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This article aims to contribute to the evolving dialogue between foreign
policy analysis and public policy with reference to John Kingdon’s mul-
tiple streams approach. It problematizes how one of the key concepts of
MSA—policy windows—has been used in applications to foreign policy
and suggests that policy windows may be more difficult to exploit than il-
lustrations of successful foreign policy entrepreneurship indicate. Indeed,
the article argues that policy windows can be either small or large; their
size will likely differ not least because policy windows are situated within
numerous contexts. With reference to instances of foreign policy redirec-
tion, the article highlights four such contexts: the placement and access
of foreign policy entrepreneurs; the level of contestation surrounding a
problematic but prevailing policy; geopolitical pressures; and ideas guid-
ing foreign policy. The article moreover suggests that by contextualizing
policy windows and considering also how contingency may affect policy
windows, it seems possible to integrate insights from foreign policy analy-
sis into current theorizing about foreign policy entrepreneurship drawing
on the multiple streams framework. The empirical illustration examines
the policy window that opened up for policy entrepreneurs to recast long-
standing US policy toward military-run Myanmar as the Obama adminis-
tration took office.

Cet article a pour objectif de contribuer à l’évolution du dialogue en-
tre Analyse de la politique étrangère et Politique publique en faisant
référence à l’approche des courants multiples de John Kingdon. Il problé-
matise la manière dont l’un des concepts clés de l’approche des courants
multiples—celui de fenêtres politiques—a été utilisé dans des applications
à la politique étrangère et suggère que les fenêtres politiques peuvent
être plus difficiles à exploiter que les illustrations d’entreprise de poli-
tique étrangère réussie l’indiquent. En effet, cet article soutient que les
fenêtres politiques peuvent être petites ou grandes ; leur taille sera suscep-
tible de varier, notamment car elles interviennent dans de nombreux con-
textes. Il fait référence à des cas de réorientation de politique étrangère et
met en évidence quatre de ces contextes : le placement et l’accès des en-
trepreneurs de politique étrangère, le niveau de contestation autour d’une
politique problématique mais dominante, les pressions géopolitiques et
les idées guidant la politique étrangère. Cet article suggère en outre
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2 Policy Entrepreneurs and US Reengagement with Myanmar

qu’en contextualisant les fenêtres politiques et en prenant également en
considération la façon dont la contingence peut affecter les fenêtres
politiques, il semble possible d’intégrer les renseignements issus de
l’analyse de la politique étrangère à la théorisation actuelle de l’entreprise
de politique étrangère en s’inspirant du cadre des courants multiples.
L’illustration empirique qu’il inclut est une observation de la fenêtre poli-
tique qui s’est ouverte aux entrepreneurs politiques pour remanier la poli-
tique américaine de longue date envers le Myanmar sous régime militaire
lorsque l’administration Obama est entrée en fonction.

El objetivo de este artículo es contribuir al diálogo en evolución entre el
Análisis de la Política Exterior y la Política Pública con referencia al En-
foque de Corrientes Múltiples (MSA) de John Kingdon. El artículo prob-
lematiza la forma en que se ha utilizado uno de los conceptos clave del
MSA (la ventana de oportunidad) en las aplicaciones a la política exterior
y sugiere que las ventanas de oportunidad política pueden ser más difíciles
de explotar de lo que indican los ejemplos ilustrativos de la política exte-
rior empresarial. De hecho, el artículo sostiene que las ventanas de oportu-
nidad política pueden ser pequeñas o grandes; su tamaño probablemente
diferirá, entre otras cosas, ya que las ventanas de oportunidad se sitúan
en numerosos contextos. Con referencia a los casos de reorientación de
la política exterior, este artículo destaca cuatro de estos contextos: la ubi-
cación y el acceso de los emprendedores de políticas exteriores; el nivel
de impugnación que rodea a una política problemática pero predomi-
nante; las presiones geopolíticas y las ideas que guían la política exterior.
Además, el artículo sugiere que al contextualizar las ventanas de oportu-
nidad política y al considerar también cómo la contingencia puede afectar
a las ventanas de oportunidad, parece posible integrar las ideas del análisis
de la política exterior en la teorización actual sobre el esquema empresar-
ial de la política exterior basándose en el marco de las corrientes múlti-
ples. La ilustración empírica examina la ventana de oportunidad política
que se abrió para que los emprendedores de políticas reformularan la an-
tigua política de EE.UU. con respecto a cuando los militares gobernaron
Birmania cuando la administración de Obama asumió el cargo.

Introduction

Among actor-centered perspectives deployed in international relations (IR), the
role of policy entrepreneurs in bringing about significant policy change has re-
ceived intermittent attention. Existing scholarship on foreign policy entrepreneur-
ship tends to draw on John Kingdon’s insights, even if the extent to which scholars
invoke the multiple streams approach (MSA) with which he is associated varies.
Key contributions include Checkel’s (1993) study of policy entrepreneurs influenc-
ing Gorbachev to shift Soviet grand strategy; Daalder’s (2000) examination of the
US policy shift undertaken in relation to the Bosnian crisis in the mid-1990s; and
Mazarr’s (2007) study of the Bush administration’s decision to wage war against
Iraq. Blavoukos and Bourantonis (2012) as well as Zahariadis (2005) and Blavoukos
(2019) have explored foreign policy entrepreneurship in relation to significant for-
eign policy decisions taken in Greece and Israel. The range of country applica-
tions suggests that in principle Kingdon’s insights are applicable to not just differ-
ent pluralistic political systems but also less pluralistic political systems with respect
to foreign policy. Given Valerie Hudson’s call for actor-specific theory development
(Hudson 2005), it is thus perhaps surprising that in foreign policy analysis (FPA),
the study of foreign policy entrepreneurship—not least with reference to Kingdon’s
insights—has to date remained limited. That said, the cross-disciplinary dialogue
between FPA and public policy, the field in which work on policy entrepreneurship
emerged, has recently gained more traction (Brummer et al. 2019).
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JÜRGEN HAACKE 3

This article aims to contribute to this cross-disciplinary dialogue by problema-
tizing the general understanding and operationalization of the concept of policy
window. The rationale is four-fold: first, policy windows merit attention as opportu-
nities policy entrepreneurs exploit to recast the policy agenda. In Kingdon’s frame-
work, the policy window occupies a central place. Second, policy windows, which
are said to have objective features but clearly can also be perceived differently by
those involved (see Doeser and Eidenfalk 2013), are nevertheless more often than
not assumed to be structurally alike. Yet, it is not clear why different policy win-
dows should be considered to afford the same opportunities, not least in relation
to foreign policy. By not focusing on the size of policy windows, analysts are un-
likely to fully appreciate policy entrepreneurship if and when it is successful. Third,
there are open questions in relation to applications of Kingdon’s insights to FPA.
For instance, should policy windows primarily be seen to arise from major systemic
change as several works suggest? What factors bear down on a foreign policy en-
trepreneur’s ability to make use of an open policy window? How could opportunity
windows narrow or close in relation to foreign policy entrepreneurship? Fourth,
there are perhaps still open questions about whether Kingdon’s framework can ac-
commodate processes of foreign policy agenda setting and decision-making and
what adaptations, if any, might be useful. This article’s starting point is thus that a
greater focus on policy windows is warranted as the dialogue between public policy
and FPA continues with reference to Kingdon’s MSA.

The article will offer two arguments: first, as interest in foreign policy en-
trepreneurship and the application of Kingdon’s insights grow, it seems impor-
tant to appreciate that policy windows are not just there for the taking, notwith-
standing the impression that may be created by studies showcasing the agency of
successful foreign policy entrepreneurship. Specifically, it would seem important
to capture key foreign policy–related contexts that foreign policy entrepreneurs
navigate as they make use of policy windows, as these contexts will impact the
size of the policy window available. Such a focus should naturally complement
the focus on the strategies that foreign policy entrepreneurs employ to influence
the policy agenda and decision-making. Second, contingency merits more explicit
attention from those studying foreign policy entrepreneurship, including policy
windows.

To illustrate these arguments, the article explores the case of a major Western
democracy and its reengagement with a so-called “pariah state.” This is a case of for-
eign policy being redirected (Hermann 1990). Specifically, the article will analyze
Washington’s 2009 decision to reengage with Myanmar’s senior political leadership
following many years in which the United States used sanctions and an isolation
strategy to bring to an end military rule and to “restore democracy.” This particular
case merits attention for three reasons: first, the decision has not yet been explored
as a case of foreign policy entrepreneurship. Second, there is no scholarly consen-
sus at present on how we are to understand or explain Washington’s “pragmatic
engagement” vis-à-vis Myanmar at this juncture. And, third, the case of US reen-
gagement vis-à-vis Myanmar is likely to provide useful insights on policy windows
and policy entrepreneurship that could also be relevant when studying instances of
foreign policy entrepreneurship with reference to relations with other states, not
least so-called adversarial or rogue states, particularly at a time of increased geopo-
litical competition.

The structure of the article is as follows: first, I will briefly review key aspects of
Kingdon’s multiple streams framework and how its insights have been applied to
FPA. Second, I will problematize how the literature has dealt with the concept of
“policy window.” Third, I set out four contextual factors that stand to impact the
size of policy windows when foreign policy entrepreneurs aim to shift the direc-
tion of a bilateral relationship. Fourth, focusing on the opportunity window pro-
vided by a change in administration, the article examines the empirical case of US

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/fpa/article/17/3/orab017/6287911 by London School of Econom

ics user on 05 August 2021



4 Policy Entrepreneurs and US Reengagement with Myanmar

reengagement with Myanmar in 2009. Finally, I will offer some concluding thoughts
on the implications of my arguments and empirical findings.

Policy Entrepreneurship and the Multiple Streams Approach

Policy entrepreneurship is recognized as an enduring practice in public policy
making where it is linked to policy innovation. Notably, the concept of policy en-
trepreneurship is not per se tied to a particular theory of policy change; the idea
and practices of policy entrepreneurship are compatible with several theories of
policy change (Mintrom and Norman 2009), such as Paul Sabatier’s theory of advo-
cacy coalitions (Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 1993). However, for many scholars the
theoretical starting point for analyzing policy entrepreneurship is John Kingdon’s
MSA outlined in Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policies (Kingdon 1995; also see
Zahariadis 2015). This work focuses on predecision policy processes. It is fundamen-
tally about how certain issues make it onto the government’s decision agenda given
that decision-makers operate under significant time constraints and often have only
opaque policy preferences. Notably, having impact on the agenda is different than
having control over policy alternatives, let alone outcomes.

Given that Kingdon’s model is well known, only a brief overview is required here.
Essentially, it identifies three largely independent streams of activity relating to
the recognition and identification of policy problems; the generation of alternative
policy options; and political activities, developments, and dynamics. As far as the
problem stream is concerned, the argument is that conditions and policies stand to
receive attention from decision-makers only when they are recognized as problem-
atic. This may happen because of focusing events (e.g., a crisis situation) and policy
feedback, for example. Meanwhile, in the policy-generation stream, members of the
policy community advocate and compete for the adoption of their particular policy
ideas and proposals. The political stream “encapsulates the sociopolitical environ-
ment within which policy-making is taking place, the organized political forces that
cast their support or opposition to the various policy proposals, and developments
at the government level” (Blavoukos 2019, 23). For Kingdon, “[p]roblems or politics
by themselves can structure the governmental agenda. But the probability of an item
rising on the decision agenda is dramatically increased if all three streams-problems,
policies, and politics-are joined” (Kingdon, 1995, 178, emphases in original). The
coupling of the streams occurs as policy windows open up; Kingdon locates these
primarily in the problems and political streams. Policy entrepreneurs are seen as
bringing about the coupling of the three separate streams, allowing them to act as
agents of policy change. As Kingdon (1995, 20) puts it, policy entrepreneurs are re-
sponsible “for coupling solutions to problems and for coupling both problems and
solutions to politics.”

Importantly, policy entrepreneurs are not necessarily the authors of the ideas
they push. As Kingdon (1995, 72) maintains, “Ideas come from anywhere, actually,
and the critical factor that explains the prominence of an item on the agenda is
not its source, but instead the climate in government or the receptivity to ideas of
a given type, regardless of source.” Policy entrepreneurs thus advance rather than
necessarily generate particular ideas as solutions to policy problems. The qualities
of successful policy entrepreneurship include a claim to be heard, political connec-
tions, and persistence (Kingdon 1995, 180–81), while Zahariadis has also empha-
sized manipulation (Zahariadis 2005). Who would be considered a foreign policy
entrepreneur? Here, Kingdon focuses on members of policy communities, i.e., net-
works of specialists and experts in particular policy fields. Significantly, however,
Kingdon has opted to include in these networks administration officials, members
of Congress (and their staff), representatives of think tanks, and academics, as well
as experts working for nongovernmental organizations (Kingdon 1995). Indeed,
Kingdon suggests that “[f]or one case, the key entrepreneur might be a cabinet

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/fpa/article/17/3/orab017/6287911 by London School of Econom

ics user on 05 August 2021



JÜRGEN HAACKE 5

secretary; for another, a senator or member of the House; for others, a lobbyist,
academic, Washington lawyer, or career bureaucrat” (Kingdon 1995, 180).

There have been numerous useful refinements and extensions of Kingdon’s
insights since the original publication in 1984. For instance, Roberts and King
(1991) introduced a useful distinction of different types of public entrepreneurs
(political, executive, bureaucratic, and policy entrepreneurs), and noted the real-
ity of collective entrepreneurship. They and many others have also detailed the
strategies policy entrepreneurs primarily adopt. According to Michael Mintrom,
for instance, “Policy entrepreneurs tend to work hard at (1) defining and fram-
ing problems, (2) building powerful teams that tap relevant knowledge networks,
(3) amassing evidence to show the workability of their proposals, and (4) creating
strong coalitions of diverse supporters” (Mintrom 2015, 104; also see Mintrom and
Norman 2009). Notably, the framing by policy entrepreneurs does not merely in-
volve strategic action of a manipulative kind. As Dewulf and Bouwen argue, framing
also occurs in interactional ways (Dewulf and Bouwen 2012) whereby the meaning
of situations is constructed in discussion with others (Mintrom and Luetjens 2017,
1366). As Mintrom and Luetjens put it, “Policy entrepreneurs discover what others
are looking for and shape their proposals for policy innovation and change accord-
ingly” (Mintrom and Luetjens 2017, 1373).

In more recent years, there have also been major efforts to apply, adapt, and re-
fine MSA (e.g., Cairney and Jones 2016). Among other insights, this scholarship
has posited the applicability of Kingdon’s insights at the decision-making stage of
the policy process rather than only for agenda setting (Zahariadis 2003; see also
Herweg, Huß, and Zohlnhöfer 2015). This has also led to a greater concern about
how to integrate institutions into the multiple streams framework as institutions are
seen as relevant if not to agenda setting then certainly to decision-making. This fo-
cus has been reinforced to better accommodate parliamentary systems where party
political experts play key roles in the development of policy, and coalition govern-
ments are the norm (e.g., Zohlnhöfer and Rüb 2016). This extension of MSA also
leads to distinguishing agenda coupling from decision-making coupling. New hy-
potheses have also been put forward, about when the three streams in the MSA are
“ripe” for coupling by policy entrepreneurs. For instance, with regard to the politi-
cal stream, the suggestion is that “the political stream is ripe when the government
embraces [a]proposal” (Herweg, Huß, and Zohlnhöfer 2015).

Applications to Foreign Policy Analysis

One of the strongest arguments for the portability of the entire multiple streams
framework to FPA has been made by Zahariadis (2005, 5), who maintains that
“[f]oreign policy is the result of the coupling of three streams—problems, poli-
cies, and politics—by policy entrepreneurs during open policy windows.” To date,
however, extending Kingdon’s insights to FPA has prompted only a small number
of theoretical adaptations and refinements as well as empirical applications. For in-
stance, pointing to differences between decision-making in relation to domestic and
foreign policy in the United States, Durant and Diehl maintained that the model
should accommodate both incremental and nonincremental processes of policy al-
ternatives specification processes (Durant and Diehl 1989, 181). Some authors have
even found the framework transferable to US foreign policy making while dismiss-
ing the significance of policy entrepreneurs (Travis and Zahariadis 2002), a move
that seems at odds with arguments about Washington as a “penumbra of transna-
tional power” (Calder 2014), and the related literature on advocacy coalitions and
norms entrepreneurs (e.g., Busby 2010). Beyond extensions to US congressional
foreign policy (e.g., Carter and Scott 2009), several empirical applications have fo-
cused on US national security and foreign policy decisions (e.g., Goldgeier 1999;
Daalder 2000; Mazarr 2007). As regards policy windows, a key concern of this
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6 Policy Entrepreneurs and US Reengagement with Myanmar

article, numerous works on foreign policy entrepreneurship have focused on lead-
ership changes and crises (e.g., Blavoukos 2019; Daalder 2000). Significantly, nei-
ther the theoretical literature nor empirical applications have problematized policy
windows in relation to foreign policy agenda setting and decision making, despite
there being several reasons to do so.

Problematizing the Policy Window

Open policy windows are important opportunities for policy entrepreneurs to el-
evate particular policy proposals to the decision agenda. Not surprisingly, policy
windows also occupy a central point in Kingdon’s model where they identify the
moment allowing for the coupling of the three streams. As such, policy windows
provide a useful explanation for the timing of policy change (Gustavsson 1999, 86).
Conceptually Kingdon differentiates between predictable and unpredictable policy
windows. Whereas the former are linked to political and reporting cycles, the latter
are contingent on developments in the problem and politics streams. Changes of
administration, new political majorities, or major shifts in mass public opinion as
well as crises or focusing events thus for Kingdon are all open policy windows. No-
tably, Kingdon moreover assumes that policy windows are short. Scholars who ex-
tend MSA to decision-making differentiate between agenda windows and decision-
making windows.

There are at least four reasons to problematize policy windows. First, the litera-
ture tends to take policy windows to be structurally alike in the sense that they are
usually seen to allow one or more particular policy entrepreneur(s) to successfully
push policy ideas in response to a problem that has been highlighted by focusing
events. However, it is not obvious why policy entrepreneurs or scholars examin-
ing policy entrepreneurship should take policy windows to offer the same kind of
opportunities. Instead, policy windows are bound to come in different sizes that
depend on circumstances and context. Differentiating between micro-windows and
macro-windows, Keeler has for instance argued that “a government’s prospects for
achieving dramatic policy innovation are largely shaped by the size of the window
for reform . . . and that window size is itself determined principally by the size of the
mandate that the government enjoys and the severity of the crisis present” (Keeler
1993, 436). Whether or not the size of policy windows generally simply reflects the
mandate achieved by a new government need not contain us; the key point here
would be that policy windows have different sizes because of their context. Second,
by treating policy windows as if they were all alike, not least when they may also
be perceived differently by those involved, analysts are likely not to fully appreci-
ate policy entrepreneurship in the event it is successful. If even small windows can
be successfully exploited by policy entrepreneurs, this would suggest quite effective
entrepreneurship. By implication, assessments of foreign policy entrepreneurship
depend on appropriately taking account of relevant contexts,1 as well as related
understandings of the foreign policy entrepreneur.

Third, policy windows are more often than not taken to arise from major geopo-
litical or systemic change, sometimes to the point where the two are equated. For
instance, even Checkel (1993, 279) argued that “the concept of policy window is
a way of linking domestic levels of analysis to the international setting.” Blavoukos
similarly says he captures both “systemic and conjectural parameters of foreign pol-
icy analysis” (Blavoukos 2019, 36) as he partly seems to locate policy windows in
large-scale changes in the international environment. This not only obscures the

1Analyzing how transnational advocacy groups produce policy shifts by the foreign policy elite, Busby (2010) iden-
tified several contextual factors determining when foreign policy entrepreneurship is likely to be successful, such as
a permissive international environment, focusing events, credible information, the balance of material incentives, cul-
tural resonance of the message, and the number and preferences of gate keepers. Also, see Thies (2018) on institutional
contexts of foreign policy entrepreneurship.
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JÜRGEN HAACKE 7

importance of routine policy windows. There is also tension between Kingdon’s as-
sertion that policy windows are of short duration and the idea that longer term
international developments or geopolitical shifts make for a policy window. Nev-
ertheless, these international dynamics should of course be considered as possible
context.

Fourth, as it stands, MSA does not explicitly include or accommodate foreign re-
lations or international politics as part of the political stream. After all, the political
stream in Kingdon’s model is designed to narrowly capture only certain political
factors, i.e., electoral, partisan, or pressure group factors (Kingdon 1995, 145), fol-
lowing an “intra-Washington” colloquial definition of “political.” By comparison,
works in FPA tend to see decision-making processes influenced by a range of in-
ternational and domestic factors. As noted, various theoretical refinements of MSA
have taken place but they generally leave open the question whether and how the
“politics” stream can accommodate or extend to foreign policy.2 Significantly, draw-
ing on the concept of policy windows may help grounding the connection. After
all, policy windows that policy entrepreneurs seek to exploit do not exist indepen-
dently of foreign policy contexts. Zahariadis (2005, 25) may have appreciated this
when he suggested, without further elaboration, that policy windows “describe the
context within which choice is made.”

In short, greater focus on policy windows is warranted. In part, because policy
windows may be narrow or wide, which will affect the chances of successful policy
entrepreneurship. But, also, because thinking about policy windows more deeply
may help us to address questions left unanswered given Kingdon’s understanding
of the political stream.

Factors Influencing Policy Windows

Assessing the size of policy windows available to policy entrepreneurs is a serious
challenge. As Zohlnhöfer and Rüb (2016, 7) maintain, “the very idea of a window
of opportunity seems to defy operationalization; it seems much too contingent and,
in many cases, is essentially socially constructed.” While this suggests perhaps that
attempts to contextualize policy windows should also be treated with caution, this
caveat should not stop us thinking about what factors most likely impact the size of
foreign policy windows. That said, I will aim to offer only a preliminary argument,
involving an illustration that can be subsumed under Hermann’s notion of major
foreign policy change (Hermann 1990). Such foreign policy change occurs, for
instance, when one state decides to recast the nature or direction of a bilateral
relationship or, put differently, when it significantly changes the course of relations
pursued vis-à-vis another state. This would involve ties being markedly upgraded
or downgraded, entailing for instance the normalization of bilateral relations, or
changes in alignment, or similar decisions. As we shall see later, the illustration
used in this article focuses on the foreign policy of a major industrial democracy vis-
à-vis a so-called “pariah state,” i.e., a state that has a particularly poor human rights
record and tends to be run by authoritarian regimes.

In MSA, policy entrepreneurs exploit ephemeral opportunities to connect prob-
lems with policy and politics under conditions of ambiguity and complexity, above
all at the time of changes in government or personnel turnover. Notably, although
policy windows are generally understood to be short, in the case of a governmental
transition the policy window is actually better measured in weeks or even months.
According to Kingdon: “The first year of a new administration is clearly the prime
time for preoccupation with the subject of change.” (Kingdon 1995, 154). In the
United States, presidential transitions are understood to comprise three phases:
the preelection and postelection phases and an often lengthy post-inauguration

2The question of how understandings of “politics” might be updated has also been asked in strategic studies with
reference to Clausewitz (see Dimitriu 2020).
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8 Policy Entrepreneurs and US Reengagement with Myanmar

phase. Campbell and Steinberg (2008, 3) have thus posited that “ . . . it has long
been recognised by practitioners and scholars alike that the transition really begins
during the campaign itself . . . and continues for many months into the new ad-
ministration.” Incoming governments are generally also known for their willingness
to reassess existing policies. Indeed, new governments may conduct specific policy
reviews. These arguably formalize policy windows that open up because new govern-
ments take charge. In principle, such reviews may effectively even extend windows
that open up because of a new government entering office, as the policy window
will generally stay open until the review is completed. Policy reviews can be part and
parcel of political transitions in Western democracies as well as other parts of the
world.

While a policy window that opens up because of a new administration assuming
power might in theory be substantial, its actual and perceived size is an empirical
question. In the United States, it is likely to depend on at least four factors as far as
significant foreign policy decisions, such as those over redirecting policy toward a
“pariah state,” are concerned: first, the position of the foreign policy entrepreneur;
second, the level of policy conflict and stakeholder’s views on the issue concerned;
third, dominant geopolitical assessments; and, fourth, the administration’s own key
policy beliefs or grand strategic orientation.

Position of Policy Entrepreneur

Open policy windows will look different depending on the entrepreneur’s posi-
tion and the ease of access to the main foreign policy makers and advisers. For-
eign policy entrepreneurs already working for or having the ear of a leadership
are likely to possess an advantage over those that do not. This applies also to cab-
inet members or high-level officials, both in terms of their own access and access
to them. For many foreign policy entrepreneurs, the ease of access can change sig-
nificantly as a consequence of a new administration coming into office. Who the
policy entrepreneur is will likely matter especially if ideas for policy change are to
be pushed onto the agenda in relation to controversial foreign policy issues. In
the United States, the success of policy entrepreneurship with reference to redi-
recting bilateral relationships that are in the public eye, such as ties with “pariah
states,” will normally depend on backing from the White House, if not the president
personally.

Policy Contestation

The size of a policy window will also depend in other ways on levels of policy contes-
tation in relation to the foreign policy issue concerned. Even when existing policy
has demonstrably failed, policy change will seem and be more difficult if there is
significant conflict about the effectiveness or morality of existing policy (see Weible
and Heikkila 2017). Foreign policy entrepreneurs face potential veto players and ex-
isting stakeholders. Not only in the United States are veto players, both institutional
or individual (e.g., particular members of Congress), but also important other stake-
holders able to potentially sink specific proposals for policy change (Tsebelis 2002;
Busby 2010) and therefore persuading or neutralizing by policy entrepreneurs may
be needed. These points seem particularly pertinent in relation to “pariah states”
that make for emotive policy issues. In such circumstances, even members of a new
administration may find it difficult to capitalize on a policy window for executive-led
foreign policy entrepreneurship.

Geopolitical Context

The size of a policy window that foreign policy entrepreneurs would like to ex-
ploit to reorient foreign policy toward a target state is also likely to be shaped by
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JÜRGEN HAACKE 9

dominant assessments of prevailing political-security challenges and the wider
strategic and geopolitical context. Geopolitics is primarily associated with great
power relations (e.g., Grygiel 2006), but geopolitical and geostrategic considera-
tions may also come into play as far as relations with secondary states are concerned.
Certainly, in the absence of “geopolitical slack” (Trubowitz 2011) major powers
should be expected to approach policy problems and possible solutions with respect
to a secondary state in the light of its relations with other major powers. In the case
of the United States, geopolitical concerns have repeatedly overridden other US in-
terests. During the Cold War, for instance, the perceived Communist challenge led
the United States to support authoritarian and even dictatorial regimes in South-
east Asia although democracy promotion was understood to be America’s mission
(Bonner, 1988; Scott 1996; Smith 2012). While the absence of great power com-
petition in the immediate post-Cold War period translated into room for a more
differentiated national security policy, concerns about primacy have remained pro-
nounced among the US foreign policy establishment (Porter 2018), leading recent
administrations to increasingly decide policy toward other regions and countries
with China’s rise in mind. In short, assessments of “geopolitical slack” may narrow
or widen the policy window available to a foreign policy entrepreneur.

Policy Ideas/Grand Strategy

A related, fourth context impacting the size of policy windows is provided by the
key policy ideas incoming governments want to implement. Here, I focus on the
new policy ideas incoming administrations are eager to pursue in relation to for-
eign policy. For many countries, these ideas form part of a grand strategy. Though a
grand strategy may reflect the relative balance of power, strategic threats, and secu-
rity challenges, it also expresses core ideas about how to achieve policy ends (Dueck
2006; Trubowitz 2011; Silove 2018). Grand strategic ideas are often stable, but where
international circumstances allow, incoming governments are likely to refocus or
rebalance existing foreign policy and security priorities, possibly also to create dis-
tance between the incumbent and the preceding administrations. For example,
the Clinton administration pursued “democratic enlargement” and a greater resort
to multilateralism, but also targeted “rogue states” (Litwak 2000). By comparison,
the subsequent Bush grand strategy emphasized unilateralism, the proactive doc-
trine of preemption and a preference for democratic regime change (Daalder and
Lindsay 2003). For the Obama administration, whose grand strategy was associ-
ated with the retrenchment of US military power and international accommoda-
tion (Dueck 2015), engagement and dialogue replaced more coercive measures to
achieve foreign policy goals. At times of presidential transition, any reshaping of
grand strategy is hardly set but nevertheless already stands to influence the foreign
policy agenda.

Policy Windows and Contingency

In addition, it is important to recognize the impact contingent developments may
have on policy windows. The multiple streams framework recognizes contingency,
not least with reference to focusing events that demonstrate the failings of existing
policy. However, the framework is largely silent on how unexpected events impact
policy windows. Yet, in international relations, policy windows may either change
in size or close quickly because of new developments. For instance, even policy
windows that opened up as a consequence of a new administration taking office
could suddenly wither away because of international developments. In the same
vein, unanticipated events may obviously also prolong policy windows. Also, policy
windows that in principle allow for a new steer in bilateral ties are normally also
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10 Policy Entrepreneurs and US Reengagement with Myanmar

Figure 1. A modified multiple streams framework for foreign policy processes adapted
from Herweg, Huß, and Zohlnhöfer (2015).

likely to be assessed with reference to what the target state does or does not do in
terms of signaling.

In short, while this paper accepts that presidential transitions in principle pro-
vide foreign policy entrepreneurs with an important window of opportunity to af-
fect policy change, it argues that several foreign policy contexts will determine the
size of the policy window, including geopolitical assessments and policy ideas un-
derpinning the practice of grand strategy. The wider the policy window, the easier
it will likely be for one or more policy entrepreneurs to couple the independent
streams MSA identifies. The smaller the window, the more the policy entrepreneur
may struggle if not in bringing a proposed policy change onto the agenda, then cer-
tainly in successfully proposing that decision-makers commit to it. Policy windows
should also be understood to be subject to contingency. Significantly, incorporating
these points, which could help further refine MSA when applying the model to for-
eign policy (see figure 1), should hopefully allow us to produce a deeper empirical
account of foreign policy entrepreneurship.

US Reengagement of Myanmar

To illustrate these points, I examine the foreign policy entrepreneurship to redi-
rect US relations with Myanmar that resulted in reengagement with the military
regime then in power in September 2009. In this regard, I focus on the policy win-
dow that opened with the presidential transition from Bush to Obama. For years,
Washington had (1) cast Naypyidaw as an “outpost of tyranny” (Rice 2005) and
(2) imposed an increasing array of sanctions, comprising five federal laws,3 several

3Section 138 of the Customs and Trade Act of 1990 (Section 138) (P.L.101–382); Section 307 of the Foreign As-
sistance Act of 1961 (Section 307) (P.L. 87–195) as amended by the Foreign Relations Authorization Act, Fiscal Years
1994 and 1995 (P.L. 103–236); Section 570 of the Foreign Operations, Export Financing, and Related Programs Ap-
propriations Act 1997 (Section 570) (P.L. 104–208); Burmese Freedom and Democracy Act of 2003 (2003 BFDA) (P.L.
108–61); Tom Lantos Block Burmese JADE (Junta’s Anti-Democratic Efforts) Act of 2008.
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JÜRGEN HAACKE 11

executive orders,4 and additional presidential determinations.5 Labeled “pragmatic
engagement,” the September 2009 policy shift preceded by two years the period
of bilateral rapprochement and “calibrated engagement” with the nominally civil-
ian government of President U Thein Sein.6 There are two key reasons why US
reengagement of Myanmar makes for a relevant and intriguing case. First, though
it is well known that Hillary Clinton initiated a Burma policy review in February
2009, the Obama administration’s decision to diplomatically reengage Myanmar
has yet to be analyzed as a case of foreign policy entrepreneurship. Second, the
literature has also yet to offer a compelling account of reengagement. Some schol-
ars suggest US reengagement happened because the Obama administration sought
to counter China’s growing influence in Myanmar (e.g., Fiori and Passeri 2015;
Chow and Easley 2016). Others argue that Burma policy shifted because Washing-
ton wanted to put the relationship with ASEAN on a new footing, which also re-
quired a new approach toward Myanmar (Clapp 2010a, 411–14; Haacke 2015). Yet
other scholars link pragmatic engagement to President Obama’s preparedness—
as formulated in his inaugural address—to offer a hand in friendship if dictatorial
regimes were willing to “unclench” their fist (Liow 2017, 205). Significantly, while
these explanations may capture important motivations behind the US policy shift
toward military-run Myanmar, they do not explain the timing of either the initiation
of the review or the decision to diplomatically reengage at a senior level. By early
2009, there was no evidence that Myanmar’s military leadership, headed by Senior
General Than Shwe, was considering, let alone making, the political concessions
that previous US administrations had demanded as a prerequisite to reconsidering
their policy of isolation and sanctions. Also, the earlier explanations ignore the seri-
ous setback to US–Myanmar relations in May 2009 as a consequence of the so-called
John Yettaw incident, which saw Aung San Suu Kyi sentenced to three years of hard
labor in August 2009.7 Yet, the Obama administration decided to reengage Naypyi-
daw weeks later. How was it that reengagement at that point was even still on the
decision agenda? In studying the foreign policy entrepreneurship culminating in
the administration’s September 2009 decision to reengage military-run Myanmar,
the article draws both on the recently unclassified primary sources available in the
State Department’s Virtual Reading Room, and wide-ranging interviews conducted
in Washington with policy officials, congressional staffers, and other stakeholders.

The Presidential Transition and US Burma Policy

US Burma policy under Presidents Clinton and Bush had failed to “restore democ-
racy” in the sense that the military regime had neither stepped aside in favor of the
National League for Democracy (NLD), nor entered into a “meaningful dialogue”
with the political opposition and ethnic groups. Indeed, notwithstanding US pres-
sure, the military violently quelled the so-called Saffron Revolution in the Fall of
2007. Also, the regime rejected US proposals to provide direct humanitarian assis-
tance to the survivors of Cyclone Nargis, which devastated much of the Irrawaddy
Delta in May 2008. These developments showed that the US policy of sanctions and
international isolation seemed to have run its course as it deprived Washington of
influence in Myanmar.

4E.O. 13047, May 20, 1997; E.O. 13310, July 28, 2003; E.O. 13448, October 18, 2007; E.O. 13464, April 30, 2008.
5Presidential Proclamation 6925 of October 3, 1996; Presidential Determination 2009–11, January 15, 2009.
6On US–Myanmar relations during the Obama administration, see Martin (2013) and Haacke (2015). For ac-

counts of Myanmar’s political transition, see Taylor (2012), Mullen (2016), Ye Htut (2019), and Ruzza, Gabusi, and
Pellegrino (2019).

7The Yettaw incident saw the American citizen John Yettaw swim across Inya Lake to warn Aung San Suu Kyi of an
apparent danger to her life. Daw Suu allowed Yettaw to recuperate at her house before alerting the authorities, thereby
violating conditions of her house arrest.
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12 Policy Entrepreneurs and US Reengagement with Myanmar

Obama’s electoral victory in 2008 created a policy window on Myanmar. Notably,
at the outset of his presidency, President Obama was not personally invested in
US Burma policy. By comparison, Hillary Clinton had longstanding interests in
Burma’s struggle for democracy and had joined the Senate Women’s Caucus on
Burma while in Congress (Clinton 2014). While committed to the idea of achieving
political change in Myanmar, based not least on the input she received from her
own senior officials and from critics of US Burma policy such as Senator Jim Webb
(D-Virginia),8 she appreciated that relying on sanctions and isolating Myanmar had
proven ineffective in moving the military regime to meet US demands for political
change (Clinton 2009, 2014, 105).9

Policy Window to Redirect US Burma Policy: Narrow or Wide?
Though she clearly favored a different policy, Clinton found that even as Secre-
tary of State she only had a limited window to redirect US Burma policy. To be
sure, Obama trusted Clinton to develop the administration’s Southeast Asia pol-
icy. Also, Clinton apparently received a signal from the transition team whereby
even US Burma policy could be reassessed in the context of promoting deeper US–
ASEAN relations (Interview 1). Also, importantly, there were no veto players within
the National Security Council (NSC), although concerns in relation to Burma were
entertained by individuals such as Samantha Power, Senior Director for Multilateral
Affairs and Human Rights.

However, a strong consensus had existed for years in Washington that, if any-
thing, more rather than less pressure should be applied vis-à-vis Myanmar’s military
regime, and that sanction loopholes should be closed. This consensus was shared
right across the Burma policy community by Burmese exiles, multiple congressional
staff, staff working for major pro-democracy organizations like the US Campaign for
Burma or the National Endowment for Democracy, the International Republican
Institute, Human Rights Watch, and numerous other NGOs. Moreover, on Capitol
Hill, the making of Burma policy was largely owned by Senator Mitch McConnell,
who for years leveraged his considerable influence to enact legislation designed
to pressure and isolate the regime given its repressive policies. Reacting to human
rights abuses in ethnic areas, the failed Saffron Revolution, and the regime’s mis-
management of Cyclone Nargis, First Lady Laura Bush had also promoted a very
critical stance on Myanmar’s military government still in 2008.

To be sure, US Burma policy was by early 2009 challenged by several individuals
who were themselves policy entrepreneurs. For instance, the academic David Stein-
berg (e.g., Steinberg 2010) suggested that US policymakers were uncritically buying
into Aung San Suu Kyi’s assessments and policy preferences. Priscilla Clapp, the for-
mer Chargé d’Affaires (1999–2002) at the US Embassy in Yangon, suggested even
before the “Saffron Revolution” that political transition in the not-too-distant fu-
ture was inevitable in Burma and that Washington and the international community
should prepare to build appropriate capacity in the country (Clapp 2007). Also, in
a perceived bipartisan act of policy entrepreneurship, Mike Green—former senior
director for Asia in George W. Bush’s NSC—and Derek Mitchell recommended that
Washington should lead “a coordinated international initiative” vis-à-vis Myanmar,
also involving ASEAN, China, India, and Japan, to set a new road map for Myan-
mar’s State peace and Development Council (SPDC) (Green and Mitchell 2007,
155), which would require the United States “to relax its strict prohibition on offi-
cial high-level contact with the SPDC” (Green and Mitchell 2007, 157).

8These officials included Deputy Assistant Secretary of State and Ambassador to ASEAN, Scot Marciel, who had
been open to a new US Burma policy already in 2007 (US Senate 2007). Incoming Assistant Secretary of State for East
Asia and the Pacific, Kurt Campbell, seems to have initially approached US Burma policy with Derek Mitchell’s policy
analysis and ideas in mind. Mitchell himself joined the Obama administration as Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary
of Defense before becoming in 2011 the first Special Representative and Policy Coordinator for Burma.

9For assessments of the effectiveness of sanctions against Burma/Myanmar, see Pedersen (2008) and Jones (2015).
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JÜRGEN HAACKE 13

Furthermore, a willingness to question the effectiveness of US Burma policy had
slowly also gained some traction in Congress. Notably, Committee Chair John Kerry
came to share the assessment of key staffers serving the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee, Frank Jannuzi and Keith Luse, that US Burma policy was problem-
atic, however complex. This was significant at a time when the Foreign Relations
Committee regained ground on shaping views on Burma policy in Congress. Mean-
while, against the backdrop of the passing in February 2008 of Tom Lantos, who had
founded the Congressional Human Rights Caucus in 1983 and in whose name the
2008 Block Burmese JADE (Junta’s Anti-Democratic Efforts) Act had been adopted,
the House of Representatives lost one of its most influential voices on human rights
violations generally and especially with respect to Myanmar. Even some advocacy
groups were by 2008 encouraging a reassessment of US Burma policy, not least to
facilitate donor support in Myanmar (Refugees International 2008).

However, the majority of stakeholders within the wider Burma policy commu-
nity in Washington remained averse to reengagement with the military regime by
the time of President Obama’s inauguration. From Clinton’s perspective, the policy
conflict between those holding deeply embedded critical views regarding Burma,
not least major stakeholders in Congress, and those calling for a different Burma
policy significantly reduced the size of the policy window available to shift US Burma
policy. However, important aspects of the foreign policy context facilitated at least
lifting US Burma policy onto the decision agenda and moving forward with a policy
review.

Geopolitics Reassessed

Since the early 2000s, Senator Webb had emphasized the strategic consequences
of US pressure on Burma, namely the latter’s embrace by China. Though Webb’s
views on Burma were largely disregarded at this juncture, an increasing number
of East Asia experts and policy analysts in Washington suggested by the mid-2000s
that the United States was losing out to China regionally, particularly in Southeast
Asia. As Kurt Campbell, then affiliated with CSIS, and O’Hanlon put it: “As a result
of its military operations in the Middle East, the United States is dangerously dis-
tracted from the rapidly changing strategic landscape of Asia at a time when China
is making enormous strides in its military modernization, commercial conquests,
diplomatic inroads, and application of soft power” (Campbell and O’Hanlon 2006,
189). To be sure, there was then not yet a consensus on whether the wider regional
balance was significantly at risk. Evaluating America’s relations with regional allies
and security partners (Japan, South Korea, Australia, the Philippines, Thailand, and
Singapore) in the context of the impending presidential transition, RAND analysts
(Medeiros et al. 2008, 232) for instance argued that fears about China eclipsing
or marginalizing America in East Asia were premature, though Beijing’s regional
influence was increasing.10 There was, however, a growing consensus on the policy
recommendation in response to geopolitical change in East Asia in terms of rebuild-
ing relations with Southeast Asia. For instance, the Center for a New American Se-
curity, which Kurt Campbell cofounded in 2007, suggested that Washington invest
diplomatic capital to counter perceptions of US indifference toward East Asian mul-
tilateral institutions steered by ASEAN (Cossa et al. 2009). In a major study on US–
Southeast Asia relations, Derek Mitchell moreover concluded that there was much
potential for bilateral partnerships to be strengthened but that US–ASEAN relations
were held hostage by the Burma issue (Mitchell 2008). This broader understanding
of how the United States should react to East Asia’s evolving geopolitics came to
shape the incoming administration’s regional policy. As NSC Senior Director for
Asia, Bader (2012, xvii) put it: “Our objective was . . . to present a responsible Asia

10Evan Medeiros in 2009 joined the White House’s National Security Council (NSC) as director for China policy.
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14 Policy Entrepreneurs and US Reengagement with Myanmar

policy . . . embodying leadership, a greater presence in the area, strengthening of
relationships with allies, a realistic approach toward China, openness toward multi-
lateral institution building in the Asia-Pacific, and increased attention to Southeast
Asia.” Indeed, the US goal was to develop a stronger relationship with Southeast
Asia, as well as ASEAN, as “an end in itself and an underpinning of a broader Asian
equilibrium” (Bader 2012, 8). The State Department was to be at the heart of this
effort. Notably, Clinton’s first visit abroad in February 2009 took her to Indonesia,
including a visit to the ASEAN Secretariat. Plans were for the United States to accede
to the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation—ASEAN’s regional code of conduct—
during Clinton’s attendance of the July 2009 ASEAN-led meetings (with an inter-
agency process for accession being announced by Clinton in February), and for
President Obama to attend the APEC Summit in Singapore in November 2009
(Marciel 2009; U.S. Department of State 2009a), with the possibility of an Inau-
gural US–ASEAN Leaders Meeting to boot. Notably, President Bush had previously
postponed such a meeting because of Burma.

Emerging Grand Strategy

When assuming office, the Obama administration lacked a clearly fleshed out grand
strategy. In his campaign, Obama (2007) had focused on winding down wars, rein-
vigorating American diplomacy, and renewing American leadership in the world. As
regards East Asia, Obama (2007) promised a “sustained, direct and aggressive diplo-
macy” toward North Korea, while professing interest in an “inclusive infrastructure”
and more “effective framework” for US relations with the region. In his inaugu-
ration speech, Obama also rearticulated a preparedness to diplomatically engage
rogue and pariah regimes if their leaders turned over a new leaf. Although Obama
did not personally focus on Myanmar, his preparedness to stretch out a hand to
authoritarian regimes as part of his emerging grand strategy meant that the oppor-
tunity window to shift US Burma policy on the basis of a policy review was greater
than it would otherwise have been.

Clinton’s Entrepreneurial Strategy
From the start, Clinton built a coalition of support for the review, including from
the White House. In this context, she relied in part on her Deputy Chief of Staff,
Jake Sullivan, as well as Ben Rhodes, who was then deputy director of White House
speechwriting and senior director for speechwriting for the NSC, and who had ad-
vocated reaching out to closed societies. Second, Clinton approached key Burma
stakeholders in Congress. As an effective veto player, Senator McConnell’s support
for the planned review was essential. Speaking about an “unusual meeting” on Capi-
tol Hill in January 2009 with the Senator (Clinton 2014, 104), Clinton (2014, 105)
said: “I told Senator McConnell I wanted to take a fresh look at our Burma policy,
from top to bottom, and I hoped he’d be part of it. He was skeptical but ultimately
supportive.” McConnell’s endorsement gave Clinton important political breathing
space; it implied a measure of bipartisan support for her initiative, but also tem-
porarily removed McConnell as a medium of blowback from advocacy groups. Clin-
ton similarly secured an understanding with Congressman Crowley (Clinton 2014,
105), who was then the most vocal on Burma in the House of Representatives. Sen-
ator Webb not only agreed with the idea of conducting a review but also indicated
he would himself push for policy change on the Senate Foreign Relations subcom-
mittee he was then heading.

In addition, there was an international dimension to Clinton’s outreach involving
Southeast Asian governments, which clearly welcomed the policy review. Notably,
Indonesian President Yudhoyono unambiguously encouraged a new approach to-
ward Burma. The Singaporean leadership did likewise. The State Department also
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JÜRGEN HAACKE 15

invited experts and stakeholders from Washington’s Burma policy community to
discuss policy toward Naypyidaw. Thus, Clinton consulted widely before and during
the policy review which, in the words of Priscilla Clapp (2010b, 44), “was perhaps
the most thorough and far-reaching policy review of U.S. relations with Burma that
has been undertaken by the U.S. government in recent memory.”

Clinton next also looked for signals from Naypyidaw indicating commitment to
improved relations. The review had started against the backdrop of the US Embassy
in Yangon learning about unconfirmed offers by the junta to engage Aung San Suu
Kyi in a dialogue, and the further release in February 2009 of political prisoners.
However, soon thereafter the regime seemed bent on introducing new visa autho-
rization arrangements that stood to impact the humanitarian assistance provided in
the Irrawaddy Delta. This worried US officials. In late March, Clinton opted to send
to Myanmar an emissary, Stephen Blake, whose rank allowed the State Department
not to insist on him meeting with detained NLD leader Aung San Suu Kyi. Having
met Myanmar foreign minister Nyan Win, Blake returned with a positive message
regarding Naypyidaw’s interest in improved bilateral relations.

Soon thereafter though, the NLD’s Shwegondaing Declaration of late April 2009
set out conditions for the NLD’s participation in political dialogue with the regime
and in the 2010 elections. Indirectly, it also hinted at reservations about wider inter-
national reengagement with the military regime. The NLD’s stance indeed high-
lighted the question as to whether the Obama administration should have con-
sidered redirecting US Burma policy without the regime first taking steps such as
releasing Daw Suu. Clinton informed her Singaporean counterpart, George Yeo,
that she was looking for gestures from the Burmese side (U.S. Department of State
2009a).

A Closing Policy Window?
As Daw Suu was put on trial in mid-May for her role in the John Yettaw affair, the
opportunity to bring the policy review to a conclusion along lines favored by Clin-
ton began to rapidly narrow. Suu Kyi’s arrest and trial provoked strong reactions,
including from President Obama, and Clinton came under pressure to abandon
the policy review. An indignant US Senate called for Suu Kyi’s unconditional re-
lease, while condemning and deploring the “show trial” and demanding “a gen-
uine roadmap for the transition to civilian, democratic rule” (US Senate 2009a).
When the regime denied UN Secretary General access to Daw Suu during his visit
to Myanmar in early July, Senator McCain opined that her trial was “the latest sign
that meaningful engagement” was not on the junta’s “list of priorities” (US Senate
2009b). Senator McConnell argued unequivocally that for Congress a policy change
vis-à-vis military-run Burma “would be premature” and that “sanctions against the
junta should remain in place until such time as the regime truly commits itself to a
course of democratization and reconciliation” (US Senate 2009c).

Although Clinton paused the policy review (Clinton 2014, 107), the challenge,
as Campbell (2009a) suggested in June, was still to “come up with practical, realis-
tic ideas on how we can best encourage Burma to move in a more positive direc-
tion.” The rather pressing reason: concerns about Pyongyang proliferating nuclear
and missile technology to Naypyidaw. For years, suspicions had been raised about
Burma’s military and nuclear ties with North Korea. However, Pyongyang’s second
nuclear test in May 2009 and a North Korean ship, the Kang Nam I, taking course
for Myanmar a month later, prompted urgent questions about the military relation-
ship between Naypyidaw and Pyongyang. As some sources suggest, this issue saw
Burma policy “moved from Pile B to Pile A” in terms of significance for the admin-
istration (Interview 2). Notably, as regards the implications for US Burma policy,
Senator McConnell suggested the links between North Korea and Myanmar were a
reason to maintain the existing policy toward Naypyidaw. For Clinton, however, the
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unknowns of this relationship constituted a major security policy reason for diplo-
matically reengaging Myanmar. A policy shift toward reengagement with Myanmar
thus remained on the administration’s decision agenda.

However, Secretary Clinton suggested that the Obama administration was only
“willing to have a more productive partnership with Burma if they [Myanmar] take
steps that are self-evident” (quoted in Landler 2009). She even hinted at US in-
vestments in Burma if the regime released Aung San Suu Kyi. Notwithstanding US
and wider international appeals, Daw Suu was sentenced to three years of hard
labor in early August however, while Yettaw was jailed for seven years. The rami-
fications were again far-reaching. Though Senior-General Than Shwe immediately
commuted Daw Suu’s sentence to eighteen months house arrest, the renewed house
arrest seemed designed to prevent her from standing in the 2010 elections.11 Senior
members of the administration were appalled. Also, this development suggested
that the policy window for recalibrating US Burma policy had effectively shut.

Jim Webb’s Policy Entrepreneurship

It was at this moment that Senator Webb proved useful for the administration.
As noted, Webb had for years been concerned about rising Chinese influence in
Myanmar. He had argued for so-called “affirmative engagement” along lines pur-
sued with Vietnam. In late 2008, Webb was already making plans to visit Myanmar
(Webb 2012) ahead of him assuming the Chair of the Senate Foreign Relations Sub-
committee on East Asian and Pacific Affairs. However, objections by administration
officials caused him to postpone. When Webb finally traveled to Myanmar in Au-
gust, he had three objectives: to achieve Yettaw’s immediate release, to meet Daw
Suu, and to discuss allowing her a role in the country’s unfolding political process.
Conducting this personal diplomacy at some considerable political risk, Webb’s visit
proved a success. It resulted in the release and repatriation of John Yettaw on hu-
manitarian grounds. Beyond meeting with Prime Minister Thein Sein, Webb was
also able to call on Myanmar’s most senior military leader, making him the highest
ranking US official ever to have been received by Than Shwe. Webb argued that
he was seeking a new approach on sanctions but that Aung San Suu Kyi’s trial had
made politically difficult any change in US Burma policy. For their part, Myanmar’s
leaders affirmed that Naypyidaw was seeking better bilateral ties with Washington,
including “direct relations” (U.S. Department of State 2009b). To underscore this
point, the regime granted Webb’s request to meet Aung San Suu Kyi, who clarified
that she was not in principle opposed to Washington reaching out to Myanmar. Daw
Suu taking this position was of great significance to the administration as it could
justify reengagement, not least in the absence of tangible political reforms by the
military government. Following Webb’s visit, the US Embassy in Yangon was also
able to report on further developments and signals: there was qualified support for
a political dialogue between Washington and Naypyidaw among NLD leaders, and
the regime had decided for Thein Sein to lead the Myanmar delegation to the UN
General Assembly (U.S. Department of State 2009c). In the estimation of Clapp
(2010b, 45), “Webb’s unusually cordial reception by the SPDC created the impres-
sion that U.S. relations with Burma had suddenly reached a turning point....” The
regime sent a further signal by including around 250 political prisoners among the
7,114 released on the twentieth anniversary of the military regime taking power. For
Clinton, these signals were sufficient to end the review on a positive note.

11Following Aung San Suu Kyi advice, the NLD in March 2010 decided not to re-register as a political party and did
not participate in the 2010 elections.
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Deciding on Pragmatic Engagement

With the UN Group of Friends of Burma ministerial meeting on September 23,
2009 seen as a cutoff date for the decision to finalize the review, the question for
the administration was no longer whether but how to reengage with Myanmar. Two
broad alternatives remained: engagement without preconditions including the im-
mediate reduction of sanctions (Webb 2009), and a more cautious reengagement.
The administration preferred the second alternative. Webb’s implicit suggestion
that the US was not as interested as before in promoting democracy and human
rights in Myanmar (Rogin 2009) was not acceptable, in part also given continued
congressional, civil society, and Burmese concerns. Consequently, sanctions were to
be maintained even as diplomatic reengagement would immediately begin. Camp-
bell presented to Congress a four-point argument to explain and justify this reen-
gagement: (1) neither sanctions nor engagement had succeeded in changing the
deplorable political and humanitarian conditions in Burma; (2) Burma posed prob-
lems for the region and the world at large; (3) there were questions swirling around
Burma’s relationship with North Korea; and (4) there was an active interest on the
part of the Burmese leadership to engage with the United States (Campbell 2009b).
Importantly, the purpose of reengagement was still to bring about political change
in Myanmar, although no longer by forcing regime abdication. This approach took
its cue from the principled policy ideas floated originally by Green and Mitchell
(2007), without initial reliance on the congressionally mandated position of a Spe-
cial Representative and less embeddedness in a multilateral approach. In practice, it
would be led by the State Department, not Congress, notwithstanding Webb’s policy
entrepreneurship.

Conclusions

The starting point of this article was that policy windows deserve greater attention
in the ongoing cross-disciplinary dialogue about how to draw on Kingdon’s insights
to study foreign policy entrepreneurship. In part, this argument responds to how
the concept of policy window has been employed or taken for granted in the past.
It also speaks to the need, as I see it, to locate foreign policy entrepreneurship
within distinct foreign policy making contexts that stand to shape the actual and
perceived size of policy windows. In relation to the kind of foreign policy issue ex-
amined here—the recasting of policy toward a “pariah state,” I have identified four
such contexts likely to shape policy windows in relation to foreign policy agenda
setting and decisions: the placement and access of foreign policy entrepreneurs,
levels of political contestation amid a dominant perspective, geopolitical pressures,
and policy ideas linked to adjustments in grand strategy. The suggestion is that by
contextualizing and thus problematizing policy windows, we avoid simply seeing the
latter as a moment in time that will routinely allow policy entrepreneurs to succeed.
I moreover argued that contingency may also affect foreign policy windows in im-
portant ways. Contingency can in principle widen or extend policy windows that
may work in favor of policy entrepreneurs, but the opposite effect is also possible.

The illustration focused on US Burma policy in 2009. The policy window avail-
able to Secretary Clinton in early 2009 to move beyond a policy she saw as hav-
ing failed was initially limited by considerable continuing support for existing US
Burma policy across Washington, even as other contexts seemed to provide for
substantial opportunity: her institutional role, the changing geopolitical context
in Southeast and East Asia, and the administration’s planned adjustments to US
grand strategy. Consequently, Clinton announced a policy review rather than a new
policy. Winning a broad buy-in for this policy review that was designed to lead to
some form of reengagement then became a crucial plank of Clinton’s policy en-
trepreneurship. That said, the account provided shows that successful foreign policy
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entrepreneurship may depend on the efforts by several policy entrepreneurs, and
this is demonstrated by highlighting the extremely significant role later played by
Senator Webb. Indeed, Webb helped to re-enlarge and extend a policy window that
seemed to have almost closed.

As far as contingency is concerned, this article has pointed to the impact that sud-
den and unexpected domestic political developments in the target state and wider
security dynamics and interests preoccupying policymakers may have on policy win-
dows. The policy window available to redirect Burma policy twice narrowed con-
siderably given the junta’s response to the John Yettaw incident, and, again, three
months later, when Daw Suu was sentenced. However, precipitous high-priority de-
velopments relating to proliferation issues involving North Korea and Myanmar at
least allowed Secretary Clinton to only pause the Burma policy review. Jim Webb’s
consequential policy entrepreneurship and, importantly, the military regime’s pos-
itive signaling in response then provided the basis for taking up the policy review
again, and to work out a carefully crafted policy shift.

Contextualizing foreign policy windows while also allowing for contingency to
affect them could be a useful way to adapt Kingdon’s model for applications in
relation to FPA without overburdening it. Importantly, the argument outlined here
would seem broadly transferable to a number of other US bilateral relationships
with various secondary states, including adversarial states. Broadly speaking, these
arguments also seem as portable to other states with pluralistic political systems as
the “universal concepts” that define MSA.
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