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Professor� of government� Dus­
tin Tingley is interested in the 
mechanisms that make politics 
work, especially in the notori­
ously untheorizable field of inter­
national relations. In Sailing the 
Water’s Edge: The Domestic Politics 
of American Foreign Policy (Prince­
ton University Press, $35), he and 
Princeton political scientist Helen 
V. Milner challenge the popular 
myth that the executive branch 

controls U.S. foreign-policy priorities—showing instead how domestic politics shape 
the character of the nation’s relationships abroad. 

Facing crises� in Syria 
and Ukraine, many critics 
in the United States have 
pushed President Obama 
to employ military force to 
“solve” these problems. His 
public approval ratings have 
fallen as the criticisms have 
mounted. Obama has tried 
to use other foreign policy 
instruments that he feels 
will be more effective. He 
has pushed for large trade 
negotiations with Asian 
and European allies; he has 
signed new defense agree­
ments; he has worked to put 
into place multilateral sanc­
tions against Russia; he has tried to use 
diplomacy and aid to make progress in the 
Israeli-Palestinian peace negotiations; and 
he used diplomacy to get Syria to give up 
its chemical weapons. As Obama himself 
said, “Why is it that everybody is so eager 
to use military force? After we’ve just gone 
through a decade of war at enormous cost 
to our troops and to our budget. And what 
is it exactly that these critics think would 
have been accomplished [by using force in 
Syria or Ukraine]?”

The pressures to use the military are 
accompanied by constraints on using 
other foreign policy instruments. Con­
gress has made international trade nego­
tiations difficult since there is not enough 
support to delegate trade authority to 
the president. The fiscal austerity im­
posed by Congress has made increasing 
foreign aid very difficult. Immigration 
policy has been blocked in Congress.   
Sanctions face interest group resistance 

in the United States and elsewhere in a 
globalized economy, but at least provide 
some leverage for the president interna­
tionally. When it is very difficult to get 
approval to employ these other foreign 
policy instruments and easier to use 
military force, it is no wonder that U.S. 
policy has become militarized. And this, 
we fear, is a major source of American 
foreign policy failures.…

To build and sustain a liberal, interna­
tionalist world order, the U.S. government 
has to be able to use not just its military 
and coercive instruments of statecraft. 
It must be able to use more coopera­
tive instruments. It needs to be able to 
sign trade and investment agreements, 
to work with others on climate change 
policies, to reform the global institutions 
it created years ago, and to provide foreign 
aid to countries in need. But these types 
of policies are difficult to pass through the 
domestic political system. 
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seum catalog; a portrait of every piece of 
metalwork in the Barnes Foundation’s col-
lection. The projects are rapturous border-
ing on obsessive-compulsive, but reducing 
them to genre-worship would be a mistake. 
Harvey uses her fascination with traditional 
art techniques to comment on “art” as an 
enterprise, and to point out its potential 
for multiple “failures”—failures to commu-
nicate, to preserve, to record, to hold value; 
she readily acknowledges painting’s poten-
tial to become merely “wallpaper for the 
rich.” This interest in failure derives from 
her own unconventional start as an artist: 
Harvey switched careers after attending 
Yale Law School, and has never studied art 
formally. Though recognition of her work 
is growing, and art institutions worldwide 
seek her out more frequently, she still con-
siders herself something of an outsider in 
that world. 

Her indulgent, delicate style comes from a 
charmed British upbringing in which paint-
ing was “the most glamorous thing imagin-
able.” She remembers, on a visit to France as 
a five-year-old, sitting for hours before the 
Beaune Altarpiece, by the fifteenth-century 
painter Rogier van der Weyden; her par-
ents left her alone with just the priest and 
the painting. The glowing, jewel-like col-
ors still enchant her, and it’s this enchant-
ment that she wants to make available to a 
wider audience. Though the contemporary 
art world has declared the “death of paint-
ing” several times over, many viewers still 
consider painting “glamorous,” equating it 
with the rarified history that Harvey’s work 
references. Skeptical of elitist proclama-
tions, she’s interested in ornamentation as a 
public good: providing “useless” decorative 
art to the masses upends the expectations 
of a transactional consumer culture. So she 
continues to paint, etch, and make mosaics 
in service of a “shameless popularism.” 

Composed of familiar stylistic quotations, 
the language of her work is accessible: view-
ers are put at ease by recognizable tropes 
like the pastoral landscape and the digni-
fied portrait. But something a little more 
difficult, slightly acid or off, lurks beneath 
the surface. Her installations and public 
pieces “seduce the viewer into thinking,” as 
she puts it: their pleasant, conservative style 
keeps their sometimes startling revelations 
under wraps. “A gift is always a more com-
plicated transaction than it appears,” she 
says, with a deep belly laugh.

Harvey’s complicated gifts have a way  

President Obama welcomes the crown prince of Abu 
Dhabi. But U.S. politics can pressure a president to use 
military, rather than diplomatic, foreign-policy tools. 
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