our people understand and support. We should mobilize the country’s 

resources to fulfill that mission and we should go on to win”.134 

Remarkable was also that Powell saw positive sides to the terrorist attacks. He claimed

that the attacks made that the lone-superpower ideology within the Republican Party was 

halted and created as he states: “A sense of global common purpose in which trust among 

competitive nations seems a little more plausible”.135 Powell believed that the fight against 

terrorism made that all past tensed foreign relations with China and Russia for instance were 

paused, because they shared a common enemy. Shared policies between completely different 

nations are finally possible, which Powell saw as very important for a military cooperative 

intervention. Cooperation became more important than power politics. 

The intervention in Afghanistan was not that big of a discussion within U.S 

government. Powell: “We all hoped in 2001 that we could put in place an Afghan government 

under President Karzai that would be able to control the country, make sure al-Qaeda didn't 
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come back, and make sure the Taliban wasn't resurging. It didn't work out”.136 However, 

critics of the Powell Doctrine, like Michael O’Hanlon, have gone so far as to call Operation 

Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan “a masterpiece of military creativity and finesse”.137 

Although acknowledging some strategic flaws, namely the failure to capture Osama bin 

Laden, O’Hanlon sees Afghanistan as a clear demonstration of the benefits of the U.S new 

foreign policy thinking: away from the Powell Doctrine. The fast and lethal military forces 

deployed in Afghanistan made sure that there was a stunningly fast defeat of the Taliban, one 

of the U.S. ‘s primary interests. This is, according to me, still in line with the Powell Doctrine 

because the Doctrine states that military intervention should occur with overwhelming force 

and in a rapid manner. Afghanistan established a foreign policy and kind of military operation 

from which Rumsfeld and General Franks created their master plan for the invasion of Iraq. In

Iraq too the military saw success, measured by the overthrow of Saddam with minimal 

casualties and with overwhelming force. This military transformation of Rumsfeld and 

Franks, however, is ill suited to deal with the consequences of the new way of military 

intervention which is state building. The current strategy, however, leans heavily in favor of 

state destruction, rather than state formation. The state building policy undermines the Powell 

Doctrine because it does not agree with a swift intervention and serving a vital national 

interest. State building is in line with humanitarian missions and tends to ask to much of 

intervening states for which national support will fade away as happened in the Afghanistan 

and Iraq cases.138 

After September 11, 2001 the U.S looked to its President for direction and strong 

leadership. This national pressure influenced Bush’s foreign policy immensely. Still, 

throughout the first year after the attacks Bush kept off the subject of a possible intervention 

in Iraq.  It was only in 2002 Bush labeled Iraq, North Korea, and Iran as axis of evil.139 Two 

new directions were followed by Bush’s new foreign intervention policy. First, a return to a 

proactive foreign intervention policy favoring state building and a preemptive military 

strategies. The concept of preemption was determined for Bush’s policy which meant not only

well-thought military intervention, but also actions on the basis of  intelligence assumptions 

that were more estimates than facts.  The whole American policy was directed on preventing 

136 Kessler, G. (2004), ‘Powell Flies in the Face of Tradition; The Secretary of State Is Least Traveled in 30 
Years’. Published: Washington Post on July 14, 2004.
137 Ibidem.
138 www.aidemocracy.org.
139 Baxter, S. (2007), ‘Powell tried to talk Bush out of war’, Published: The Sunday Times July 8, 2007.

45



another disaster. As Rumsfeld said in 2001: “You can’t defend at every place at every time 

against every technique, and you have to take it to them, and that means you have to preempt 

them”.140 This was completely against the Powell Doctrine and many Powell supporter were 

disappointed when Powell supported the new American strategy. Powell wrote in 2004: “U.S. 

strategy is widely accused of being unilateralist by design, It isn’t. It is often accused of being 

imbalanced in favor of military methods, It isn’t. It is frequently described as being obsessed 

with terrorism and hence biased toward preemptive war on a global scale. It most certainly is 

not”.141 However Powell had his concerns about invading Iraq. But, Powell’s concerns never 

dissuaded the President from war. Powell chose to be loyal to president Bush instead of 

disregarding the Administration. Powell was more concerned with the nations wellbeing than 

anything else.

Bush revealed America’s foreign intervention policy after 2001 in the National 

Security Strategy (NSS) of 2002. Instead of being hesitant to meddle in foreign affairs, he 

outlined a plan to bring democracy and human freedom to the world by conquering terrorist 

networks and rogue states. America’s foreign policy after September 11, 2001 was mostly 

incompatible with the conservative policy of the Powell Doctrine. Deputy Secretary of 

Defense Paul Wolfowitz’s stated: “The proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) 

and the growth of vast terrorist networks required important changes for U.S. strategy. 

Declaring a war against terrorism had deep implications of its own. For such stateless wars, 

the Powell Doctrine provides little guidance beyond the use of fast and decisive force”.142 

Initially, Powell had serious doubts about President Bush's plan to invade Iraq and 

overthrow Saddam Hussein. Powell believed the policy of containment was sufficient to 

control the Iraqi regime. Powell had revealed that he spent 2½ hours vainly trying to persuade

President Bush Jr. not to invade Iraq and believed that the conflict could not be resolved by 

U.S forces. Powell said: “I tried to avoid this war. I took him through the consequences of 

going into an Arab country and becoming the occupiers”.143 Powell had become increasingly 

outspoken about the level of violence in Iraq, which he believes is at the level of a civil war. 

Powell: “The civil war will ultimately be resolved by a test of arms. It’s not going to be pretty 

to watch, but I don’t know any way to avoid it. It is happening now. It is not a civil war that 
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can be put down or solved by the armed forces of the United States”.144 According to Powell, 

the U.S cannot intervene one morning and have all American forces just leaf the other 

morning. Powell pointed out that there was no evidence connecting Iraq to the September 11, 

2001 attacks. Others said that that was irrelevant, that the administration came to power 

promising to do more to bring about an end to Saddam Hussein. Powell said “the coalition 

would not hold if the United States targeted Iraq, and without the coalition there could be no 

shutting off of terrorist finances, no intelligence sharing, and no international arrests”.145 But 

Powell was also clear that when President Bush decided that he would attack Iraq, he would 

be loyal to the Administration. But, until Bush decided to intervene or not Powell would do 

everything to dissuade him from intervention. Powell is careful not to undercut a presidential 

decision, but he is willing to put forward his critique on an intervention in Iraq. Powell cited: 

''By Powell Doctrine standards, you keep your eye on the political objective, which is Osama 

bin Laden and the Al Qaeda network and not Iraq''.146  Eventually Bush decided to go to war 

and, in a crucial moment, Powell agreed to support the president. 

Although Powell had major misgivings about going into war and what he considered 

the inadequate number of troops intended to be sent to Iraq. He warned Bush that a military 

invasion would consume the president's first term and that if an intervention should occur, the 

U.S should use overwhelming force and have broad international support. This support would 

be key to the rebuilding of Iraq afterwards and legitimization of the intervention. Powell’s 

arguments that an U.S. intervention would lead to further anti-American sentiment, and that 

the army would face a fierce insurgency by guerilla war groups was dismissed by the rest of 

the government.147 Bush prepared the nation for a campaign of Shock and Awe in Iraq, 

promising a swift victory with minimal U.S. casualties. Although different from Powell’s 

belief in building support before action, the military planners worked to create strategies that 

sustained support at home during the intervention itself. The Bush Administration felt the 

people where behind the fight against terrorism, so intervention in Iraq had the peoples 

approval. The shock and Awe policy of Bush for Iraq left out one of the most critical 

components of the Powell Doctrine: making military means meet political ends. Also, both 

Afghanistan and Iraq lacked the critical exit strategy the Powell Doctrine had supported. The 
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first phase of the war was a success. With less than half the troops deployed in the 

Afghanistan mission, the U.S. and its allies intervened into Iraq with overwhelming force with

few casualties. Building on the experience of Afghanistan, the invasion force relied on 

precision weapons and air support to pinpoint targets before they were able to strike back. 

This was an example of preemptive measures of the Bush Administration. Vice President 

Cheney claimed that the war provided a positive proof of the success of the new American 

foreign intervention policy.148 But, Cheney forgot that if the U.S. continues to engage in nation

building, it must accept the risks and responsibilities of occupation. Afghanistan, despite all 

the efforts put in to establish a successful nation building, was not a complete success. 

Outside of Kabul, it remains a battlefield for clans and warlords fighting. Instead of building 

trust with the locals, the U.S. allowed many al Qaeda leaders to escape. Powell: “The 

Administration’s obsession with casualty rates and military transformations ignored the 

political realities and necessities of nation building and occupation”.149  

Powell represented an older generation of military thought, still very much influenced 

by the Vietnam tragedy and more concerned with protection of vital national interests than the

fighting against terrorism and expanding liberty. Fortunately for Bush, he was also one of the 

most successful diplomats in the President’s Administration, able to gather national and 

international support for America’s foreign intervention policy. For instance, he brought 

Pakistani leader Musharraf to the U.S.’s side for intervention in Afghanistan and operations on

Pakistani territory. Bush understood that America’s new intervention policy would need the 

support of the international community. Support and sympathy for the U.S. began to fade 

when the U.S turned its sights on Iraq.150 Powell saw the Johnson Administration just as many

other officers from Vietnam as being undemocratic in its decision-making. Powell saw the 

same problems rising again with the Bush Administration related to the Iraq case. Much of the

internal strife within the Bush Administration centered around Powell’s insistence on going to 

the UN Security Council to get international approval for the intervention in Iraq. Powell won

this internal debate. He was also successful in getting the President to reach out for support 

from the American population. Bush wanted the full support of the American people, their 

representatives, and the international community.151 This supports that the Powell Doctrine 

still had some influence on U.S foreign policy. To advance the case for war with the 
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international community, Powell appeared before the U.N. Security Council in February 2003 

to present evidence that Iraq had developed an ongoing weapons development program. 

Powell's reputation for integrity helped convince many in Congress and the country that Iraq 

posed an imminent threat for the U.S. Colin Powell tried to establish an international coalition

to assist in the rebuilding of Iraq. When Powell went to present the U.S. case on Iraq to the 

UN Security Council, he had two goals. First, he was giving the international community one 

last chance to join the US in a fight the administration had already concluded it must 

undertake. Second, he could gather greater support for the U.S.152 

In September 2004, Powell testified before Congress that the intelligence sources he 

used in his February presentation to the United Nations were wrong and it was unlikely that 

Saddam had any weapons of mass destruction. Powell advised the committee of the necessity 

to reform the intelligence community in order to improve its gathering and analysis. Powell 

said that he now believes that the C.I.A. was deliberately misled about evidence that Saddam 

Hussein was developing unconventional weapons. Powell argued that the C.I.A. itself was 

misled, and that in turn he was, too. ''Unfortunately, that multiple sourcing over time has 

turned out not to be accurate''153, Powell said. He admitted this publicly because he did not 

want a legacy as being the man who made up stories to provide the president with a cover 

story for going to war. In 2004, after acknowledging it was unlikely that Iraq possessed 

weapons of mass destruction, Powell announced his resignation as Secretary of State. Powell 

stepped down from the position after President Bush's reelection to a second term. His four 

year tenure as Secretary of State was marked by disagreements with other Administration 

officials over America’s foreign intervention policy. Regardless of these disagreements, 

Powell remained loyal to the Bush Administration and a spokesman for the Bush 

Administration in international affairs. Powell left his position as Secretary of State with the 

admiration and respect of the national and international community.154  Despite his antiwar 

stance, Obama supports a phased withdrawal that could leave a significantly reduced force in 

Iraq for an extended period. Looking back on his period as Secretary of State Powell stated: 

“We got rid of a terrible dictator. We gave the Iraqi people an opportunity for a new life under 

a representative form of government”.155  
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The differences between the Powell Doctrine and the National Security Strategy 2002 

of the Bush Administration (NSS 2002) are to be attributed to their differing strategic 

environments. The Powell Doctrine came to be in a time without terrorist attacks and without 

the horrible atrocities taking place in Africa. From the second half of the 1990s the Powell 

Doctrine came under pressure because the atrocities in Africa led to the necessity of 

humanitarian interventions and terrorist attacks needed a quick and harsh response. The main 

differences between the Powell Doctrine and the NSS 2002 is that in the NSS 2002 no 

mention is made to Powell’s vital interest demand as principle before intervening. In the NSS 

2002 there was no mention of using force as a last resort or alongside with any other form of 

non-military measures. The Powell Doctrine presumed that public support before an 

intervention is necessary, but the NSS 2002 presumes the war on terrorism to be necessary, 

leading to expected support from the public and international community along the way. In 

essence, the NSS 2002 is a reflection of Bush’s stronger unilateral and internationalist 

tendencies. The new intervention strategy of the NSS 2002 still prefers interventions that are 

swift, decisive, and geared toward accomplishing specific political objectives. The operations 

in Afghanistan and Iraq have shown that these elements alone are not enough for the 

important task of state building.156 

The Iraq War made the haunting images and memories of Vietnam War come back into

the American policy considerations. Once again, the use of American military power has 

come under scrutiny. You can say that the September 11, 2001 trauma replaced the Vietnam 

War trauma as the cornerstone for foreign policy decisions. Colin Powell, was one of the few 

senior officials to have experienced the Vietnam War at firsthand. Afterwards Powell tried to 

change the failures which the U.S government made during the Vietnam War. The Powell 

Doctrine rose with the successes of Panama and the First Iraq War, but from the second half of

the 1990s the Doctrine lost its power with the post-Cold War security needs such as 

humanitarian intervention and the fight against terrorism. Powell recognized that the end of 

the Cold War required a new way of thinking and a new strategy. Still, Powell pleaded for 

diplomatic and economic measures before resorting to military intervention. Only when war is

unavoidable it is allowed and when military means are used than the use of decisive and 

overwhelming force to carry out specific political objectives tied to a definitive exit strategy 

must be used. Debate was often over not whether the U.S. should go to war, but how many of 

the cautionary notions of the Powell Doctrine were marginalized. Powell had already won two
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major diplomatic victories, for both legitimacy and assistance, but much of his doctrine had 

little value to the Bush Administration.157

Just as Vietnam was a learning experience for Powell, September 11 2001 was an 

important learning experience for the Bush Administration. All wanted to avoid the mistakes 

of the past, but all had different approaches for the future. Vietnam taught Powell to be wary 

of political leaders making military decisions, and 9/11 taught the Administration not to take 

quick decisions on intervention.158 The planning for regime change in Iraq centered around 

three key concerns: the use of weapons of mass destruction, winning quickly and decisively, 

and transitioning power to the Iraqis quickly and legitimately. A brief look at these objectives 

leaves open the possibility for the Powell-style Doctrine. That, however, was not what the 

Bush Administration had in mind. Advocates of the Powell Doctrine state that the Bush 

Administration did not totally ignore the Powell Doctrine but oversimplified it. In turn, the 

U.S. developed a method of warfare that produces stunning military victories but does not 

necessarily accomplish the political goals for which the war was fought. Bush’s military 

intervention was not suited for the task of nation building. Powell was sure they would 

succeed militarily, but worried about the day-after implications. The compromise between 

Powell’s exit strategy and Bush’s swift actions lay in an international coalition, able to bear 

the enormous costs and responsibilities of nation building in Iraq and allow a shorter 

deployment for U.S. troops. Powell grew increasingly frustrated with Rumsfeld and Cheney 

during the planning of the Iraq war. “We don’t just want to replace one bad guy with another 

bad guy,”159 cautioned Powell during an early National Security Council (NSC) session on 

Iraq. Powell was not explicitly opposed to the war, but the war planning, seemingly led by 

Rumsfeld and Cheney, worried him. 

3.4. The Faith of the Powell Doctrine after the Afghanistan and Iraq invasion?

During the Afghanistan and Iraq War there has been a lot of critique on the Powell 

Doctrine. During his political career, Powell stated the principles he thought the U.S. 

government should follow when considering the use of military intervention. There must be a 

vital national security interest at stake before considering intervening into a conflict abroad. 
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There should be a clear and obtainable objective. A clear exit strategy should be planned 

before the intervention. The military intervention should have broad national and international

political and civilian support. The military action should be carried out by decisive and 

overwhelming force in order to achieve a rapid result. And the U.S should use force only as a 

last resort. These principles were established through Powell's negative experience as an 

officer during the Vietnam War. The First Iraq War or better known as Operation Desert Storm

seemed at the time to be a clear example of Powell’s ideas and was a success for the Powell 

Doctrine into practice. The U.S. military intervention in Afghanistan and Iraq have followed 

remarkable few principles of the Powell Doctrine. Powell wrote his doctrine in an attempt to 

keep the U.S from thoughtlessly involving itself in “ill-defined and open-ended military 

interventions”.160 Critics on the Powell Doctrine have argued that the modern guerilla warfare 

with irregular adversaries have exploited gaps the doctrine left uncovered. According to them,

strict adherence to the Powell Doctrine would prevent the U.S from having any effective 

response to irregular warfare challenges. Neither the Bush nor the Obama Administrations 

have followed the Powell Doctrine to the letter. According to critics we must not look upon 

the use of military forces only as a last resort, but as potentially the best option when 

combined with other instruments of national and international power. We must not try to use 

force only in an overwhelming capacity, but in the proportionate capacity, and in a precise and

principled manner required by the specific situation. Critics assume that the public now 

accepts military intervention as an enduring fact of life. But, after the results of the 

Afghanistan and Iraq missions of the last years the people at home start to lose faith in the 

government and army. A cry back for the Powell Doctrine is near.161 

The Vietnam War was a debacle for military strategists and planners. Powell stated: 

“The Pentagon entered that war thinking along the lines of most World War II era strategists: 

the guy with the biggest guns and the most men at the point of contact will win most fights. 

But in Vietnam, we out-manned and out-gunned our opponent consistently, and we won 

virtually every battle that we fought… and yet we lost”.162 So after the war, Pentagon 

strategists insisted they had learned from their defeat in Vietnam. They wanted to make sure 

that they would not end up in a Vietnam-like situation ever again. And so arose the Powell 

Doctrine. The Powell Doctrine was an attempt to understand both World War II success and 
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Vietnam failure, and apply those lessons to future conflicts. The strategy the U.S used during 

World War II was good; the strategy that the U.S used in the Vietnam War was bad. 

The highlight of the Powell Doctrine was the 1991 Gulf War. Powell: “We knew what 

we wanted, had a good plan, got everyone on board, kicked some serious butt, and went 

home”.163 The First Iraq War was a great success, and all the Powell Doctrine supporters felt 

that they had finally gotten rid of the Vietnam War syndrome. They now knew how to 

approach warfare. However, the Gulf War also caused a number of conservatives to question 

the assumptions of the Powell Doctrine. They felt that the U.S was the largest, most powerful 

country that the world had ever seen, and that the U.S military ought to be the single most 

useful tool in our arsenal. The critics on the Powell Doctrine stated: “We shouldn’t need 

anyone else’s permission for war. Wars shouldn’t even need the explicit permission of the 

American people; the President was Commander-in-Chief, and he ought to decide when to go 

to use the military. The Powell Doctrine treats the military like a prized race-horse that you 

only take out of its stall on the day of the Big Race”.164 The neo-cons wanted the military to be

an everyday workhorse. The critics are convinced that the Powell Doctrine has its flaws. For 

instance, it fails to recognize that the military is not there to fight wars. It is. The military 

exists as a political tool of the nation. Clausewitz said that: “Warfare is a tool that political 

leaders use to get the things that they want. As such, the military’s job isn’t to preserve itself, 

like some unsure maiden, waiting for the Big Day. The military’s job is to make itself into the 

kind of fighting force that can be useful to the President, and the Nation”.165 The 

neo-conservatives understood that the military needs the flexibility to be ready when the 

president needed it, wherever he might send it. But the neo-conservatives failed to understand 

that the Powell Doctrine fundamentally understands that military power is a fairly limited 

tool. Military power has to always be used with political considerations, and political 

consequences, in mind. That’s true of every single decision that a country makes in war-time. 

Every single military decision is first and foremost a political decision, and if a country 

forgets that for one single moment, they will lose. The Bush-Cheney-Rumsfeld followers and 

critics of the Powell Doctrine never understood the simple fact of political restraint and 

carefully weighing all the options. They simply assumed that the stronger country wins the 

wars.166 

163 Means, H.B. (1992), ‘Colin Powell: soldier/statesman--statesman/soldier’. University of Michigan, p.88-91.
164 Ibidem, p.22-25.
165 Ibidem.
166 www.nytimes.com.
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3.5. Conclusion

The Powell Doctrine has been used to compare the Vietnam War, the Gulf War, and the

Afghanistan/Iraq War. But, also the Powell Doctrine has lost its absolute value because of the 

change of the sort of missions the U.S undertook from the second half of the 1990s onwards. 

The kind of missions the U.S undertook from the second half of the 1990s onwards were 

humanitarian missions and missions against terrorist groups. The Powell Doctrine had trouble 

with adopting to that kind of missions because of the nature of those kind of missions. 

Examples in practice are those of Somalia, Yugoslavia and Afghanistan/Iraq. The principles 

that did not comply with the new kind of missions of the U.S were specifically having a 

clearly defined national interest, making sure it was a quick and decisive mission with a clear 

exit strategy determined before engaging into the mission and having the support of the 

national and international community. The problems with the missions in Somalia and 

Yugoslavia were that there was not a clear national vital interest and the duration of the 

mission could not be determined on forehand, because solving one problem would lead to the 

need of solving another problem in order to protect the results achieved. After the Somalia 

and Yugoslavia interventions support for these kind of missions dropped and there was a call 

for a return to the Powell Doctrine both by the nation as by the Bush jr. Administration. 

Unfortunately this call did not had a long duration because of the September 11, 2001 attacks 

on the U.S. There was a cry for a strong leader and a strong policy against terrorism. 

America’s vital interests were at stake and the principle of using military intervention as a last

resort was overthrown for swift, pre-emptive action. The military interventions in Afghanistan

and Iraq were swift and with overwhelming force, but the U.S forgot to calculate in an exit 

strategy. The U.S forgot that military intervention alone would not do. In order to create stable

states long-term engagement was necessarily. This were deviations from the Powell Doctrine, 

but now the U.S came to realize that abiding by the Powell Doctrine would have prevented 

much hardship. There is again a cry for the Powell Doctrine even when Powell is not 

politically involved anymore his principles in one way or another stay alive.  
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                                          Conclusion

Colin Powell was the topic of this thesis. Coming from a humble background, by 

working hard, he has achieved the top. He is a man who crossed invisible borders of his time 

period and worked out important lessons for future generations. He is a man who shows that 

hard work and insight will lead to higher things in life and with the lessons of his Powell 

Doctrine a lot of strategic policies were revised. He is a man who gets a lot of respect of his 

peers and of the American people. Powell has been very important for American foreign 

policy and for military campaigns. A great military man, a great statesman and overall a great 

person. This thesis focused on how Colin Powell used his Vietnam experience to explain his 

political decisions later on in his career and how this influenced his American foreign policy 

decisions. The Vietnam War had ended badly for the Americans and influenced America’s 

confidence in a negative way, but Powell knew to give  it a positive spin. A wise lesson 

learned from a terrible war which ended badly for the Americans. It is interesting to see how 

an important military figure, who has experienced the failure of the Vietnam War, handled 

American interventions after this debacle. How did the Vietnam War influence him? It is an 

evaluation of the American foreign policy through the eyes of a great politician.

Powell came up with different questions which should be thought over and answered 

before the U.S could go into another international mission or war. These questions together 

are better known as the Powell Doctrine. From the end of the Vietnam War until the first part 

of the 1990s there was the establishment and the rising of the Powell Doctrine as military and 

political Doctrine. From the second part of the 1990s onwards the Powell Doctrine had come 

into conflict with a new way of intervening: humanitarian intervention and the fight against 

terrorism. The position of the Powell Doctrine had come under scrutiny. The Afghanistan and 

Iraq Wars had America question whether or not there was still a future for the Powell 

Doctrine. The ups and downs of the Powell Doctrine were the red threat throughout this 

thesis. But more interesting has been the fact how Powell himself followed his own doctrine 

throughout his political career. My research question was: “How did Powell’s military and 
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political background influence his American foreign intervention policy and what is the 

Powell Doctrine really worth?” This question can be answered as followed.

Powell was a gifted military leader and politician who came from a humble 

background for which hard work and honor were the key words. His great passion throughout 

his life was the military and his family. Especially the Vietnam War did shape him as a person 

in his ideological and political views. For the majority of his life he chose the army over a 

political career even without having a clear party affiliation. He fulfilled the highest political 

and military ranks in times of Republican and Democratic Administrations. In the end of his 

political career he affiliated himself with the Republican Party, but stayed moderate. He was 

convinced that America’s needs were more important than parties, person’s egos and power 

politics. People who knew Powell described him as a gifted and caring statesman who had a 

vision for the nation.

The Powell Doctrine was not a term explicitly developed by Colin Powell. The term 

was created  by journalists who summarized the points into a doctrine. However, it was 

Powell who came up with the eight points for deciding when  the U.S should (not) intervene 

by military measures. Powell was influenced by the Weinberger Doctrine who had similar 

points, but which was not as elaborated as the points Powell drew up. Powell was importantly 

influenced by his own Vietnam experience on how an when not to go into military combat. He

was convinced that the U.S should avoid doomed missions and a failure like the Vietnam War.

The Powell Doctrine, according to Powell, should be used as a guideline for making policy, 

for good leadership and when or when not to intervene. The questions stated by the Powell 

Doctrine were167:

1. Is a vital national security interest threatened?

2. Do we have a clear attainable objective?

3. Have the risks and costs been fully and frankly analyzed?

4. Have all other non-violent policy means been fully exhausted?

5. Is there a plausible exit strategy to avoid endless entanglement?

167 O'Sullivan, C.D (2009), "Collin Powell- American Power and intervention from Vietnam to Iraq".  New York: 
Rowman & littlefield Publishers.
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6. Have the consequences of our action been fully considered?

7. Is the action supported by the American people?

8. Do we have genuine broad international support? 

For applying the Powell Doctrine he mentioned nineteen lessons which were of 

importance for making well-structured policy decisions and eventually could make or break 

the Powell Doctrine. It was all about good leadership, surrounding yourself with the right 

people for the job, be critical and listen. Taking the lessons seriously made the Powell 

Doctrine successful and a successful Powell Doctrine should lead to successful interventions.

The Powell Doctrine has been used to compare the Vietnam War, the Gulf War, and the

Afghanistan/Iraq War. But, also the Powell Doctrine has lost its absolute value because of the 

change of the sort of missions the U.S undertook from the second half of the 1990s onwards. 

The kind of missions the U.S undertook from the second half of the 1990s onwards were 

humanitarian missions and missions against terrorist groups. The Powell Doctrine had trouble 

with adopting to that kind of missions because of the nature of those kind of missions. 

Examples in practice are those of Somalia, Yugoslavia and Afghanistan/Iraq. The principles 

that did not comply with the new kind of missions of the U.S were specifically having a 

clearly defined national interest, making sure it was a quick and decisive mission with a clear 

exit strategy determined before engaging into the mission and having the support of the 

national and international community. The problems with the missions in Somalia and 

Yugoslavia were that there was not a clear national vital interest and the duration of the 

mission could not be determined on forehand, because solving one problem would lead to the 

need of solving another problem in order to protect the results achieved. After the Somalia 

and Yugoslavia interventions support for these kind of missions dropped and there was a call 

for a return to the Powell Doctrine both by the nation as by the Bush jr. Administration. 

Unfortunately this call did not had a long duration because of the September 11, 2001 attacks 

on the U.S. There was a cry for a strong leader and a strong policy against terrorism. 

America’s vital interests were at stake and the principle of using military intervention as a last

resort was overthrown for swift, pre-emptive action. The military interventions in Afghanistan

and Iraq were swift and with overwhelming force, but the U.S forgot to calculate in an exit 

strategy. The U.S forgot that military intervention alone would not do. In order to create stable

states, long-term engagement was necessarily. This were deviations from the Powell Doctrine,
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but now the U.S came to realize that abiding by the Powell Doctrine would have prevented 

much hardship. There is again a cry for the Powell Doctrine even when Powell is not 

politically involved anymore his principles in one way or another stay alive.  

Powell learned from his Vietnam experience that going into a war for all the wrong 

reasons, without a clearly defined strategy and with only half-backed measures will lead to a 

disaster. It will lead to loss of lives and loss of American prestige. Powell saw how a war 

should not be waged and applied his principles to Panama and Desert Storm which turned out 

to be a success. His Doctrine had trouble adopting to new kind of missions, but was never 

completely left by the different American Administrations. After the Afghanistan and Iraq 

interventions a cry back to the Powell Doctrine is very much alive. Powell himself stands 

behind his Doctrine. He promoted his principles during the Clinton and Bush Administrations 

with mixed results. He knew how to convince them to get international support and take 

actions by overwhelming force, but the principles of vital interest and having a clear exit 

strategy went out the door. Powell was in favor of humanitarian help, but his principles had 

trouble adopting to this kind of missions. His loyalty to the Administrations and army turned 

out to be more important than absolute obedience of his principles. He knew as a great 

statesman and military strategic that, sometimes, you have to compromise.  
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