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While democracy and human rights are important, leaders who remain committed to
promoting these values worldwide must focus on investing in non-military methods to
effect policy change. It may be in the interest of the United States to support political
liberalization and the promotion of human rights abroad, but through peaceful means
and the support of civil society rather than the use of force. The use of unauthorized
foreign policy instruments covertly, as well as overt efforts to overthrow foreign
regimes, has undermined the legitimacy of such programs and caused many other
countries to become skeptical of U.S. objectives. Moreover, the formulation and
implementation of U.S. foreign policy is profoundly influenced by its governmental
structure and state resources. The diffusion of power is one of the most salient features
of the U.S. policy-making process. High decentralization means that no single actor
can dictate the country’s policies. The role of the United States as a major power in
promoting peace and security is subject to examination. It is also a reality that a great
power has its own specific limitations. Just as the Bush administration portrayed the
United States as a country responsible for addressing threats and promoting
democracy, the Obama administration realized the importance of securing the
cooperation of partners and, at times, allowing them to take the lead. Trump, unusually,
was committed to keeping the United States from engaging in this field. The findings
of this dissertation indicate that, in many respects, U.S. strategy has favored regime
change over behavioral change, and that the promise of reducing hostile actions in
response to a change in behavior by other states has sometimes been used as a ruse to
provoke countries into regime change. Alongside this, change policy has been
employed as a traditional—though not constant—strategy in U.S. foreign policy.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The present study investigates the application and institutionalization of change in a country as a
result of the United States’ use of various forms of power, with a focus on the interplay between regime
change and behavioral change strategies in U.S. foreign policy. The research begins by clarifying the
concepts of “regime change” and “behavioral change,” proceeding to analyze the historical-descriptive
position of the U.S. in adopting such strategies across different geographical contexts, including
Afghanistan, Iraq, Kyrgyzstan, Georgia, Syria, Venezuela, Libya, and Ukraine. The study emphasizes the
selection of cases across multiple regions, with heightened attention to West Asian states surrounding the
Islamic Republic of Iran. Previous literature has tended to address specific instances of regime change
rather than the broader phenomenon, regardless of the democratic trajectory involved. The theoretical
framework is grounded in the waves of democratization and their reverse waves, highlighting that
powerful states often leverage regime change for political advantage (Hunger, 2007). Historical precedents,
such as the Julio-Claudian Roman Empire’s strategy of installing client states (Lewellen et al., 2012), and
Sun Tzu’s dictum on winning without war (Walker, 2018), are drawn upon to contextualize contemporary
practice. The discussion incorporates geopolitical doctrines from Mackinder’s Heartland Theory to
Spykman’s Rimland Theory, underscoring the realist foundation of U.S. foreign policy (Rosenthal, 2021).
The post-Cold War era, particularly after the events of September 11, 2001, saw a pronounced shift toward
offensive hegemonic approaches, including interventions in Afghanistan, Irag, and Libya, as well as
indirect “color revolutions,” facilitated by both state and non-state actors.

The study situates these strategies within the broad paradigm of realism in international relations,
examining classical realism, structural realism (neorealism), neoclassical realism, and specifically
offensive realism. Classical realism’s emphasis on the Hobbesian state of nature and power politics is
contrasted with structural realism’s focus on systemic distribution of capabilities (Hunger, 2007; Schuchter,
2004). Neoclassical realism is presented as incorporating domestic-level factors, acknowledging
policymakers’ perceptions and societal constraints (Rothschild, 1995). Offensive realism, as articulated by
Mearsheimer, frames great powers as inherently expansionist, seeking to maximize their relative power,
often through military means (Shahrabi, 2007). The realist lens reveals the consistent U.S. tendency to
organize foreign policy around available instruments of power—soft, hard, and smart—adapted to
changing conditions (Bashirieh, 2019; Taylor, 1991; Tesleem & Theo, 2017). Power is conceptualized not
merely as a political tool but as the defining relationship between actors in the international system, with
balance-of-power theory and national interest as guiding elements (Sabbaghian, 2007). This theoretical
grounding supports the hypothesis that U.S. change policy represents a point of convergence between
multiple strands of its national security doctrine.

A detailed comparative analysis of presidential doctrines from Bush to Obama to Trump illustrates
the evolution of change policy. The Bush Doctrine, emerging from the Gulf War and crystallized after
9/11, shifted from multilateralism to unilateralism, emphasizing regime change as a means of combating
terrorism and securing access to strategic resources (Ahooei, 2008). The National Security Strategy of 2002
framed the “war on terror” as a binary struggle between freedom and fear, prioritizing interventions in the
Islamic world, notably Afghanistan and Iraq, and promoting the “Greater Middle East” plan. In contrast,
the Obama administration adopted a recalibrated approach, prioritizing multilateralism, soft power, and
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public diplomacy (Hunger, 2007; Rezaei, 2009; Schuchter, 2004). However, despite reducing the U.S.
military footprint, Obama’s policies in Syria and the campaign against ISIS indicated selective use of
force within a broader balancing strategy. The Trump administration marked a further departure,
articulating an “America First” strategy, focusing on maximizing U.S. relative gains through transactional
diplomacy, economic nationalism, and selective retrenchment, while simultaneously intensifying pressure
on rivals like Iran and China (Smith, 2016; Unger, 2016).

The empirical section examines U.S. interventions through emblematic case studies. In
Afghanistan, the post-9/11 intervention combined counterterrorism aims—removing the Taliban and
capturing Osama bin Laden—with state-building efforts, yet resulted in protracted conflict and mixed
outcomes. In Iraq, the 2003 invasion, justified by disputed claims of weapons of mass destruction and
links to terrorism, culminated in the toppling of Saddam Hussein but unleashed sectarian conflict and
regional instability (Lewellen et al., 2012; Tschirgi, 2007; Wright & Douglas, 2005). Beyond conventional
military interventions, the U.S. also engaged in indirect regime change, exemplified by the Rose
Revolution in Georgia, where significant NGO and electoral support facilitated political transition (Shane,
2018; Timm, 2010; Welt, 2006). The Syrian case highlights a shift toward attempts at behavioral change
underpinned by coercive diplomacy, sanctions, and support to opposition groups, reflecting the
complexities of applying change strategies in entrenched authoritarian contexts.

These interventions demonstrate the multiplicity of U.S. tactics—ranging from large-scale military
operations to covert electoral interference—that have been deployed globally. From 1946 to 2000, the
U.S. is documented to have engaged in at least 81 covert or overt election interventions, with post-Cold
War examples including Irag, Libya, and various color revolutions (Shane, 2018). The underlying
motivations blend security imperatives, ideological promotion, and access to strategic resources. Analysts
such as Michael Klare have emphasized the centrality of energy security in the Gulf (Lewellen et al., 2012),
while others point to the role of American exceptionalist discourse in legitimizing such actions. The cases
collectively reveal a strategic preference for regime change over behavioral modification, with promises
of reduced hostility often serving as pretexts for deeper structural transformation in target states. In this
sense, change policy operates as both a reactive and proactive instrument of U.S. foreign policy, embedded
in long-term geopolitical designs.

The findings of the study indicate that the U.S. approach to change is not monolithic but varies
across administrations and contexts, shaped by the balance between hard and soft power tools, domestic
political considerations, and the evolving international environment. While the Bush administration’s
assertive militarism and the Obama administration’s multilateral diplomacy represent different emphases,
both fit within a broader tradition of U.S. strategic engagement aimed at reshaping the internal and external
behavior of other states. The Trump administration’s blend of economic coercion, rhetorical nationalism,
and selective disengagement demonstrates the adaptability of change policy to divergent presidential
styles. Across all administrations, the institutionalization of change—whether through military
occupation, political conditionality, or civil society engagement—reflects the enduring place of this
strategy in the U.S. foreign policy repertoire, even as its legitimacy and effectiveness remain contested
internationally.
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