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I dread our own power and our own ambition; I dread our being too much dreaded. . . . We may say that we shall not abuse this astonishing and hitherto unheard-of power. But every other nation will think we shall abuse it. It is impossible but that, sooner or later, this state of things must produce a combination against us which may end in our ruin.

—Edmund Burke


PREFACE

Describing the United States as the mightiest state since Rome has become a cliché, but like most clichés, it also captures an essential feature of reality. The United States enjoys a position of power unseen for centuries, and citizens around the world are intensely aware of that fact. For Americans, this dominant position is both a source of pride and an opportunity: it gives the United States a large margin of security and some capacity to mold the world according to U.S. interests and values. Within the United States, therefore, the debate about U.S. primacy is mostly about the best way to use its vast power.

By contrast, the rest of the world sees U.S. primacy as increasingly troubling. Not only is our position a direct threat to states whose interests and values clash with ours, but even our fellow-democracies now worry about the concentration of power in Washington’s hands. Over the past several years, they have also become increasingly alarmed by the ways that U.S. leaders have chosen to use that power. While Americans debate how they should use their power, the rest of the world is preoccupied with what it can do to tame American power. Some states want to contain or reduce it, others seek to harness and exploit it, but American power is a feature of the international landscape that no state can easily ignore.

This book examines the global response to U.S. primacy. It explores the different ways that the United States has used its power and explains why the rest of the world fears, resents, and sometimes hates America’s current global role. It describes the different strategies that states have devised for dealing with American power and argues that these strategies are often surprisingly effective. The United States may be far stronger than any other country—or even any likely coalition of rival powers—but other states have many ways to thwart, harass, undermine, deter, annoy, and generally interfere with U.S. efforts to promote its own interests.

Any attempt to devise an effective foreign policy for the United States must take into account the strategies of both friends and foes. Once we understand how other states are trying to tame American power, it becomes easier to devise a foreign policy that will minimize opposition and maximize global support. In particular, the global response to U.S. primacy suggests that the United States should return to a more restrained policy of “offshore balancing” and devote more attention to persuading others that its policies are legitimate and broadly beneficial.

Though great power like ours can be isolating, the United States cannot and should not withdraw from active engagement in world affairs. To reap the full benefits of its position of primacy, and to avoid repeating the horrors of the past hundred years, the United States must learn to conduct its foreign policy with greater wisdom and restraint. This book explains why these adjustments are necessary and outlines what a more mature foreign policy would be.

Stephen M. Walt
Cambridge, Massachusetts


INTRODUCTION

THE PROBLEM OF
AMERICAN POWER

What should the United States do with its power? U.S. leaders have wrestled with this question since the founding of the country, and especially since America’s rise to Great Power status.1 At times, the answer has seemed obvious—for example, “containing” the Soviet Union was the clear objective during the Cold War—but periods of transition have invariably produced broader debates about the purposes to which U.S. power should be put. The debate over America’s role in the world began anew when the Soviet Union collapsed and the United States stood alone at the pinnacle of world power, and a host of pundits, scholars, and former policymakers quickly began to offer advice on what the United States should do with this unprecedented opportunity.2

Should America seize this “unipolar moment” to export the ideals of freedom and democracy, use its economic and military power to deny dictators access to weapons of mass destruction, and take active measures to prevent the emergence of a future “peer competitor?”3 Should the United States strive for global hegemony or should it be content to lead a multilateral coalition of stable or aspiring democracies?4 Should U.S. leaders concentrate on building more robust inter-national institutions, strengthening the authority of international law, helping relieve global poverty, and preventing gross violations of human rights?5 Does it still make sense for the United States to keep large military forces deployed around the world in order to dampen regional competition and keep the danger of major war at a minimum?6 Or could the United States return to its earlier position as an “offshore balancer,” ready to deploy its power if its vital interests were threatened but no longer maintaining a large overseas military presence?7

These are all important questions, and it is hardly surprising that Americans have been actively debating the strategic options that now lie before them. Consensus has proven elusive, however, because the range of options is quite broad and because there has been no single threat or target to concentrate the national mind. Even the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, did not produce unanimity; although there was broad agreement on the importance of going after al Qaeda, the 2004 presidential campaign showed there is still no national consensus on how terrorism should be fought, or how the United States should use its unmatched power to advance either its own interests or the broader welfare of humankind. No one can deny the importance of American power, but how it will be used in the future remains contested.

But what does one do about American power? That is the question the rest of the world has faced, and never more acutely than in the past decade. With so much power concentrated in the hands of one state—a state whose citizens have long seen themselves as uniquely virtuous and destined to lead the rest of the world—how should other states respond? Is U.S. primacy a source of global stability and an opportunity to extend universal values of freedom, democracy, and human rights? Will primacy facilitate the expansion of global markets and a corresponding increase in global wealth and welfare? Or is America’s dominant position something that other states should resist, so that their own interests are not disregarded or trampled upon by the overwhelming power of the United States?

Imagine, for a moment, that you are president of France. You are the leader of a proud nation that was once the strongest country in the world, and that has been an important cultural force for over four centuries. The ideological roots of French democracy are similar— but not identical—to those of the United States, and your citizens find some aspects of American society troubling. American foreign policy often strikes you as naïve and overweening, and your vision of the ideal world order—a vision you share with most of your predecessors—is one where no single state enjoys a dominant position.8 What, then, do you do about the United States?

Suppose, instead, that you were prime minister of India. You govern the world’s most populous democracy, but your country’s relationship with the United States has often been prickly. India is the most powerful state in South Asia, but relations with neighboring Pakistan remain bitter and potentially explosive—especially now that both states have nuclear weapons—and you face a number of other security problems both inside your country and in the surrounding region. The rising power of China threatens to leave India in a position of permanent inferiority, yet America’s current predominance— and its ability to act unilaterally when it wishes—is also disquieting. Is there some way to take advantage of this situation in order to advance India’s national interests?

What if you were President Vladimir Putin of Russia? You have inherited the shattered core of the former Soviet Union, and thus occupy the unenviable position of leading a society that the United States defeated during the long Cold War. Russians may be better off with competitive markets and some semblance of a democratic system, but they have paid a large price to get there, and it is humiliating to be in this position after decades as one of the world’s two superpowers. Russia still retains remnants of its role as a superpower— such as an aging nuclear arsenal—but it is a pale shadow of the former Soviet empire and no match for the United States. So how do you keep the United States from imposing its will—as it did when it helped Germany reunify and incorporated your former allies into NATO—and how do you improve your own position in a world dominated by the looming shadow of American power?

Or imagine being Tony Blair, or one of his successors. Britain no longer has an empire, but history, culture, and the assiduous deference of every prime minister since Winston Churchill has given you a “special relationship” with the American colossus. So how can you use American power to magnify your own position on the world stage, and to help you accomplish your own foreign-policy goals?

Consider a more daunting challenge. Suppose you were Kim Jong Il of North Korea. You are the unchallenged leader of one of the world’s oddest countries, an ideological relic trapped in totalitarian poverty. Your country’s entire gross national product is less than 4 percent of the sum that the United States spends on its military alone, and your population faces recurrent fuel shortages and the possibility of famine every year. Your own armed forces are technologically backward and no longer a match for the forces of your more successful cousins to the south. Bill Clinton called you a “rogue state,” George W. Bush said you were part of an “axis of evil,” and even your longtime allies in the People’s Republic of China are increasingly ambivalent. Given the vast gulf between the power that you control and the capabilities that any U.S. president can wield, what can you possibly do to stay in power, maintain some freedom of action, and perhaps even improve your position?

Or what if you were Ariel Sharon? More than fifty years have passed since the founding of the state of Israel. Aided by the energy and determination of Israel’s citizens, and by large amounts of economic and military aid from the United States, Israel has defeated its various neighbors in a series of wars, expanded the territory under its control, and is now the dominant military power in the region. Yet these successes have not brought tranquility, because you still face the stubborn resistance of three million Palestinian Arabs living either in Israel proper or in the occupied territories of the West Bank and Gaza. Israel has signed peace treaties with Egypt and Jordan, but relations remain frosty at best. Despite its many achievements, Israel remains dependent on U.S. largesse and diplomatic protection. During the Cold War, this support could be justified by the claim that Israel was a “strategic asset.” But the Cold War is over, and critics now argue that Israel’s policies are a growing liability in the effort to defeat al Qaeda. Under these difficult circumstances, how do you ensure that the United States remains firmly on your side?

How do you deal with American power? As all of these examples illustrate, that question is a—if not the—central issue for leaders in every corner of the globe. The problem of U.S. power is not the only challenge they face, but it is an issue they cannot ignore. Given the vast concentration of power in American hands, what U.S. leaders decide to do—and what they choose not to do—will inevitably have far-reaching effects on the fates of other leaders and other societies. Whether they like it or not, developing a strategy for dealing with American power has become an essential element of statecraft for every country in the world.

The question is one that Americans should care about as well. When a handful of foreign terrorists can kill nearly three thousand Americans on a sunny September morning, it is hard to argue that we need not worry about how other people are reacting to U.S. power. Although the United States enjoys a position of primacy that is unique in modern history, it nonetheless shares the planet with nearly two hundred other states. What these other states (and, in some cases, nonstate actors) do will inevitably affect America’s ability to achieve its own foreign-policy goals. The United States cannot negotiate new trade agreements to boost the U.S. economy without cooperation from others. It cannot halt the spread of nuclear technology or control the dissemination of loose nuclear material without active and sustained support from many other countries. It cannot go to war without access to foreign military facilities—access that other countries can always withhold—and its military actions will not receive the mantle of legitimacy unless other states, and especially the current members of the United Nations Security Council, give their approval. And if it does go to war on its own (or with largely symbolic “coalitions of the willing”), then U.S. soldiers will do most of the fighting and dying and U.S. taxpayers will have to foot the bill. Even an unrivaled superpower like the United States cannot defeat the shadowy forces of global terrorism without active, enthusiastic, 24/7 cooperation from foreign intelligence services and law enforcement agencies. U.S. primacy gives it many advantages, but what others do will still determine whether U.S. foreign policy succeeds or fails.

In short, if others agree with U.S. goals and endorse the means it has chosen to pursue them, then success is more likely and will require less effort. On the other hand, if other states oppose U.S. goals or are simply concerned about keeping American power in check, then U.S. leaders will find it harder to accomplish even worthy objectives. The more we know about the ways that others view U.S. power, and the more we understand about the strategies they are using to deal with it, the better equipped we will be to fashion a foreign policy that will maximize global support and minimize opposition.

That is the central task of this book: to explore the global response to American power. The central question is not “What should the United States do with its power?”; it is “What can other states do about U.S. power?” As we shall see, their responses are not always negative. Many states see U.S. power as a positive force in the world and are primarily interested in ensuring that it is used in ways that advance their own particular interests. Nonetheless, even close U.S. allies sometimes worry about the legitimacy, moral acceptability, and wisdom of U.S. policy, and they have tried to develop ways to minimize its negative consequences. At the same time, other states have more serious objections to America’s position in the world and the policies it pursues, and they employ a variety of strategies to thwart U.S. aims and to further their own interests in the face of American power.

How to Think about U.S. Primacy

In writing this book, my aim is to explain why other states are uncomfortable with U.S. primacy and to describe how they are responding to it. I have not sought to construct a single theory to explain the various responses, and I have resisted the temptation to shoehorn the behavior of other states into a single theoretical tradition. Instead, I have borrowed freely from the existing theoretical approaches to international politics (including some of my own work), but in a deliberately eclectic fashion. From the realist tradition, I take the basic insight that states in anarchy are acutely sensitive to the balance of power and generally uncomfortable whenever one state—no matter how virtuous or benevolent—becomes significantly stronger than the others.9 From liberalism, I take the notion that different social groups within states may exert independent influences on foreign policy, and that foreign powers may consciously try to manipulate another state’s internal politics in order to influence its international conduct.10 From the “constructivist” approach to world politics, I borrow the important idea that states respond not just to the physical power that the United States possesses, and not just to the policies that the United States pursues, but also to the ways that U.S. power is described and understood, and the meanings that are attached to its use.11 It matters, in other words, if prevailing global discourse portrays the United States as a “benevolent hegemon,” an “indispensable power,” a “rogue superpower,” or a “unilateralist empire.” Similarly, is U.S. power being used in a manner that is consistent with a widely shared body of norms and collective understandings, or is it simply a case of “the strong doing what they can”?

I have also plundered other bodies of scholarship in search of additional ideas. Within the field of international relations, for example, there is a small but useful literature on “weak states” that analyzes the strategies of minor powers in a world dominated by Great Powers.12 Within sociology and anthropology, there are a number of prominent works analyzing the different strategies found in highly skewed social orders (e.g., prisons, concentration camps, slave societies, feudal orders, etc.), where the stronger actors have seemingly total control over the weaker parties.13 Although these works were neither inspired by nor directed at problems of international politics, they offer intriguing hints about the strategies that weaker states may adopt when a single country stands alone at the pinnacle of world power.

In a prison, concentration camp, slave plantation, or feudal estate, for example, the governing authorities have nearly absolute control over the weaker parties. There is no question who is stronger, even though the weaker members are often far more numerous, and their condition of material weakness is usually reinforced by an ideology justifying sharp status distinctions (e.g., slaves or peasants are routinely portrayed as innately inferior and thus deserving of their condition). The dominant group enjoys enormous autonomy and can usually force the weaker parties to do whatever they want. When the supporting ideology is fully embraced, moreover, the weaker parties may regard this situation as appropriate and just.

Yet total control is rarely possible, even when power is highly concentrated. Wardens and prison guards cannot monitor every single action that the inmates might take; they must therefore choose which infractions to watch for and which to let slip. They can establish a system of rewards and punishments to deter violations, but prisoners invariably find ways to evade the rules, and it is rarely worth the effort to try to root out every possible violation. Indeed, as the workings of any black market reveal, the more restrictions you impose, the greater the potential rewards for successfully evading them. Inmates are never wholly without resources, and they can bargain for additional privileges by agreeing to do other things for the people in charge.14 In short, even when one group has a near-monopoly on power, the weaker parties can still find ways to get some of what they want and to resist the order that the authorities are trying to impose.

In the same way, factory workers can resist pressure from above by shirking, by “dragging their feet,” or by adopting “work-to-rule” tactics.15 Foremen and supervisors are often forced to acquiesce in the face of these strategies, because they need to keep the plant running efficiently in order to keep their own positions. Weaker parties can also use the ruling group’s own moral principles and legitimating ideology to constrain the ruler’s power. For example, if a feudal lord’s status as a member of the “nobility” is justified in part by his alleged moral superiority (as implied by his assuming responsibility for the welfare of his tenants), then tenants can invoke that principle in order to obtain better treatment. Their demands can be ignored or denied, of course, but an aristocrat whose position rests in part on the principle of noblesse oblige could not ignore such requests completely.16

The same logic appears in more “normal” social settings, such as a typical nuclear family. Parents are physically stronger than their younger children, and they control the available financial resources. Yet even the harshest parent never gets complete and instant obedience. A child can refuse to go to bed and, once put there by force, can resist going to sleep. Even a toddler can usually find many ways to limit the effective authority of his or her parents, in order to do less of what the parents want and more of what the child wants. They can cry, stall, do something amusing, or merely wait until the parent’s attention is diverted. Parents frequently succumb to these tactics, especially when seated in a public waiting room or when dinner guests are arriving downstairs. They are still far stronger in some absolute sense, but it is often more effective to give in a little, instead of using the full power at one’s disposal, especially when using it could easily make things worse.

But what does this have to do with world politics? I do not mean to suggest that the United States is a “slaveholder on a global scale” or the international equivalent of a feudal lord or prison warden. (There may be some writers and political activists who endorse such a view, but I am not one of them.) Nor is the United States the “parent” and the rest of the world its “children.” Analogies between these situations where power is asymmetrically distributed and the current condition of U.S. primacy are admittedly imperfect and must therefore be used with caution. True hierarchical orders rest on asymmetries of power and powerful legitimating ideologies, and most of them are enforced by the authority of the state and its own monopoly on legitimate violence. In world politics, by contrast, all sovereign states are of equal formal status (even though the power they control varies enormously), and no country can make a binding and legitimate claim to formal authority over other countries. Indeed, the doctrine of national self-determination argues exactly the opposite: no country—no matter how powerful—is legitimately authorized to give binding orders to another government, save in specific sets of circumstances that are defined and regulated by international law.17 States do make demands on one another, of course, but whether the demands are met is determined largely by the balance of power and interest and not on the basis of formal obligation.

These caveats notwithstanding, the literature on highly skewed social orders encourages us to think more broadly about how the power of the United States appears to others. It also directs our attention to the different and often subtle strategies that weaker states can employ to constrain, manipulate, resist, exploit, evade, undermine, and in general deal with the reality of U.S. power.

Is it possible to stand up to the United States? Can weaker states balance U.S. power by joining forces with others—as traditional balance-of-power theory would predict—or is America too far ahead to be checked? Can they mobilize their own resources in ways that will make it too expensive for the United States to press them? Or can they “just say no,” in the hope that the United States will not retaliate? Can weak states extract concessions by threatening to pursue some action that the United States opposes but cannot easily prevent? When will such tactics work? Is it possible to bind U.S. power within existing international institutions—and if so, when and how? Can other states mobilize broader global resistance by casting doubt on the legitimacy of U.S. leadership and the moral character of U.S. policy?

Will other states choose to align with the American colossus, so as to avoid facing its “focused enmity”?18 If a state does align with the United States, can its leaders establish strong personal bonds with their American counterparts, and thereby gain benefits or concessions that are not available to others? Can other states manipulate U.S. domestic politics in order to ensure that U.S. power is used to their benefit?

In the chapters that follow, I show that the answer to each of these questions is “yes.” Although the United States is far and away the most powerful country in the world—and arguably the most powerful country in modern history—other states have many options for dealing with U.S. power. Most of these strategies do not seek to alter the global balance of power (at least not anytime soon), and they do not threaten the U.S. homeland directly. But they do affect America’s ability to achieve its foreign-policy goals, and thus its ability to fashion a more desirable world.

THE REMAINDER OF the book is organized as follows. Chapter 1 describes the dominant global position of the United States and summarizes the various ways that the United States has used its power since the end of the Cold War. I argue that the United States is in a position of power that is historically unprecedented, and that it has used its power to mold a world that would be compatible with U.S. interests and values. The United States has not acted as a “status quo” power: rather, it has used its position of primacy to increase its influence, to enhance its position vis-à-vis potential rivals, and to deal with specific security threats.

Chapter 2 explores the broad gap between America’s perception of its own global role and the ways that role is perceived abroad, focusing primarily on the reasons why other states do not always welcome U.S. dominance. Although Americans tend to see the U.S. role in the world in positive and benevolent terms, citizens elsewhere are far more skeptical. Even states that are generally pro-American worry about the concentration of power in U.S. hands, and other states openly oppose it. I argue that other states fear, resent, or hate the United States partly because of “what it is” (i.e., the world’s most powerful country), but also because of what it has done in the past and is doing today. I then consider why Americans often fail to recognize the roots of this resentment, and thus fail to understand why the global reaction to U.S. primacy has ranged from ambivalence to resentment to overt opposition.

Chapter 3 considers the various strategies that states can employ if they find it necessary or desirable to oppose U.S. primacy. One option is balancing, either by mobilizing internal resources or by allying with others. I explain why efforts to form balancing coalitions have been quite modest, and why states have tended to engage either in “soft balancing” (with others) or internal balancing (on their own), the latter option being pursued largely through various asymmetric strategies, including conventional military responses, terrorism, or the acquisition of weapons of mass destruction (WMD).

A second strategy is balking, whereby other states either ignore U.S. requests or do the bare minimum to carry them out, thereby hindering U.S. efforts while attempting to avoid an overt clash. Third, states may pursue the strategy of binding, which is the use of norms and institutions to constrain U.S. freedom of action. I argue that this tactic will not work on core issues of military security, both because the United States can act independently in many military situations and because it can usually attract enough international support to make military action possible. Binding is a more effective tactic in other areas—such as international economic affairs—however, because the U.S. advantage is not as pronounced and it has less capacity to “go it alone.” States can also gain concessions through blackmail (i.e., threatening to take some undesirable action unless the United States offers compensation), and I explore the conditions in which this strategy is likely to work. Finally, states (and some nonstate actors) can also try to challenge the legitimacy of America’s global position and the policies that the United States is currently pursuing. The strategy of delegitimation seeks to portray the United States as a morally bankrupt society whose actions abroad are generally selfish, capricious, cruel to others, and not in the best interests of mankind. By encouraging more and more people to question America’s global leadership, this strategy seeks to make it harder for the United States to win support, while simultaneously encouraging selfdoubt among Americans themselves.

Chapter 4 examines the various strategies that states may follow if they choose to accommodate U.S. power and to cooperate with U.S. foreign policy. One strategy is to bandwagon with the United States in order to avoid being pressured or attacked, and I argue that this response has been and will continue to be rare. States may behave prudently in the face of U.S. power, but “winning through intimidation” is not going to work very often. Instead, states that align with the United States will do so either to gain protection against regional rivals (regional balancing) or to enhance their own global position by gaining influence in Washington. Foreign leaders may also try a strategy of bonding—in effect trying to form close personal ties with U.S. officials and lending their support to specific U.S. policies—in the hopes of gaining additional influence over what the United States does. Foreign governments may also try to manipulate the U.S. domestic political system directly, by penetrating the American body politic and giving individual politicians strong incentives to favor closer ties. To show how a strategy of penetration works, I focus in detail on the operations of the Israel lobby, which is far and away the most successful example of a country using the U.S. political system to gain influence over U.S. foreign policy. I also offer briefer studies of the Indian and Armenian lobbies, which show that the Israeli example is far from unique.

The final chapter describes what the United States should do in response. If other states have many options for dealing with U.S. power, then U.S. foreign policy must be molded with their reactions in mind. How can the United States encourage states to see its dominant position as beneficial (or at least bearable), and how can it convince them that its foreign-policy actions deserve broad international support? How can it ensure that it is not exploited by countries that appear to embrace U.S. values and goals but are also trying to manipulate U.S. power for their own purposes and may themselves behave in ways that are contrary to U.S. interests and values? How can the United States make its global position more legitimate in the eyes of others? In brief, I argue that America’s current position requires greater knowledge, wisdom, and self-restraint than ever before, and that achieving this level of wisdom will require fundamental changes in the ways Americans approach the world.

This is the true paradox of American primacy: Instead of enabling the United States to act however it wishes, America’s dominant position encourages other states to fear our unchecked power and look for ways to constrain it. If we want the rest of the world to welcome U.S. primacy, therefore, we must convince them that American power is not something to be tamed, but rather something that will be used judiciously and for the broader benefit of mankind.


TAMING
AMERICAN
POWER


CHAPTER 1

THE FOREIGN POLICY OF AMERICAN PRIMACY

What a difference two decades can make. In 1980, America was obsessed with its rivalry with the Soviet Union and brought cold-warrior Ronald Reagan to Washing-

ton to make sure it didn’t fall dangerously behind its communist adversary. Ten years later, with the Soviet Union imploding, the United States found itself without a Great Power rival but quickly began to worry about Japan’s seemingly unstoppable economic momentum. These fears evaporated when the Japanese bubble burst, and the sclerotic Japanese political system seemed unable to implement meaningful reforms. While Japan stagnated, the United States enjoyed eight years of robust economic growth, its preeminence in the world more apparent with each passing year. Most of the world’s major powers were now U.S. allies, and its principal enemies were a handful of minor “rogue states” and a shadowy terrorist network whose ambitions and abilities were at that point only partly understood. As the new millennium dawned, the United States stood alone at the pinnacle of world power.

Although careful, at first, not to risk too much blood or treasure, America did not simply sit back and savor its privileged position. Rather, U.S. leaders saw the unchecked power at their disposal as an opportunity to mold the international environment, to enhance the U.S. position even more, and to reap even greater benefits in the future.

How did the United States do this? In broad terms, America’s leaders have sought to persuade as many countries as possible to embrace their particular vision of a liberal-capitalist world order. States that welcomed U.S. leadership were rewarded; states that resisted it were ignored or punished. America’s overarching objective, reports Richard N. Haass, former head of the State Department’s Policy Planning Staff and now president of the Council on Foreign Relations, was to integrate other countries “into arrangements that will sustain a world consistent with U.S. interests and values and thereby promote peace, prosperity, and justice.”1

These broad objectives were pursued by all three post–Cold War presidents—George H. W. Bush, William Clinton, and George W. Bush—though critical differences exist between the approaches undertaken by the first two and the third. In general, both the main goals of U.S. foreign policy and the strategies used to achieve these goals did not change fundamentally under the first Bush administration and the Clinton administration. Each sought to preserve or increase U.S. power and influence, to prevent the spread of weapons of mass destruction, to further liberalize the world economy, and to promote the core U.S. values of democracy and human rights. Both administrations pursued these goals by working within the preexisting Cold War order—and especially the multilateral institutions created since 1945—while seeking to maximize U.S. influence within these arrangements. Although the absence of a unifying threat and concerns about U.S. power created occasional frictions with other countries— including some long-term U.S. allies—America’s standing in most of the world was quite positive as the twentieth century ended.

By contrast, President George W. Bush’s approach to foreign policy marked a clear departure from the policies of his predecessors. Although Bush also sought to enhance U.S. power, oppose the spread of weapons of mass destruction, and promote an open world economy and democratic values, his administration was more skeptical of existing international institutions—including America’s Cold War alliances—and far more willing to “go it alone” in foreign affairs. Convinced that other states would follow if U.S. leadership was clear and uncompromising, and emboldened by a surge of domestic and international support following the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, Bush chose to use American power—and especially its military power—to eliminate perceived threats and to promote U.S. ideals around the world. Bush’s basic goals were not radically different from those of his predecessors, but his willingness to use U.S. muscle to achieve them—and to act alone—was new, and startling. Predictably, this new approach to foreign policy alarmed many other countries and sparked a steady decline in the U.S. image abroad.

The Foundations of American Primacy

The U.S. position in the current world order is best understood as one of primacy. The United States is not a global hegemon, because it cannot physically control the entire globe and thus cannot compel other states to do whatever it wants.2 Indeed, as we shall see throughout this book, even relatively weak states retain considerable freedom of action in the face of U.S. power. Nonetheless, the United States is also something more than just “first among equals.” By virtually any measure, the United States enjoys an asymmetry of power unseen since the emergence of the modern state system. Some leading powers in the past had gained an advantage in one dimension or another—for example, in 1850 Great Britain controlled about 70 percent of Europe’s wealth while the number-two power, France, controlled only 16 percent—but the United States is the only Great Power in modern history to establish a clear lead in virtually every important dimension of power.3 The United States has the world’s largest economy, an overwhelming military advantage, a dominant position in key international institutions, and far-reaching cultural and ideological influence. Moreover, these advantages are magnified by a favorable geopolitical position.4 If primacy is defined as being “first in order, importance or authority,” or holding “first or chief place,” then it is an apt description of America’s current position.5

Economic Dominance

Economic strength is the foundation for national power. The United States has been blessed with the world’s largest economy for over a century. The U.S. share of global production ballooned to nearly 50 percent after World War II—reflecting the damage that other countries had suffered during the war—and then gradually declined as the rest of the world recovered. Nevertheless, it has hovered between 25 and 30 percent from 1960 to the present, and the U.S. economy is still roughly 60 percent larger than its nearest rival, Japan.6 Moreover, the U.S. economy has grown more rapidly than the economies of most of the other major industrial powers since the mid-1990s.

The U.S. economy is also more diverse and self-sufficient than the other major economic powers, making it less vulnerable to unexpected economic shifts. As Thomas Friedman and others have emphasized, American society remains unusually open to immigration and innovation, which makes it more adept at adapting to new conditions.7 According to MIT’s “Technology Review Patent Scorecard,” American companies were the top innovators in the automotive, aerospace, biotechnology, pharmaceutical, chemical, computer, telecommunications, and semiconductor industries between 1998 and 2002, and trailed Japan (the number-two innovator) only in electronics.8 Even if these trends were to reverse, it would take several decades before any other country could acquire a gross national product (GNP) equal to America’s, let alone a similar combination of size and per capita income.9

The size and diversity of the U.S. economy gives it considerable political leverage. Although the United States is more dependent on the outside world than it was a generation ago, it still depends far less on others than they depend on it. In 2000, for example, only three countries had lower ratios of trade to gross domestic product (GDP) than the United States, and only one of them was a major military power.10 This relatively low level of interdependence insulates the United States from foreign pressure and strengthens America’s political clout. Does anyone really wonder why China behaved with such restraint following the forced landing of a U.S. reconnaissance aircraft on Chinese soil in March 2001? The answer is simple: Chinese exports to the United States were a whopping 5 percent of Chinese GDP (19 percent of total Chinese exports) and critical to Chinese economic growth. U.S. exports to China, by contrast, were a mere 0.16 percent of U.S. GDP.11 Because Beijing could not afford a disruption in economic ties, it agreed to release the crew and return the damaged plane to the United States after offering little more than a token protest over U.S. spying.

A state can be wealthy without being powerful, of course—think of Brunei, Kuwait, or Switzerland—but it is impossible to be a Great Power without a large and diverse economy. In particular, a strong economy enables a state to create and equip a powerful military force. Today, the United States is not only the world’s foremost economic power; it is clearly the dominant military power as well.

Military Supremacy

While America’s economic advantages are manifold, its military lead is simply overwhelming. Virtually all the major powers (except China) reduced their defense spending when the Cold War ended, and many continue to do so, but the decline in the U.S. military budget was smaller than most of the others. Defense spending turned back up again in the late 1990s and has continued to rise ever since. As a result, U.S. defense expenditures in 2003 were nearly 40 percent of the global total and almost seven times larger than that of the number-two power (China). To put it another way, U.S. defense spending was equal to the amount spent on defense by the next thirteen countries combined. And because many of these countries are close U.S. allies, these figures if anything understate the U.S. advantage.12 The United States also spends more to keep itself in the vanguard of military technology. The U.S. Department of Defense now spends over $50 billion annually for “research, development, testing, and evaluation,” an amount larger than the entire defense budget of Germany, Great Britain, France, Russia, Japan, or China.13

The relative efficiency of the U.S. military increases this daunting gap in military investment even more. For all the complaints about “waste, fraud, and abuse” and “no-bid” contracts in the Pentagon, the United States gets more battlefield bang for its defense bucks than other major powers do. For example, the combined defense budgets of America’s European allies are roughly two-thirds of the U.S. defense total, but the EU is not yet able to put 60,000 well-equipped troops in the field within sixty days and keep them there for a year. By contrast, the United States deployed more than 500,000 troops in the Persian Gulf for Operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm; mobilized substantial air, ground, and naval forces in Kosovo in 1999 and in Afghanistan in 2001; and then deployed more than 180,000 troops and other personnel to topple Saddam Hussein in 2003.

America’s military preeminence is both reflected by and enhanced by its global military presence. As of 2004, the United States had roughly 250,000 soldiers, sailors, and airmen deployed in more than a hundred countries. It has 1,000 or more troops in at least a dozen countries, not counting the forces currently occupying Iraq.14 Smaller contingents are also active in dozens of countries, and the United States provides military training for personnel from over 130 countries.15 The United States maintains hundreds of military bases and other facilities around the world, with an estimated replacement value of $118 billion.16 The United States has the largest and most sophisticated arsenal of strategic nuclear weapons, and it is the only country with a global power projection capability, stealth aircraft, a large arsenal of precision-guided munitions, and integrated surveillance, reconnaissance, and command-and-control capabilities.17 U.S. military personnel are also far better trained.18

U.S. success in its post–Cold War military endeavors thus needs little further explanation. The United States has fought three opponents since 1990: Iraq (twice), Serbia, and the Taliban regime in Afghanistan. Each of these wars was a gross mismatch: total U.S. defense spending was more than fifty times greater than Iraq’s, more than two hundred times greater than Serbia’s, and more than a thousand times that of the Taliban. The occupation of Iraq reminds us that supremacy on the battlefield does not guarantee effective postwar reconstruction or an unfettered peace, but the United States can still be confident about its ability to defeat any other country in a direct test of military strength.

Given these disparities, the United States could have defeated any of its recent foes without active military assistance from any other country. Indeed, the “coalitions” that the United States has organized and led during this period have been decidedly one-sided affairs. With the partial exception of Great Britain, its various allies have provided token forces largely for symbolic purposes. By 2001, the United States was refusing to let even its closest allies take on meaningful combat roles in Afghanistan (except for postwar peacekeeping), so that it would not have to coordinate its military activities with any other country. Historian Paul Kennedy correctly termed this a “Potemkin alliance,” where “the U.S. does 98 percent of the fighting, the British 2 percent, and the Japanese steam around Mauritius.”19 The U.S. Air Force performed the lion’s share of the patrol duties over the “no-fly zones” in Iraq (with a modest assist from Great Britain), and the U.S. military has also provided logistical support for peacekeeping operations in Africa, East Timor, and elsewhere. The gap was perhaps most apparent in the invasion of Iraq: the United States supplied over 80 percent of the occupying force and used over 10 percent of its total military manpower. By contrast, the other members of the coalition used less than 1 percent of their personnel.20

Clearly, no single state can hope to match the combined U.S. economic and military capabilities, and even a large coalition would find it difficult to amass a comparable portfolio of power. This imbalance does not mean, however, that the United States can simply issue orders to the rest of the world and expect instant obedience, as the recent U.S. experiences in Iraq, Iran, and North Korea remind us, and the strains of its current activities could undermine U.S. superiority over the longer term. For the foreseeable future, however, America’s military predominance will be an essential element of its position of primacy.

Institutional Influence

States use international institutions to coordinate and regulate certain joint activities. Peacekeeping, for example, falls under the auspices of the United Nations; international trade is regulated by the World Trade Organization (WTO); and international finance and global development are guided (in part) by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank. Other international organizations deal with global health issues, the environment, and a host of other common concerns. Institutions neither substitute for state power nor exert powerful constraints on Great Power behavior, but they can provide useful mechanisms for overcoming dilemmas of collective action and other obstacles to multilateral cooperation.21

The norms and rules that govern these institutions will prevent any single state (or group of states) from controlling them completely, yet the United States plays a unique role in the most important global organizations. In the United Nations, the United States is one of five permanent members in the Security Council, and thus retains veto rights over all matters falling within the council’s aegis. Because of its military dominance, the United States can also ignore the Security Council when it wants to, as it did in waging war in Kosovo in 1999 and in Iraq in 2003. The United States is also the dominant power within the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). The position of NATO Supreme Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR) is always held by an American officer—who also commands all U.S. forces in the European theater. Further, the United States can at any time reduce its commitment to Europe’s security because it is not on the same continent; the Europeans do not have that option. Although “political consultation does exist within the North Atlantic Council,” notes Guillaume Parmentier, the former head of external relations at NATO headquarters, “these negotiations are very often no more than a formality…. It has almost always been American initiatives that have brought about changes in the Alliance.”22

More important, the rules governing the operation of many global institutions strengthen the hands of U.S. officials. In addition to its Security Council veto, for example, the United States also contributes the largest share (22 percent) of the UN’s annual budget.23 When the United States withholds some of its assigned share (as it did in the 1990s), the shortfall has a direct effect on what the UN is able to accomplish. When a U.S. president decides that the UN secretary-general is acting contrary to U.S. interests—as Bill Clinton did during the tenure of Boutros Boutros-Ghali—he can orchestrate his or her removal.24 Similarly, U.S. contributions to IMF and World Bank capital subscriptions entitle it to a voting share on their executive boards sufficient to veto any major policy change. Thus, while the United States does not “control” these institutions, both are highly sensitive to Washington’s wishes. As one student of the IMF and the World Bank puts it, “The record of lending from both institutions strongly suggests a pattern of U.S. interests and preferences.”25

Cultural and Ideological Impact

Another key advantage for the United States is its ability to shape the preferences of others—to make them want what America wants—through the inherent attractiveness of U.S. culture, ideology, and institutions. This “soft power” remains hard to define or measure, but there is little doubt that the United States casts a long cultural and ideological shadow over the rest of the world.26 Not only is English increasingly the lingua franca of diplomacy, science, and international business, but the American university system is a potent mechanism for socializing foreign elites.27 There were nearly 600,000 foreign students studying at U.S. universities in 2002–3, for example, roughly double the total from two decades earlier.28 In addition to becoming familiar with U.S. norms, foreign students in the United States absorb prevailing U.S. attitudes about politics and economics, especially the emphasis on competitive markets, democratic institutions, and the rule of law.29 As Die Zeit editor Josef Joffe puts it, “If there is a global civilization, it is American. Nor is it just McDonald’s and Hollywood, it is also Microsoft and Harvard. Wealthy Romans used to send their children to Greek universities; today’s Greeks, that is, the Europeans, send their kids to Roman, that is, American, universities.”30 Even in the Arab world, where the United States is presently unpopular, America’s educational institutions continue to attract students and continue to serve as an inspirational model.31 This sort of influence can have unexpected payoffs: for example, Libya’s decision to end its prolonged isolation and to abandon its efforts to acquire weapons of mass destruction was due in part to the influence of reform-oriented Prime Minister Shukri Ghanem, who received a PhD in economics from the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy in Medford, Massachusetts.32

The effects of America’s preeminent position in higher education are reinforced by the pervasiveness of U.S. mass media.33 As of 2004, the top twenty-five highest-grossing films of all time were U.S. productions, even if one omits U.S. ticket sales and looks solely at foreign revenues. American consumer products and brand names are ubiquitous, along with U.S. sports and media figures. When the Cold War ended and was followed by the economic boom of the 1990s, free markets and democratic governance became more appealing worldwide. American primacy, therefore, extends into the cultural realm, though the ultimate impact of this level of penetration is unclear. While American ideas and cultural icons seem to enjoy greater appeal today than in the past, many societies remain wary of “Americanization,” and a few are openly hostile to it.

The Blessings of Geography

Economic, military, institutional, and cultural dominance may define U.S. primacy, but its geopolitical situation is the icing on the cake. The United States is the only Great Power in the Western Hemisphere, and it is physically separated from other major powers by two enormous oceanic moats. As Jules Jusseraud, French ambassador to the United States from 1902 to 1925, once observed, America is “blessed among the nations. On the north, she had a weak neighbor; on the south, another weak neighbor; on the east, fish, and the west, fish.”34 America’s geographic separation from the other major powers reduces the threat of direct invasion while mitigating the sense of threat that U.S. power might pose to others, thereby lowering their incentives to join forces against the United States. And because the other major powers lie in close proximity to one another, they are inclined to worry more about each other than they do about the United States. In fact, the United States has long been the perfect ally for many Eurasian states. Its power ensures that its voice is heard and its actions felt, but it lies a comfortable distance away and does not threaten to conquer its allies. Over thirty years ago, Chinese leader Mao Zedong justified the rapprochement between China and the United States by saying, “Didn’t our ancestors counsel negotiating with faraway countries while fighting with those that are near?” Ten years ago, a European diplomat told an American scholar that “A European power broker would be a hegemon. We can agree on U.S. leadership, but not on one of our own.”35

Geography also helps explain why it would be difficult to conjure up an anti-American coalition combining Russia, China, and India. These states share lengthy borders and troubled pasts and still regard each other with considerable suspicion. Although one cannot entirely rule out the possibility of a grand anti-American coalition were the United States to behave too aggressively, it would take a remarkable feat of American diplomatic incompetence to bring it about.

How Has the United States Used Its Power?

The Virtues of Primacy

It may be lonely at the top, but the view is compelling. Having achieved a preeminent global position, U.S. leaders have been eager to preserve and protect it. They understand, as do most Americans, that primacy confers important benefits. Primacy makes other states less likely to threaten the United States or its vital interests, and it gives the United States the power to defend these interests if challenges do arise. By dampening Great Power competition and giving the United States the capacity to shape regional balances of power, primacy also contributes to a more tranquil international environment. That tranquility in turn fosters global prosperity, because investors and traders can operate more widely when the danger of war is remote. Primacy also gives the United States a greater capacity to work for positive ends—the advancement of human rights, the alleviation of poverty and disease, the control of weapons of mass destruction, etc.—although it provides no guarantee of success.

The United States relishes its position of primacy, and no presidential candidate ever campaigns on a pledge to “make America number two.” Instead, the central goal of U.S. foreign policy since the end of the Cold War has been to consolidate and, where possible, to enhance its preeminent position. The United States has acted for humanitarian reasons on occasion—as when it intervened in Bosnia and Kosovo, for example—but the main thrust of its policy has been to advance its own interests and increase its relative power.

As we shall see, however, there are important differences between the exercise of primacy by George H. W. Bush and Bill Clinton on the one hand and George W. Bush on the other. All three have worked to improve the U.S. position and to use the power at their disposal to shape the world in the U.S. image, but they have done so in markedly different ways.

Primacy and Security:

Promoting a Favorable Imbalance of Power

Preserving U.S. dominance. International politics is a dangerous business, and having more power is generally preferable to having less. Being the strongest state does not protect the United States from all dangers—September 11, 2001, certainly proved that—but it does give the United States a greater capacity to respond to dangers that do arise. Primacy also deters many challenges to U.S. interests, because potential adversaries know that the United States is strong enough to respond if pressed. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld captured this benefit of primacy perfectly by saying, “We want to be so powerful and so forward-looking that it is clear to others that they … ought not to be doing things that are imposing threats and dangers to us.”36

American primacy did not just happen, of course. U.S. leaders recognized America’s potential strength from the first days of independence, and successive presidents focused on expanding across a continent, preserving national unity, building industrial power, and eventually excluding other Great Powers from the Western Hemisphere—all with an eye toward establishing the United States as the dominant power in its own hemisphere and as a major power on the global stage. Good luck played a role in America’s rise to world power, but it was also the conscious objective of U.S. policy.37

The same perspective has informed U.S. foreign policy for the past half-century. Indeed, U.S. leaders sought a preponderance of power in America’s favor from the very beginning of the Cold War. As the Policy Planning Staff at the State Department concluded in 1947, “[T]o seek less than preponderant power would be to opt for defeat. Preponderant power must be the object of U.S. policy.”38 Thus, the collapse of the Soviet Union was not just a lucky accident of history; it was the intended result of four decades of sustained U.S. effort. Although “containment” was the official label of Cold War policy, the real U.S. objective was Communism’s complete defeat.39

When the irreversible erosion of Soviet power eventually forced Mikhail Gorbachev to offer unprecedented concessions in the mid-1980s, the United States didn’t respond by offering reciprocal concessions or by trying to keep bipolarity intact. Instead, U.S. leaders increased their demands as Moscow’s position grew weaker and eventually negotiated the dissolution of the Warsaw Pact and the reunification of Germany despite strong Soviet misgivings. When Gorbachev complained in 1986 that “U.S. policy is one of extorting more and more concessions,” U.S. Secretary of State George Shultz merely replied, “I’m weeping for you.”40 And when the Soviet Union began to come apart in 1990, the United States did not lift a finger to hold it together. Instead, President George H. W. Bush welcomed the disappearance of a longtime rival, believing that “the best arrangement would be diffusion, with many different states, none of which would have the awesome power of the Soviet Union.” The result, Bush later recalled, was the United States “standing alone at the height of power … with the rarest opportunity to shape the world.”41

The desire for primacy also explains why the United States did not dismantle its vast military arsenal once the Soviet Union collapsed. Instead, each U.S. administration made it clear that it intended to maintain a clear margin of superiority over the rest of the world. In 1992, George H. W. Bush’s administration prepared a draft “Defense Guidance,” arguing that the United States “must sufficiently account for the interests of the advanced industrial nations to discourage them from challenging our leadership or seeking to overturn the established political and economic order.” The way to accomplish this goal was equally clear: The United States should maintain military capabilities large enough to discourage potential rivals from even trying to compete.42

The Clinton administration placed less rhetorical emphasis on U.S. military power, but it also sought to “maintain the best-trained, best-equipped and best-led military force in the world” and to ensure “that U.S. forces continue to have unchallenged superiority in the 21st century.”43 This goal became even clearer under George W. Bush, whose official National Security Strategy declared that U.S. military forces will be “strong enough to dissuade potential adversaries from pursuing a military build-up in hopes of surpassing, or equaling, the power of the United States.”44

The desire for primacy can also be seen in U.S. efforts to limit the spread of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) and especially nuclear weapons, while maintaining a large and sophisticated nuclear arsenal of its own. Because the United States has the world’s strongest conventional forces, halting or slowing the spread of WMD is obviously in its own self-interest. If weaker states obtain WMD, they may be able to deter the use of U.S. conventional forces, thereby undercutting U.S. military superiority and eroding U.S. global influence.45 U.S. leaders also fear that rogue states armed with WMD might behave more aggressively, thereby making regional conflict more likely and threatening U.S. interests directly, or that the spread of WMD would make it easier for terrorists to obtain them.46

For all these reasons, the United States has conducted a broad campaign to limit the spread of WMD and to maintain a dominant position at the highest levels of strategic competition. It used its economic and political clout to persuade the former Soviet republics of Kazakhstan, Belarus, and Ukraine to give up the nuclear arsenals they had inherited when the Soviet Union dissolved. The United States subsequently launched a broad array of programs to bring Russia’s vast and poorly monitored arsenal under more reliable control.47 The United States supported the permanent extension of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in 1995 and actively tried to discourage countries such as Libya, North Korea, India, and Pakistan from pursuing a nuclear option.48 The United States has also pressured Russia not to sell a nuclear reactor to Iran and has favored strong measures to persuade Iran to end its clandestine nuclear programs. These efforts have been accompanied by a parallel campaign to deny potential proliferators access to modern ballistic missile technology, which would merely compound the perceived threat from WMD.49

The final element in the U.S. quest to preserve its position of primacy is its own strategic weapons program. The United States has made significant cuts in its nuclear arsenal since the end of the Cold War, but it has done this primarily by retiring outmoded or superfluous systems. At the same time, it has continued to modernize its remaining strategic forces while negotiating parallel reductions in Russia’s aging arsenal. In addition, the first Bush administration and the Clinton administration continued to fund research and development for missile defenses, and the second Bush administration took the further step of abrogating the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty (despite strong opposition from many U.S. allies) and declared that the United States would begin deploying missile defenses as soon as they could be developed. The second Bush administration also completed a Nuclear Posture Review in 2004 recommending development of a new generation of nuclear weapons, including bunker-busting “mini-nukes.”50

The underlying purpose of these initiatives, as several analysts have noted, is to preserve U.S. superiority and thus maintain America’s overall freedom of action.51 At a minimum, overwhelming nuclear superiority—including the development of some form of national missile defense—is intended to keep so-called rogue states from deterring the use of U.S. conventional forces by threatening to launch a handful of nuclear weapons at U.S. territory. At a maximum, the combination of highly accurate offensive forces, an increasingly unreliable Russian arsenal, and improved strategic defenses might provide the United States with a genuine “first-strike” capability. Needless to say, countries with smaller nuclear arsenals would be even more vulnerable. Even if U.S. leaders cannot be 100 percent sure that such an attack would succeed, other states may fear this possibility and be more inclined to defer to U.S. wishes. America’s strategic ambitions even extend into outer space. As Undersecretary of the Air Force Peter B. Teets told an Air Force Association exposition in September 2004, “the fact is, we need to reach for that goal [of space supremacy]. It is the ultimate high ground.”52

The bottom line is clear: The United States remains committed to maintaining—and, if possible, enhancing—its position of primacy, at virtually all levels of strategic competition.

Expanded global influence. A similar desire to improve its global position can also be seen in U.S. alliance policy. When the Soviet Union collapsed, U.S. leaders might have concluded that there was no longer a major threat to “contain,” and thus less need for a global network of formal military alliances. Indeed, this logic led many Europeans and Asians to worry about a precipitous U.S. withdrawal. Instead of liquidating its existing commitments, however, the United States chose to expand its formal ties in Europe and Asia while retaining its central leadership role.

In Europe, the United States initiated and led a process of expansion that increased NATO from sixteen to twenty-six members by 2004.53 At the same time, the United States remained wary of developments that might diminish its influence. In particular, U.S. officials sought to prevent other European security institutions from supplanting NATO, because NATO was still seen as the best vehicle for retaining U.S. influence on European security issues. The role of SACEUR remained in U.S. hands, and the United States blocked a French proposal to assign NATO’s Southern Command to a European officer in 1996.54 American officials in all three (Clinton and Bush) administrations remained ambivalent about European efforts to strengthen their own defense capabilities, warning that such efforts would be desirable only if they did not “undermine” the alliance.

Special demands on NATO brought the dominant position of the United States into sharp relief. The United States controlled the negotiations that ended the Bosnian civil war and sent the largest contingent to the stabilization force that arrived to implement the accord. The United States also took the lead role in the negotiations that led to war against Serbia in 1999 and designed the military strategy that eventually brought Serbia’s capitulation. America’s European allies complained during both episodes, but they could do little to stop the United States from imposing its preferences upon them.55

Maintaining a favorable position in Asia has been equally important. Despite fears that the Soviet collapse would lead to a U.S. withdrawal, the United States has maintained a substantial military presence and worked to strengthen its security relations with several regional powers.56 In addition to renegotiating its security treaty with Japan and maintaining its long-standing alliance with South Korea, the United States also opened diplomatic relations with Vietnam in 1995 and obtained expanded basing rights in Singapore in 1999.

China’s economic expansion poses a potential long-term threat to U.S. primacy, and the United States has tried to limit the impact of this trend in two ways. On the one hand, the United States has gone to considerable lengths to encourage China to integrate itself within global institutions such as the World Trade Organization (WTO); on the other hand, it has also sought to deter China from taking aggressive action against Taiwan or against other U.S. allies in the region.57 Concerns about China’s potential have been more evident under George W. Bush, who took office declaring that China was “a competitor, not a strategic partner,” and pledging that Beijing would be “unthreatened but not unchecked.”58 This preoccupation with China was partly eclipsed by September 11 and the new focus on terrorism, but Bush still sought to discourage China from becoming a “peer competitor.” Accordingly, Bush’s 2002 National Security Strategy welcomed the emergence of a “strong, peaceful and prosperous China” but warned that if China tried to obtain “advanced military capabilities,” it would be following an “outdated path” that “would hamper its pursuit of national greatness.”59 In Asia, as in Europe, the United States wants to remain the dominant power.

The post–Cold War era also saw the United States taking a more active role in shaping the balance of power in the Middle East and Persian Gulf. During the Cold War, the United States sought to defend its core interests—the security of Israel and access to oil— primarily by supporting local allies (Israel, Saudi Arabia, Iran, Jordan, etc.) while avoiding direct military involvement in the region. When serious threats arose—as in the aftermath of the Iranian revolution in 1980—the United States was also willing to give support to local dictatorships such as Saddam Hussein’s Iraq.60 In general, however, the United States maintained a modest military presence in the region, and its forces did not participate in direct combat operations.61

This detached approach ended when Iraq invaded Kuwait in August 1990. To prevent Iraq from threatening other oil producers or using Kuwait’s oil revenues to amass even more military power, the United States led a multinational coalition to expel Iraq from Kuwait and force Saddam Hussein to dismantle his nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons programs under the watchful eyes of UN weapons inspectors. Once the Gulf War was over, the United States increased its military presence in the region and kept these forces busy.62 U.S. aircraft patrolled Iraqi airspace continuously after the end of the Gulf War, and U.S. and British aircraft attacked Iraqi facilities repeatedly. The United States also took the lead role in maintaining economic sanctions against the Iraqi government (despite dwindling international support), in order to prevent Iraq from rebuilding the military forces and weapons programs that had been destroyed or dismantled as a result of the Gulf War. At the same time, the United States also sought to prevent Iran from increasing its own military capabilities—through a policy known as “dual containment”—largely by denying it easy access to advanced weapons technology.63 What was not fully recognized at the time, unfortunately, was the emergence of an Islamic terrorist group—al Qaeda—partly inspired by opposition to the U.S. presence on “holy” Muslim soil.

Thus, the Gulf War and its aftermath were not just vehicles to restore the status quo ante; rather, the United States saw these events as opportunities to tilt the regional balance in its favor. Under George H. W. Bush and Clinton, however, the United States did so as part of a multilateral effort, and did not try to remove existing regimes from power. As discussed at great length below, George W. Bush’s administration took a more ambitious approach to the Middle East and the Gulf, and eventually chose to use U.S. military power to begin a far-reaching transformation of the region.

Primacy and Prosperity

It is sometimes said that interdependence produces peace, but it may be more accurate to say that peace encourages greater interdependence.64 By fostering a more stable world, therefore, U.S. primacy also encourages global prosperity. Investors are more willing to send capital abroad when the danger of war is remote, and states worry less about being dependent on others when they have little reason to fear that these connections might be severed. When states are relatively secure, they will also be less concerned about how the benefits from cooperation are distributed. By this argument, U.S. primacy creates political conditions conducive to expanding international trade and investment.

U.S. leaders have also sought to foster an international economic order that would enhance U.S. prosperity and advance other U.S. interests. Specifically, the United States has used its power to reduce barriers to trade and investment, and to create and maintain the institutions on which the current international economic order rests. In doing so, it has also sought to persuade other countries to adopt domestic institutions that are compatible with basic U.S. practices. Accordingly, what we now think of as “globalization” is itself partly an artifact of U.S. primacy.65

Trade policy. As the world’s largest economy, the United States has a powerful interest in free trade. Reducing artificial barriers to free trade brings lower prices for U.S. consumers and facilitates U.S. exports, thereby raising U.S. living standards and fostering U.S. economic growth. Accordingly, the United States has generally been a proponent of trade liberalization, except in particular sectors with significant domestic political influence (e.g., steel, textiles, certain farm products, etc.) that would be hurt by increased foreign competition.

On balance, the United States has pursued the goal of continued liberalization during the first decade of the unipolar era. Notable achievements include the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), which was signed by President George H. W. Bush and ratified under President Clinton, and the successful completion of the Uruguay Round in 1994, which established the World Trade Organization. The United States also helped organize and convene other global and regional forums (such as the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation group (APEC) and the Transatlantic Economic Partnership (TEP) forum), and conducted an ambitious export promotion policy. All three post–Cold War administrations have negotiated bilateral trade agreements with particular countries and have used the threat of retaliatory sanctions to persuade other countries to open their markets to U.S. goods.66 The results were generally favorable: U.S. exports increased by about 11 percent between 1992 and 1999, and this expansion accounted for roughly 20 percent of U.S. GDP growth during that time.67

The liberal theory of free trade tells us that all countries benefit from reducing barriers to trade, and U.S. efforts to create a more liberal international economic order were probably not intended to make the United States richer and others poorer. Yet the agreements that were reached were particularly favorable to U.S. interests. In addition to lowering tariffs on industrial and manufactured goods, for example, the Uruguay Round also included extended trading rules to the service and agriculture sectors, provided new guarantees for intellectual property rights, and reached a partial agreement on “trade-related investment measures,” in each case covering an area where the United States had a strong competitive position. It also created a new dispute-resolution system that favors the United States, because the new system depends in part on each state’s ability to retaliate and the United States has by far the world’s most potent retaliatory capacity. The Uruguay Round also took aim at a number of nontariff barriers to trade, which other countries have relied upon more than the United States has, and the United States also stood to reap disproportionate benefits from agreements on telecommunications, information technology, and financial services, because the United States enjoys a competitive advantage in these sectors.

By contrast, the United States successfully resisted efforts to end agricultural subsidies, and although it did agree to phase out the protectionist Multi-Fiber Agreement, its own tariffs on textiles remained high. Nor did the WTO agreement bar the United States from threatening unilateral sanctions or prevent U.S. trade negotiators from pursuing an array of bilateral and regional arrangements outside the WTO framework.

Furthermore, U.S. negotiators have increasingly insisted that trade agreements also cover areas that were previously regarded as purely domestic issues (e.g., labor standards, environmental protection, intellectual property, government regulations, etc.), and both NAFTA and the WTO incorporated these issues (albeit to varying degrees). As a result, these agreements require signatories to bring a host of domestic institutions and procedures into conformity with specific treaty-defined standards. For example, joining NAFTA forced Mexico to submit its enforcement of labor and environmental standards to international oversight, and China’s accession to the WTO required it to commit to major domestic economic reforms and a host of specific rules on tariffs, nontariff barriers, anti-dumping, subsidies, and technology transfers. Moreover, these adjustments have to be made rapidly, which increases the degree of internal disruption. The United States and Western Europe were already in compliance with many of these principles, so adjusting to them was comparatively easy.

Many of these reforms are desirable for their own sake, and entering a bilateral or multilateral agreement is one way for reformist politicians to “lock in” a more market-oriented approach. Yet the fact remains that these institutions were largely “made in America” (and, to a lesser extent, in Europe and Japan), and countries that joined later—such as China—have had to accept a set of rules that they had little role in shaping and that did not reflect their own ideal preferences.68

The use of U.S. economic clout was also apparent in what former Bush administration Trade Representative Robert Zoellick termed a strategy of “competitive liberalization.” Although the Bush team was committed to advancing the Doha Round of multilateral trade talks, it also pursued an ambitious array of bilateral trade negotiations.69 These bilateral talks were used to reward governments that were cooperating closely with the United States, and to encourage other states to adopt social and political institutions that the United States favored. The sheer size of the U.S. economy gave it considerable leverage over smaller exporting countries, because other states have to worry about being excluded from the U.S. market if they do not cooperate on U.S. terms.70 As Zoellick put it, “The strategy is simple: The U.S. is spurring a competition in liberalization. . . . Our FTAs [free trade agreements] are encouraging reformers … they establish prototypes for liberalization in areas such as services, e-commerce, intellectual property for knowledge societies, transparency in government regulation, and better enforcement of labor and environmental protections.”71 Thus, the Bush administration’s trade strategy sought to maximize U.S. leverage and encourage other states to adopt institutions and practices that are largely “made in America.”

International finance. Liberalization on U.S. terms has been the general goal in the realm of international finance as well. Capital mobility has increased dramatically in the past two decades, due to declining communications costs, the spread of market systems, and expanded trade.72 U.S. leaders have encouraged these trends, however, based on the belief that integrating more countries into global financial markets would encourage more rapid economic growth, but also because U.S. banks and financial-services firms were likely to benefit from the removal of political barriers in the financial sector. Unfortunately, these same trends may also have increased the volatility of the international financial system and helped produce financial crises in Mexico, Brazil, and Russia, as well as the Asian financial crises of 1997.

These events underscored the need for new international arrangements to reduce the costs and risks of financial volatility. The United States has supported these efforts, while emphasizing the importance of domestic institutional reform in countries with corrupt, opaque, or underregulated financial sectors. As with trade, this objective means that other states will have to bring their domestic financial practices more in line with those of the United States and other advanced industrial countries. Toward this end, the Bush administration has called for reform of the major international development banks (e.g., the World Bank), focusing in particular on the need for “greater emphasis on measurable results and activities that increase productivity, including private sector development.”73

The second Bush administration has sought to pursue the same goals in an even more assertive fashion through its Millennium Challenge Account (MCA) initiative. If funded, the MCA will increase annual U.S. development assistance by $5 billion by 2006 (an increase of roughly 50 percent), with the additional aid targeted at countries “that are pursuing policies and building institutions that adhere to the principles of good governance.” “Good governance,” however, means conforming to a set of pre-specified benchmarks based on U.S. practices, including strengthening the rule of law, liberalizing economic and political institutions, and generally conducting progrowth economic policies.74 Reduced to its essentials, the campaign to reform existing development institutions and the decision to tie U.S. aid to political reform are part of a broader effort to use U.S. economic power to encourage other countries to become more like the United States. These remedies may be wholly desirable from an economic point of view, but they also provide another example of America’s seeking to impose its own preferred solutions on others.

Primacy, Democracy, and Human Rights

In addition to shaping the global economy, America’s attempt to mold a favorable world order included a continued effort to promote U.S. ideals of democracy and human rights. These are hardly new goals, of course, as U.S. leaders have always claimed to uphold democratic values and have on occasion made good on this pledge.75 Since 1991, however, the United States has been more visibly committed to spreading democracy and preventing large-scale human-rights abuses. Under President George H. W. Bush, for example, the U.S. Agency for International Development formally adopted the promotion of democracy as one of its core objectives, and adherence to democratic principles became an important criterion for admission to key Western institutions. In 1995, the Clinton administration made “enlarging” the sphere of democratic rule a centerpiece of its own national security strategy.76 President George W. Bush declared in 2002 that “freedom, democracy, and free enterprise” are the world’s “single sustainable model for national success,” and his second inaugural address focused on the promotion of freedom and democracy worldwide.77 And, as just noted, the United States has also increasingly linked foreign aid and trade concessions to the adoption of democratic norms and institutions.

The United States favors the spread of democracy in part because it believes that other peoples would be better off if they were able to select their own leaders in free and fair elections, and because it believes that this development will be good for the United States as well.78 In particular, democracies are believed to be less likely to fight each other, more likely to engage in free trade, and more inclined to support the United States in the international arena. As the Clinton administration’s 1995 National Security Strategy report put it, “The more that democracy and … liberalization take hold in the world … the safer our nation is likely to be and the more our people are likely to prosper.”79 To this end, the United States and its allies have also made membership in institutions such as NATO conditional on the implementation of democratic reforms—thereby giving aspiring members a greater incentive to establish genuine democratic institutions—and they have provided direct assistance to pro-democracy groups.80 These efforts can claim some degree of success, insofar as the number of democratic states has increased sharply in the 1990s, and the “level of freedom worldwide” reached its highest recorded level by the end of that decade.81 Finally, the United States used its armed forces to remove or defeat authoritarian leaders in Haiti (1994), Bosnia (1995), Kosovo (1999), Afghanistan (2002), and Iraq (2003), albeit for both self-interested and humanitarian reasons.

The end of the Cold War facilitated these efforts in several ways. The collapse of the Soviet Union removed the main threat to U.S. national security and made it less necessary to tolerate anticommunist dictatorships. Victory in the Cold War made U.S. ideals and values more appealing to others and bolstered U.S. faith in its own virtues. The defeat of Communism also opened the door to democratic transitions in Eastern Europe and parts of Central Asia, reinforcing a trend that was already underway in Latin America and elsewhere.

For all these reasons, promoting democracy has become a more visible issue on the U.S. foreign-policy agenda. Yet an increased rhetorical commitment to these ideals has not been matched by a similar commitment of time, money, troops, or political capital. In the 1990s, for example, the U.S. government spent roughly $2 billion each year to “promote democracy,” a sum equal to one-fifth of the U.S. military-assistance budget and less than 1 percent of the U.S. defense budget.82 Presidents George H. W. Bush and Bill Clinton paid scant attention to the lack of democracy in China, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and much of the Middle East, because these states were either too powerful or strategically vital to pressure on these issues. President George W. Bush has gone further in calling for the spread of democracy in the Arab and Islamic world, but like his predecessors, he has been willing to work with nondemocratic governments in Pakistan, Uzbekistan, China, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and elsewhere when U.S. interests required.

Consistent with its ideological commitment to individual freedom, the United States has also sought to foster a world where basic human rights were respected and large-scale human-rights abuses (including torture, extrajudicial execution, loss of civil liberties, genocide, etc.) did not occur. The rhetoric was strong, but the will to act remained weak. On the positive side, the first Bush administration did send troops to distribute food in Somalia in 1992, even though the U.S. strategic interests in this region were negligible. The United States also intervened in Haiti in 1994 in order to restore President Jean-Bertrand Aristide to power and took the lead role in fashioning the 1995 Dayton Accords that ended the civil war in Bosnia. The United States also orchestrated NATO’s effort to halt Serbian human-rights abuses in Kosovo and provided logistical support for the Australian-led peacekeeping force that entered East Timor in 1999.

On the other hand, no U.S. president has been willing to risk much blood or treasure solely to promote democracy or to advance human rights. The Clinton administration withdrew U.S. forces from Somalia after a single engagement left twenty-two U.S. soldiers dead, and this debacle helped discourage Clinton from intervening to prevent a subsequent genocide in Rwanda.83 Clinton also learned that pressing China on human-rights issues merely poisoned relations with Beijing and sparked protests from U.S. businesses, and his administration generally downplayed these issues. Despite ample evidence of human-rights violations, the United States intervened in Bosnia with great reluctance and eventually transferred most of the burden of implementing the Dayton Accords to its European allies. The United States used an intensive air campaign to compel Serbia to grant autonomy to Kosovo, but its obvious reluctance to commit ground troops reinforced the perception that America would not risk its own soldiers’ lives in order to save the lives of foreigners. U.S. reluctance was further highlighted during the 2000 presidential campaign, when candidate George W. Bush repeatedly criticized the Clinton administration for its “nation-building” efforts and made it clear that he did not think such activities were in the U.S. national interest. The United States has also reacted mildly to Israeli repression on the West Bank and in the Gaza Strip and has done little to halt Russia’s brutal treatment of its Chechen minority. Although President Clinton eventually signed the convention to create the International Criminal Court (whose main purpose is to prosecute individuals accused of crimes against humanity), President George W. Bush formally removed the U.S. “signature” and put strong pressure on a number of other countries to reject the treaty. Along with most other major powers, the United States has also been slow to act to halt mass killings in the Darfur region of Sudan.

Although America rarely lives up to its idealistic rhetoric, the belief that the United States should try to promote U.S. ideals abroad has helped reinforce the domestic consensus in favor of an activist foreign policy. Conservative supporters of U.S. primacy can favor using U.S. power to stabilize key regions and to discourage the emergence of “peer competitors,” while liberal ideologues can endorse using U.S. power to halt large-scale human-rights abuses and to promote democratic rule. Thus, a broad spectrum of Americans now supports efforts to remake the world in the U.S. image, albeit for somewhat different reasons.

Primacy, Hubris, and September 11

When a country is as strong as the United States now is, its leaders inevitably will be tempted to pursue far-reaching objectives abroad. If they are initially successful, they may succumb to “victory disease,” taking on ever-more-ambitious goals in the belief that past successes will be easy to duplicate. The danger of hubris grows apace, because it is hard to identify the limits of one’s power in advance. As the late Senator Richard B. Russell (who was hardly an isolationist) warned in 1967, “We should not unilaterally assume the function of policing the world. If it is easy for us to go anywhere and do anything, we will always be going somewhere and doing something.”84

The hubris born of prior success helps us understand the shifts in U.S. foreign policy after 2000, and especially the U.S. response to the terrorist attacks on September 11. As noted above, Presidents George H. W. Bush and William J. Clinton sought to take advantage of U.S. primacy within the existing geopolitical structures bequeathed by the Cold War. Both were “conservative” administrations insofar as they sought to enhance the U.S. position in the world while preserving the alliances, institutional commitments, and broad multilateralist approach that had won the Cold War. Both administrations also enjoyed a run of easy victories: Iraq was swiftly defeated in the Gulf War, the U.S. and Britain enforced “no-fly zones” there for more than a decade without losing a single plane, NATO’s intervention in Bosnia ended a lengthy civil war with few allied casualties, and even the unexpectedly messy war in Kosovo turned out to be a rather low-cost affair. Most important, both administrations managed to use U.S. primacy in ways that minimized global opposition to U.S. power.85

Like his predecessors, President George W. Bush also sought to maintain U.S. primacy, enhance U.S. prosperity, and encourage the spread of U.S. values to other countries. But it soon became clear that Bush was less committed to the traditional Cold War structures and more willing to use U.S. power to alter the international status quo.86 The Bush team was firmly convinced that history was on America’s side, and that U.S. power should be used to reinforce what then-National Security Advisor (now Secretary of State) Condoleezza Rice termed the “powerful secular trends moving the world toward … democracy and individual liberty.”87

Confidence in U.S. power also implied a greater willingness to “go it alone” in foreign affairs, even if this approach led to major disruptions in the existing international order. By September 2001, the Bush administration had formally rejected the Kyoto Protocol on global warming, begun an active campaign to discredit the International Criminal Court, and derailed efforts to negotiate a stronger verification protocol for the Biological Weapons Convention. Bush also opposed a new international effort to restrict the global trade in small arms and reiterated U.S. opposition to the landmines convention. This string of unilateralist gestures led the normally pro-American Economist to ask, “Has George Bush ever met a treaty that he liked? … It is hard to avoid the suspicion that it is the very idea of multilateral cooperation that Mr. Bush objects to.”88

The al Qaeda terrorist attacks on September 11 encouraged the Bush administration to take this approach to a new level. Bush became a “war president” overnight, and international terrorism occupied the rhetorical center of U.S. foreign policy. September 11 also reinforced Bush’s unilateralist inclinations and his tendency to divide the world into friends and enemies. In declaring war on all terrorists “of global reach,” Bush made it clear that other states and political groups had to choose sides. “We will make no distinction between the terrorists who committed these acts and those who harbor them,” he said on the evening of September 11, a point he emphasized again in a speech to Congress on September 20. “Every nation, in every region, now has a decision to make,” he declared. “Either you are with us, or you are with the terrorists.”89

September 11 also allowed Bush’s advisers to articulate a fundamental revision in U.S. national security strategy, one that reflected their underlying belief that contemporary international norms did not operate to America’s advantage. This new approach downplayed the traditional U.S. reliance on deterrence and emphasized the need to “preempt” potential threats before they emerged. Declaring that “the gravest danger to freedom lies at the crossroads of radicalism and technology,” the new Bush strategy warned that “the United States can no longer rely solely on a reactive posture as we have in the past.” In particular, the new National Security Strategy called for “anticipatory action to defend ourselves, even if uncertainty remained as to the time and the place of the enemy’s attack.” In other words, the United States was now declaring that it would use military force to prevent certain states (or terrorist groups) from acquiring potentially dangerous weaponry. Although the administration called this a strategy of “preemption,” they were in fact articulating a rationale for preventive war.90

The invasion of Iraq in March 2003 offered the first demonstration of the new “Bush Doctrine” in action. Unfortunately, the decision for war was based on a false reading of the prewar intelligence and inaccurate judgments about the likely consequences of a U.S. invasion. Iraq turned out not to have any weapons of mass destruction, and Saddam Hussein did not have meaningful ties to al Qaeda. Prewar hopes that the United States would be welcomed as liberators and that it would be easy to form a viable post-Saddam government proved equally illusory. The U.S.-led invasion had little trouble defeating Iraq’s third-rate army, but the occupation forces soon found themselves confronted by a resilient and deadly insurgency, a collapsed Iraqi economy, and a simmering political rivalry among Iraq’s Shi’ite, Sunni, and Kurdish communities. Iraqi resentment at the U.S. presence increased as the occupation dragged on, and President Bush began his second term in a quagmire of his own creation.

Most important of all, the war in Iraq reinforced global concerns about the unchecked nature of U.S. power. The Bush administration’s earlier acts of unilateralism had upset a number of key U.S. allies and made it more difficult for Bush to rally support within the UN Security Council. But the decision to use force against Iraq—in defiance of the Security Council and widespread global opposition— brought the problem of U.S. primacy into sharp relief. The issue was straightforward: how can other states be comfortable and secure when U.S. decisions affect all of their interests, and when the United States is strong enough to act pretty much as it wishes? Saddam Hussein was by all accounts a despicable tyrant, but the war and its aftermath led other countries to question the desirability of one state’s declaring that it will wage preventive war whenever it chooses, and on the basis of its own interpretation of evidence. The war in Iraq showed how the United States was using its position of primacy, and why this approach was deeply alarming to others.

Conclusion

The end of the Cold War left the United States in an extraordinary position—one that many states might envy but none could match. Rather than relaxing at the pinnacle of power, the United States sought to extend its dominant position and to mold a world that would favor U.S. interests even more. Because it was already in remarkably good shape, U.S. efforts under Presidents George H. W. Bush and William J. Clinton were relatively modest and were conducted within the confines of existing multilateral arrangements. From the moment that President George W. Bush took office, but especially after September 11, he sought to take advantage of U.S. primacy and to use it in an unconstrained way, in order to eliminate potential threats, further enhance America’s global position, and encourage the spread of American ideals and institutions.

Primacy makes many things possible, and most countries would be happy to trade places with the United States. Yet primacy also brings with it at least one obvious danger. No matter how noble the aims of the United States may be, its position in the world and its activities abroad are likely to alarm, irritate, and at times anger others. As the world’s most powerful country, the United States will inevitably face greater suspicion and resentment than it did when it was one of several Great Powers (as it was from 1900 to 1945), or even when it was one of two superpowers (as it was from 1945 to 1989). In a world of independent states, the strongest one is always a potential threat to the rest, if only because they cannot be entirely sure what it is going to do with the power at its command. This tendency may be muted if the United States acts wisely, but what appears to Americans as wisdom does not always play that way overseas. What hangs in the balance, in short, is the way the rest of the world perceives and responds to U.S. primacy. America may be a genuinely benevolent force in today’s world, but the rest of the world does not always see it that way. In the next chapter, I examine why this is so.


CHAPTER 2

THE ROOTS OF RESENTMENT

One month after the September 11 attacks (and more than a year before the invasion of Iraq), President George W. Bush told a prime-time news conference that he was surprised to learn that there was “vitriolic hatred” of America in other parts of the world. Bush said he was “amazed that there is such misunderstanding of what our country is about, that people would hate us…. like most Americans, I just can’t believe it. Because I know how good we are.” To address the problem, the president concluded, “We’ve got to do a better job of making our case.”1

Bush’s comments undoubtedly struck a resonant chord with most of his listeners, because Americans tend to see their country as a positive force in the world. According to former President Bill Clinton, for example, the United States is a “beacon of hope to peoples around the world,” and “indispensable to the forging of stable political relations.”2 This self-congratulatory view of America’s global role is routinely echoed by scholars and pundits alike, thereby reinforcing Americans’ sense of their own benevolent global role. According to Harvard University political scientist Samuel P. Huntington, for example, U.S. primacy is central “to the future of freedom, democracy, open economies, and international order in the world.”3 Neoconservative columnist Charles Krauthammer calls U.S. power “the landmine between barbarism and civilization,” and historian Niall Ferguson suggests that “the alternative to a single superpower is not a multilateral utopia, but the anarchic nightmare of a new Dark Age.”4

Thus, U.S. leaders, scholars, and public intellectuals routinely cast U.S. primacy in a favorable light and justify U.S. involvement overseas by pointing to the benefits it brings to the United States and to others. Not surprisingly, most Americans view U.S. primacy in equally favorable terms. According to the World Values Survey, for example, more than 70 percent of U.S. citizens declare themselves to be “very proud” to be Americans (by comparison, less than half the people in countries such as France, Great Britain, Italy, or the Netherlands say they are “very proud” of their own nationality), and the Pew Global Attitudes Project found that 79 percent of all Americans believe it is good “that American ideas and customs are spreading around the world.”5 Similarly, a 2001 survey of U.S. opinion leaders reported that over half of them believe that the United States is popular because it “does a lot of good around the world,” and nearly 80 percent of U.S. citizens believe that the United States does either the “right amount” or “too much” to help solve global problems.6

Yet the rest of the world does not see U.S. primacy in quite the same way. On the one hand, people around the world admire American democracy, respect America’s scientific and technological achievements, and regard the United States as a “land of opportunity.”7 But on the other hand, the percentage of foreign populations with a “favorable view” of the United States has plummeted since 1999. As Table 1 shows, the invasion of Iraq in 2003 exacerbated these trends, but the decline was already underway before the war.

In other words, there is a broad gap between how Americans perceive the U.S. role in the world and how that role is understood by others. In November/December 2001, for example, 70 percent of a select group of U.S. opinion leaders believed that U.S. foreign policy was “taking the interests of its partners into account” in conducting the war on terrorism. When the same question was asked of a group of opinion leaders from ten other countries, however, only one-third of their foreign counterparts shared this view.8 Similarly, two-thirds of Americans believe the “war on terrorism” is a sincere effort to address this threat, but, as Table 3 shows, citizens of other countries are much more likely than Americans to attribute U.S. conduct in the war on terrorism to a variety of selfish motives.9

TABLE 1
 
Percent with a “Favorable” Image of the United States



	

	2000

	2002

	3/2003

	5/2003

	3/2004



	Canada

	71

	72

	—

	63

	—



	Great Britain

	82

	75

	48

	70

	58



	Italy

	76

	70

	34

	60

	—



	France

	62

	63

	31

	43

	37



	Germany

	78

	61

	25

	45

	38



	Spain

	—

	—

	14

	36

	—



	Poland

	86

	79

	50

	—

	—



	Russia

	37

	61

	28

	36

	—



	Morocco

	77

	—

	—

	27

	27



	Lebanon

	35

	—

	—

	27

	—



	Turkey

	52

	30

	12

	15

	30



	Jordan

	25

	—

	—

	1

	5



	Pakistan

	23

	10

	—

	13

	21



	Egypt

	—

	6

	—

	13

	—



	Brazil

	—

	52

	—

	34

	—



	Indonesia

	75

	61

	—

	15

	—



	South Korea

	58

	53

	—

	46

	—



	Palestinian Authority

	—

	14

	—

	1

	—



	Nigeria

	—

	77

	—

	61

	—





Sources: “What the World Thinks in 2002,” December 4, 2002; “Views of a Changing World, June 2003”; “Mistrust of America in Europe Ever Higher, Muslim Anger Persists,” March 16, 2004. All from Pew Global Attitudes Project, Pew Research Center for the People and the Press, Washington, DC, available at www.people-press.org.

TABLE 2

How Do You View U.S. Influence in the World?









	

	Mainly Positive

	Mainly Negative

	Depends/Don’t Know



	Argentina

	19 percent

	55 percent

	26 percent



	Germany

	27

	54

	19



	Russia

	16

	63

	21



	Canada

	34

	60

	6



	Mexico

	11

	57

	32



	France

	38

	54

	8



	Australia

	40

	52

	8



	Indonesia

	38

	51

	11



	Brazil

	42

	51

	7



	Chile

	29

	50

	21



	Great Britain

	44

	50

	6



	Lebanon

	33

	49

	18



	South Korea

	52

	45

	3



	China

	40

	42

	18



	Italy

	49

	40

	11



	South Africa

	56

	35

	9



	Japan

	24

	31

	45



	India

	54

	30

	16



	Poland

	52

	21

	27



	Philippines

	88

	9

	3






Source: BBC World Service and Global Poll Research Partners, January 19, 2005.

TABLE 3

“Why Do You Think the U.S. Is Conducting
the War on Terrorism?”

(Percent answering “yes” to each alternative)









	Country

	To Control Mideast Oil?

	To Dominate the World?

	To Target Unfriendly Muslim Governments?

	To Protect Israel?



	United States

	18

	13

	13

	11



	Great Britain

	33

	24

	21

	19



	Russia

	51

	44

	25

	11



	France

	58

	53

	44

	23



	Germany

	60

	47

	40

	30



	Pakistan

	54

	55

	51

	44



	Turkey

	64

	61

	47

	45



	Morocco

	63

	60

	46

	54



	Jordan

	71

	61

	53

	70






Source: “Mistrust of America in Europe Ever Higher, Muslim Anger Persists,” March 16, 2004. Pew Global Attitudes Project, Pew Research Center for the People and the Press, Washington, DC, available at www.people-press.org.

Other surveys of mass opinion reveal a similar gulf between how others see the United States and how Americans see themselves. As shown in Table 4, more than 70 percent of Americans believe that U.S. foreign policy takes into account the interests of others either “a great deal” or “a fair amount,” but citizens in most other countries are more likely to say that U.S. foreign policy considers the interests of others “not much” or “not at all.”10 Similarly, in 2003, over 60 percent of the U.S. population approved of President George W. Bush’s handling of international policy, but only 30 percent of Europeans surveyed agreed.11 As Table 5 reveals, there is also an entirely predictable gap between U.S. and European views on the desirability of America’s being the world’s only superpower.

TABLE 4

“Does U.S. Foreign Policy Consider Interests of Others?”









	Country

	Yes (Great Deal + Fair Amount)

	No (Not Much + Not At All)



	

	2002

	2004

	2002

	2004



	United States

	75 percent

	70 percent

	25 percent

	27 percent



	Great Britain

	44

	36

	55

	61



	France

	21

	14

	76

	84



	Germany

	32

	29

	66

	69



	Pakistan

	23

	18

	62

	48



	Russia

	22

	20

	71

	73



	Turkey

	9

	14

	86

	79



	Jordan

	28

	16

	71

	77



	Morocco

	31

	34

	63

	57






Sources: “What the World Thinks in 2002,” and “Mistrust of America in Europe Ever Higher, Muslim Anger Persists.” Pew Global Attitudes Project, Pew Research Center for the People and the Press, Washington, DC, available at www.people-press.org.

Nor is this pattern confined to Europe. Bush’s overall approval rating in the United States was 61 percent in March 2004, but his scores in other countries were dramatically lower. Indeed, Bush’s standing lagged well behind that of Osama bin Laden in Pakistan, Jordan, and Morocco.12 And in Iraq, 35 percent of the population held a “favorable” or “very favorable” view of bin Laden in August 2003, and 50 percent said they believed the United States would probably “hurt Iraq” over the next five years. By April 2004, in fact, a Gallup/CNN/USA Today poll reported that 59 percent of Iraqis thought U.S. military actions in Iraq were “unjustified,” and a survey commissioned by the Coalition Provisional Authority in May 2004 found that 80 percent of Iraqis had “no confidence” in the ability of the U.S.-led coalition to improve the situation in their country.13

ITABLE 5

“In Thinking About International Affairs, Which Statement Comes Closer to Your Position About the United States and the European Union?”


	Country

	U.S. Should Remain Only Superpower

	EU Should Become Superpower



	United States

	42 percent

	37 percent



	Great Britain

	22

	52



	France

	5

	89



	Germany

	8

	70



	Netherlands

	9

	65



	Italy

	5

	80



	Poland

	10

	63



	Portugal

	7

	80






Source: Transatlantic Trends, German Marshall Fund of the United States, June 2003. Survey conducted June 2003.

In short, Americans see their country as a positive force in the world, but the rest of the world is decidedly ambivalent. The United States does have vocal defenders such as British Prime Minister Tony Blair (who has publicly denounced anti-Americanism as a “foolish indulgence”), but it also has more than its share of prominent and equally vocal critics.14 Indian author Arundhati Roy explained the September 11 attacks by saying, “American foreign policy has created a huge, simmering reservoir of resentment”; novelist John le Carré greeted the war on Iraq by declaring in The Times (London), “The United States has gone mad”; and playwright Harold Pinter judged the United States to be “beyond reason” and likened it to Nazi Germany.15 Nobel Prize–winning German author Günter Grass warned, “This man Bush is a danger to his own country”; the mayor of London, Ken Livingstone, called Bush “the greatest threat to life on this planet that we’ve most probably ever seen”; and physicist Stephen Hawking told a London rally that the U.S. invasion of Iraq was a “war crime” based on “lies.”16

The U.S. image is especially bleak in the Arab and Islamic world. A June 2004 survey of six Arab countries confirmed that these populations hold overwhelmingly negative views of the U.S. role in the world, despite somewhat positive attitudes toward U.S. science and technology, American movies and TV, and even the American people themselves. In particular, fewer than 10 percent of those surveyed in Egypt, Morocco, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Lebanon, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) have favorable views of U.S. policy toward the Arabs in general, the Palestinians, the war on terrorism, and Iraq.17 And when asked to identify their “first thought” when America is mentioned, the most common response in Egypt, the UAE, and Saudi Arabia was “unfair foreign policy.”18

Such sentiments are not confined to the Arab and Islamic world, however. Indeed, they can now be found in every corner of the globe, including America’s long-standing democratic allies. As The Economist concluded in February 2003, “There exists a widening gulf of incomprehension between the people of America and the peoples of Europe.”19 In November 2003, in fact, 53 percent of Europeans thought the United States had a “negative role” on “peace in the world,” and only 27 percent thought the U.S. role was positive.20

What is going on here? If U.S. primacy is a force for good in the world—as U.S. leaders proclaim and Americans overwhelmingly believe—then why don’t other countries recognize this? Is it simple envy, the product of irrational hatreds, or a prudent and predictable reaction to the asymmetry of power in Washington’s hands?

For some commentators, the problem is “who we are.” According to President Bush, “America was targeted for attack because we’re the brightest beacon for freedom and opportunity in the world.”21 Or, as he later explained, “The terrorists who attacked our country on September the 11th, 2001 were not protesting our policies. They were protesting our existence. Some say that by fighting the terrorists abroad since September the 11th, we only stir up a hornet’s nest. But the terrorists who struck that day were stirred up already. If America were not fighting terrorists in Iraq, and Afghanistan, and elsewhere, what would these thousands of killers do, suddenly begin leading productive lives of service and charity?”22 From this perspective, opposition to the United States is an inevitable, and thus unavoidable, reaction either to the concentration of power in U.S. hands or the specific political and cultural values that the United States represents. And if that were the whole story, there would be little the United States could do about it.

Other observers blame anti-Americanism primarily on “what we do.” It is not just U.S. power or U.S. values, it is also the specific ways that U.S. power is used and the specific ways that U.S. leaders justify America’s global role. Thus, the late author Susan Sontag saw September 11 as a direct response (however reprehensible) to America’s own actions, asking, “Where is the acknowledgment that this was not a ‘cowardly’ attack on ‘civilization’ or ‘liberty’ or ‘the free world’ but an attack on the world’s self-proclaimed superpower, undertaken as a consequence of specific American alliances and actions?”23 Of course, if America’s actions are largely responsible for the rising tide of resentment, then it might be possible to reduce these tendencies by using U.S. power differently, and by adopting a different approach to dealing with the rest of the world.24

Which is it? The answer (unfortunately) is: “Both.” American power does worry friends and foes alike, and America’s values can be a source of friction as well as admiration. But that is not the most important part of the story. Opposition to the United States is driven primarily by the ways that the United States uses its power, both in the past and at present, and especially when the United States acts in an overweening or hypocritical fashion.

The remainder of this chapter explores these issues in greater detail, focusing on two main themes. I begin by asking why other societies might fear, resent, or hate us for “what we are,” and then consider why such attitudes are affected even more by “what we do.” I then explain why Americans often fail to understand these tendencies. Why do we often underestimate the degree of foreign resentment, and why do we overlook our own role in generating it?

“They Fear (or Hate or Resent) Us for What We Are”

Fear of American Power

The end of the Cold War altered many key features of world politics, but it did not affect the essential nature of the international system. States still live in a condition of anarchy, where there is no world government to protect them from each other. In particular, each state must try to provide its own security as best it can. As a result, states are prone to worry if one state becomes more powerful than the rest, and especially if it becomes so strong that it can impose its will with impunity.25 Winston Churchill’s summary of British foreign policy captures the logic of this position perfectly: “For four hundred years the foreign policy of England has been to oppose the strongest, most aggressive, most dominating power on the Continent. . . . [W]e always took the harder course, joined with the less strong powers, and thus defeated the Continental military tyrant whoever he was.”26 The same principle has governed U.S. grand strategy since its rise to Great Power status: U.S. leaders have consistently opposed any state that threatened to establish regional hegemony in Europe or Asia, so as to avoid facing a rival power with capabilities comparable to America’s own.27

From this perspective, it is easy to understand why other states worry about U.S. primacy. They worry because the United States is strong enough to act pretty much as it wishes, and other states cannot be sure that Washington will not use its immense power to threaten their own interests. Back in 2000, for example, the official Russian National Security Concept warned of “attempts to create an international relations structure based on domination by developed Western countries … under U.S. leadership and designed for unilateral solutions (including the use of military force) to key issues in world politics.”28 More recently, the Bush administration’s emphasis on “preemption” was greeted by a chorus of foreign criticism, such as German Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer’s comment that “a world order in which the national interests of the strongest power is the criterion for military action simply cannot work.”29

“But wait,” many Americans would respond, “we are a peace-loving country that uses its power to advance the greater good of humankind.” Even more than most Great Powers, America’s faith in its own rectitude leads both its leaders and its citizens to discount the possibility that others might find U.S. power worrisome or threatening. Neoconservative Richard Perle believes that “U.S. power is always potentially a source for good in the world,” and columnist Charles Krauthammer declares that what protects civilization from barbarism “is not parchment but power, and in a unipolar world, American power—wielded, if necessary, unilaterally. If necessary, preemptively.”30 Not to be outdone, Newsweek diplomatic correspondent Michael Hirsh concludes that, “for all its fumbling, the role played by the United States is the greatest gift the world has received in many, many centuries, possibly all of recorded history.”31 Or, as George W. Bush remarked during the 2000 presidential campaign, “The United States has a great and guiding goal: to turn this time of American influence into generations of democratic peace.”32 Who could disagree with that? Americans think their noble aims are apparent to all, which means that only evil or aggressive regimes have any reason to fear American power.

There are at least four problems with this defense of U.S. primacy, however. First, as discussed in greater detail below, the U.S. record is not as pure as many Americans believe. The United States has used its power to harm other countries in the past—including states that were not especially evil or aggressive—and other states are well aware of this fact. Pious declarations of American virtue may find a receptive audience at home, but they are unlikely to convince those who have felt the sharp end of U.S. power themselves.

Second, other states worry about U.S. power because they know that conflicts of interest will inevitably arise. Because each state has a different endowment of resources, a unique geographic location, and its own particular history, each inevitably has somewhat different preferences on most issues. Landlocked countries and maritime powers have different views about the Law of the Sea, just as upwind and downwind countries generally have different interests on the issue of acid rain. Wealthy industrial powers want to lower barriers to trade in manufactured goods and services; developing countries want to reduce tariffs on agricultural products and textiles. States with different historical and cultural traditions disagree about human rights. In world politics, conflicts of interest are inescapable. And when they occur, stronger states are more likely to get their way and weaker states are more likely to have to adjust. In short, other countries dislike U.S. primacy for the same reason that Americans prefer it: on balance, weaker states have to adjust their behavior to the preferences of more powerful states. No matter how hard U.S. leaders try to reassure other states about America’s benevolent intentions, therefore, other states are going to worry about American power.

Third, even if it were true that the United States had consistently acted for the greater good in the past, other states do not know how the United States will behave in the future. No state can know what another state might choose to do, which means that a large imbalance of power in anyone’s favor will always be daunting to others. The United States may have done less harm per unit of power than other major powers have, but the rest of the world cannot be sure that it will remain benevolent, especially when its position of primacy gives it unprecedented freedom of action. As a senior Chinese diplomat put it in 2000, “How can we base our own national security on your assurances of good will?” Or as Oxford historian Timothy Garton Ash noted in April 2002: “The problem with American power is not that it is American. The problem is simply the power. It would be dangerous even for an archangel to wield so much power.”33

“But the United States is a democracy,” some Americans might insist, “and democracies don’t fight each other. Tyrants and dictators may have reason to fear us, but our fellow democracies share the same ideals and need not worry about our dominance.” The claim that “democracies don’t fight each other” may be empirically correct (though it remains controversial among scholars of international relations), but it does not mean that other states have no reason to fear U.S. power. Not every state is a democracy, for one thing, and as John M. Owen and Ido Oren have shown, how the United States deals with other states depends in large part on whether we perceive them to be democratic or not.34 Moreover, even states that can feel confident the United States will not attack them still have reason to worry about the concentration of power in American hands. Britain, France, and Israel did not think the United States was going to attack them during the Suez War of 1956, for example, but U.S. economic and diplomatic pressure still forced them into a humiliating withdrawal from the territories they had conquered.35 Nor did the United States threaten to use military force when it abandoned the gold standard in 1971 and destroyed the Bretton Woods monetary order, but it did use its superior economic position to force other states to bear the costs of this shift.

“Not so fast,” a reader familiar with contemporary social-science theory might counter. “Democratic leaders can also make more credible promises than authoritarian leaders can, because their citizens are more likely to remove them from power if they renege on their commitments.” If so, then other states need not worry that the United States will become aggressive in the future, because U.S. leaders cannot renege on prior pledges of restraint without incurring significant domestic political costs.36 Some scholars also maintain that U.S. primacy is more acceptable to other states because the United States has consciously chosen to “bind” itself within key international institutions (such as NATO), in effect exercising self-restraint in order to reassure others about its benevolent intentions.37 Both arguments imply that other states need not worry that U.S. power would be used in harmful ways—either because U.S. leaders will remain bound by past promises or because U.S. leaders will recognize that the long-term benefits of multilateral cooperation will outweigh any short-term gains from unilateral action.

These features may diminish concerns about U.S. power somewhat, but they cannot eliminate them. As we saw in the previous chapter, the United States already dominates institutions such as NATO and the World Bank, which makes them at best a weak constraint on its own freedom of action. And as discussed at length in chapter 3, efforts to “bind” the United States within a web of institutional ties have generally failed, save in certain specialized areas where the U.S. advantage is less pronounced. Similarly, the alleged ability of democracies to make more credible commitments did not prevent the United States from abandoning the gold standard in 1971 or abrogating the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty in the fall of 2001, to the consternation of many long-standing allies. Bill Clinton signed the convention establishing the International Criminal Court, but George Bush removed the U.S. “signature” a few months later. Democracies may be less arbitrary or fickle than their authoritarian counterparts, but they can still change their minds. After all, isn’t that why they hold elections?

There is a final reason why no state can be entirely comfortable with the concentration of power in the hands of the United States. Even if the United States were consistently trying to act for the general good of mankind, its policies can still do considerable damage inadvertently. Assurances about America’s benevolent intentions may be of little value if actions undertaken for noble reasons end up hurting others by accident. After all, the United States did not intend to destabilize Cambodia in the early 1970s, but its intervention there helped pave the way for the Khmer Rouge and thus contributed indirectly to a massive genocide. The United States surely did not intend its support for the Afghan mujaheddin to lead to creation of a global network of Islamic terrorists, but that is in fact what happened. The Bush administration was obviously not trying to get al Qaeda to attack the Madrid subway system when it courted Spanish support for the war in Iraq, but that was still one of the unintended effects of its policies.

Less dramatically, U.S. legislators are not actively seeking to stifle third-world development or put foreigners out of work when they erect protectionist tariffs against foreign textiles or extend agricultural subsidies to American farmers; they are simply trying to protect jobs in their home districts and enhance their own prospects for reelection. But the effect on developing countries is no different than if they had acted with deliberate malice.

Looking ahead, if U.S. efforts to transform the Middle East end up destabilizing key oil producers and driving up world oil prices, then every oil-importing country would suffer, even though the United States did not mean to harm them. If the United States were to launch a preventive war against North Korea, or attempt a surgical strike against its nuclear production facilities, this action could trigger a destructive war on the Korean Peninsula and do massive damage to South Korea and possibly Japan. But these results would not have been our intention, merely a tragic side effect.

The point should be clear. The conduct of foreign policy is rife with unintended consequences, and the bigger you are and the more freedom of action you enjoy, the more damage you can cause even if you don’t mean to do it.38 The late Canadian Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau captured the problem perfectly some years ago, when he remarked that living next to the United States was “like sleeping with an elephant. No matter how friendly and even-tempered the beast, … one is affected by every twitch and grunt.”39 This problem may be especially acute for neighboring states like Canada, but America’s dominant position means that its “twitches and grunts” are now felt in every corner of the globe. Even if other countries were convinced that the United States was in fact uniquely virtuous and acting only for the greater good, they would still have good reasons to worry about how America was going to use its power. At the very least, the rest of the world would be foolish to assume that the United States would never act in ways that could harm them.

Resistance to American Values

The United States is not just the world’s strongest country, of course. It is also a society with a distinct set of political values and institutions and a singular vision of its historic world role. As the world’s dominant economic and military power, the United States casts a large cultural shadow. In contrast to some other Great Powers (such as the former Soviet Union), U.S. society is also adept at producing cultural icons with enormous worldwide appeal—think of Coca-Cola, Michael Jordan, Hollywood movies, or television—as well as institutions of higher education that serve as powerful intellectual beacons.

As discussed in chapter 1, the appeal of American ideals and the long shadow cast by American culture reinforces America’s position of primacy. Unfortunately, America’s political values and cultural products are not universally appealing. The ideals that America stands for, and the cultural practices that it transmits to the rest of the world, can also be a powerful source of anti-American sentiment, especially when the global balance of power is so heavily weighted in America’s favor.

At one extreme, anti-Americanism arises from the belief that American society and culture are inherently evil or immoral. Religious fundamentalists and other extremists condemn the hedonism and sexual explicitness of American popular culture and point to its high rates of divorce, out-of-wedlock parenting, and other social ills. Thus, when the late Sayyid Qutb, a leading intellectual of Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood and a continuing influence on today’s Islamic radicals, visited the United States in the late 1940s, he was repelled by what he saw as America’s individualism, commercial greed, and sexual licentiousness. As he put it, “Humanity today is living in a large brothel. . . . One has only to glance at its press, films, fashion shows, beauty contests. . . . Or observe its mad lust for naked flesh, provocative pictures, and sick, suggestive statements in literature, the arts, and the media!”40 More recently, Osama bin Laden has sought to capitalize on similar feelings of revulsion by denouncing the United States for “gambling,” for “practicing the trade of sex in all its forms,” for “exploiting women like consumer products,” and for “producing, trading and using intoxicants and drugs,” not to mention President Clinton’s “immoral acts” in the Oval Office.41 Such critiques are not confined to foreign radicals, of course; homegrown fundamentalists also regard contemporary American society as morally bankrupt and in need of a radical religious revival.42

Less extreme versions of this same tendency reject the individualism, materialism, and glorification of violence in American popular culture, as well as some of the more obvious failings of the American social and political system. In particular, foreign critics point to the comparatively high levels of violent crime in the United States, an incarceration rate that is significantly higher than in other industrial democracies, and its continued reliance upon the death penalty. As one French commentator explains it, “In European eyes, America is still a barbaric country, a Wild West that does not know how to police its population and control its judges and sheriffs.”43

Paradoxically, concerns about U.S. primacy also arise from the fear that American culture is too attractive, and that the spread of American values will extinguish other ways of life. Here the concern is not that U.S. culture is inherently repellent; rather, the concern is that it is so seductive that it will eventually replace existing cultural systems. When the French worry about the spread of English, fast food, or Walt Disney, or when developing countries complain about “cultural genocide,” they are expressing a fear that the dynamic thrust of American norms, business practices, and cultural products will eventually compromise their own cultural identity. As the Pew Global Attitudes Survey noted in 2002, “Publics in every European country surveyed except Bulgaria are resentful of the American cultural intrusion in their country…. In the Middle East, overwhelming majorities in every country except Uzbekistan have a negative impression of American ideas and customs. . . . The sentiment also appears throughout Latin America and Asia (with the exception of Japan and the Philippines).”44

In these cases, opposition to the United States does not necessarily arise from a direct concern about its power. Rather, the common thread in these different types of anti-Americanism is an aversion to specific American political and social values and a desire to contain— or, in some cases, reverse—their spread.

Upon reflection, concerns about the contagious spread of U.S. values and practices should not surprise us. The U.S. political system is based on a set of universal claims about individual rights and human liberty, claims that by definition transcend the borders of existing states. Moreover, U.S. leaders have long declared the promotion of these ideals to be a fundamental U.S. interest. In 1989, for example, President George H. W. Bush declared, “Nothing can stand in the way of freedom’s march,” and he later proclaimed, “No society, no continent, should be disqualified from sharing the ideals of human liberty.”45 Some ten years later, Bush’s son began his own National Security Strategy by declaring that “these values of freedom are right and true for all people everywhere.” Thus, the United States openly identifies itself as a universal model for all societies and sees itself as a superior alternative to all nonliberal social orders.46

Like other universal ideologies, therefore, American liberalism threatens the legitimacy of alternative social orders merely by existing.47 Even if the United States did not try to spread its ideals abroad, other states would still worry that the ideas might spread spontaneously. The stronger and more successful the United States is, the longer the shadow it will cast on others and the more illiberal states will fear the power of the U.S. example.48

Furthermore, the United States has not been content to be merely a “shining city on a hill.” Instead, the United States actively seeks to spread its ideals abroad, sometimes with a vengeance. The combination of a universalist political philosophy and a strong evangelical streak is understandable, for if one genuinely believes that one’s own political principles are universally valid, then it is easy to conclude that one has an obligation to carry them to others. John Quincy Adams may have famously warned Americans not to venture abroad “in search of monsters to destroy,” but he was writing when the United States was still a weak and isolated power whose survival as an independent country was far from certain.49 American leaders have long seen the United States as a model for the rest of the world, and their ambitions have grown as U.S. power has increased. Upon joining the ranks of the other Great Powers, the United States sought to combine the pursuit of power with the loftier goal of recasting the world in America’s image.50 Between 1900 and 2000, in fact, the United States used force to impose democratic institutions on other countries at least twenty-five separate times, albeit with varying degrees of success.51

U.S. power is now unmatched, and the belief that primacy should be used to promote democratic ideals enjoys broad support across the political spectrum. Thus, neoconservatives such as William Kristol and Lawrence Kaplan ask, “What’s wrong with dominance in the service of sound principles and high ideals?” and the Bush administration declares that “the great strength of this nation must be used to promote a balance of power that favors freedom.”52

Nor is this ambition confined to conservative Republicans. The Clinton administration also advocated using U.S. power to “enlarge” the sphere of democratic rule, and contemporary liberals remain as committed to this goal as their neoconservative counterparts. Thus, Michael McFaul of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace believes U.S. foreign policy should be guided by a “Liberty Doctrine,” which in turn requires the United States to maintain its current position of primacy. “To effectively promote liberty abroad over the long haul,” he writes, “the United States must maintain its overwhelming military advantage over the rest of the world.”53

Unfortunately, the combination of great power, universal principles, and a bipartisan consensus in favor of imposing these principles on others is bound to be alarming to other countries, including some of our fellow democracies. Even societies that admire certain U.S. values may not want to adopt all of them—and especially not at the point of a gun. As noted at the beginning of this chapter, for example, the world’s industrial democracies share similar commitments to individual rights and the rule of law, and many of their citizens see the United States as a “land of opportunity” and admire many of its achievements. Yet these same populations oppose the spread of American-style democracy and business practices and regard the less-admirable features of American society with a combination of fear and disdain. In particular, although European publics (and especially European elites) clearly believe “globalization” is a good thing, sizable majorities reject the U.S. economic system as “too inequitable” to be a good model for their own countries. According to a 2002 study by the State Department’s Office of Research, “Half or more in Britain, France, Germany and Italy say that the U.S. economic system ‘neglects too many social problems because of a lack of job security and few employment benefits for many workers.’”54 Similarly, a Eurobarometer survey in 2003 showed that French, German, and British citizens by overwhelming margins rejected “copying the American economic model.” There are many “varieties of democratic capitalism” in the world today, and the inhabitants of other Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries want to keep it that way.55

Equally important, much of the world is not democratic at all. For these regimes, the combination of preponderant power and ideological zeal that now drives U.S. foreign policy is undoubtedly alarming. When President George W. Bush declares that “it is the policy of the United States to seek and support the growth of democratic movements and institutions in every nation and culture,” he is in effect saying that the United States is committed to making the whole world move toward the American vision of an ideal social order.56 And when his administration justifies regime change in Iraq by claiming that it will spark a wave of democratic transformation throughout the Middle East, it is in effect declaring that all nondemocracies are illegitimate and deserve to be replaced.57 Not surprisingly, the Bush administration’s “Greater Middle East Initiative”—a program intended to promote democracy and good governance—provoked a decidedly negative reaction in the Arab world when it was announced in the spring of 2004. Jordan’s foreign minister declared that “our objective is for this document never to see the light,” and a columnist in Egypt’s semiofficial newspaper, al-Ahram, commented that “there is no difference between what was said by the British, French, Belgian, and Dutch colonizers … and what the modern colonial empires are saying.”58 Indeed, it would be astonishing if the leaders of nondemocratic states did not view America’s efforts to spread democracy as an imminent threat to their own positions.

It is hardly wrong, of course, for Americans to favor liberty, democracy, free markets, the rule of law, or the vibrant diversity of American cultural life. Nor is it necessarily wrong for the United States to use its power to encourage others to adopt these ideas. But the truths that Americans hold to be “self-evident” are not “self-evident” elsewhere. This is one more reason why American power worries others: Not only can they not be sure what we are going to do with it, some of the things we say we intend to do are deeply troubling.

Is It “What We Are” or “What We Stand For”?

At this point, it may be tempting to conclude that foreign hostility is simply unavoidable, either because other states are worried about American power or because they are hostile to American ideals. In this view, anti-Americanism is an inescapable part of being the dominant global power. Thus, the Pentagon’s 2005 National Defense Strategy acknowledges that America’s “leading position in world affairs will continue to breed unease, a degree of resentment, and resistence,” and neoconservative pundit Max Boot writes that “resentment comes with the territory.”59

As one would expect, this interpretation is popular among those who believe the United States should pursue an ambitious global role, as well as those who believe the United States should pay little attention to the concerns of other countries. Thus, Robert Kagan and William Kristol write that “the main issue of contention between the United States and most of those who express opposition to its hegemony is not American ‘arrogance.’ It is the inescapable reality of American power in all its forms.”60 Similarly, historian Bernard Lewis maintains that “Muslim rage” is a response to the past failures of the Islamic world, rather than a reaction either to past Western actions or current U.S. policies.61 Neoconservative Arabist Fouad Ajami offers much the same view, suggesting that anti-Americanism is the “ ‘road rage’ of a thwarted Arab world—the congenital condition of a culture yet to take full responsibility for its self-inflicted wounds,” and he recommends that “there is no need to pay excessive deference to the political pieties and givens of the region.”62 If anti-American extremism is primarily a reaction to perceived weakness and past humiliation, then the United States should do what it thinks is right and not worry very much about whether the rest of the world agrees.63

A milder version of the same argument sees European opposition to American unilateralism (and especially its opposition to preventive wars in places like Iraq) as a reflection of European resentment at their own impotence and envy for America’s current global dominance. This explanation was a central theme of Robert Kagan’s Of Paradise and Power, which famously claimed, “Americans are from Mars; Europeans from Venus.” Or as columnist Charles Krauthammer put it, Europeans who object to the active use of U.S. power are part of an “axis of petulance … the real problem is their irrelevance.”64 These arguments carry an obvious implication: If there is nothing the United States can do to alleviate foreign hostility, why try?

As the previous pages have suggested, there is a grain of truth in these arguments. Some degree of foreign opposition to U.S. primacy is a reaction to America’s dominant material position and the alien and potentially threatening effects of American values and culture. Such attitudes are reinforced by the destabilizing effects of globalization, for, as Benjamin Cohen puts it, “Globalization is seen by many as not benevolent but malign … [and] since America is identified with globalization as its patron and its principal beneficiary, that view means that America is the enemy too.”65 To an extent, therefore, anti-Americanism is “hard-wired” into the system as long as the United States remains number one.

Yet it would be a grave error to see this as the whole story, or even the most important part.

First, this interpretation cannot explain the downward trend of the past decade, and especially the deterioration of America’s international position after 2000. The United States has been the “unipolar power” since the early 1990s (at the latest), but its international standing remained high throughout the entire decade. Although a number of foreign leaders expressed concerns about the asymmetry of power in U.S. hands, solid majorities around the world held “favorable” opinions of the United States, and both George H. W. Bush and Bill Clinton enjoyed good working relations with a wide array of foreign leaders. Indeed, in 2000 Clinton became only the third American to win the Charlemagne Prize, awarded annually to the individual who had made the greatest contribution to European unity.66 If U.S. power were the main source of the problem, America’s image in the world should have declined much sooner. Instead, the chief source of contemporary opposition is global reaction to specific U.S. policies—and especially the actions of the Bush administration— and is not simply a response to U.S. power or American values.

Second, the belief that it is just “who we are” ignores the testimony of some of America’s most fervent opponents. Take Osama bin Laden, for example. Although bin Laden is sometimes critical of American culture, his actions throughout his career have been inspired primarily by opposition to the specific policies of particular states. In the 1980s, he went to Afghanistan to aid the mujaheddin resistance to the Soviet Union. In the 1990s, he organized al Qaeda in response to the U.S. military presence in the Persian Gulf—and especially in Saudi Arabia—and in opposition to U.S. support for Israel.67 It is not simply America’s existence that fuels his hatred. It is also his belief that the United States “has been occupying the lands of Islam in the holiest of places … , plundering its riches, dictating to its rulers, humiliating its people, terrorizing its neighbors, and turning its bases in the [Arabian] Peninsula into a spearhead through which to fight the neighboring Muslim peoples.” Indeed, bin Laden emphasized in October 2004 that he and his followers were not at war against “freedom,” which is why they did not strike countries like Sweden. Rather, he attacked the United States to “punish” it for its “unjust” actions in the Middle East. His enmity, in short, is a reaction to U.S. foreign policy, and not to U.S. power per se or to America’s underlying values.68

Bin Laden’s opposition is extreme, of course, but he is not alone. According to the Pew Global Attitudes Survey, for example, “antipathy toward the United States is shaped more by what it does in the international arena than by what it stands for politically and economically.”69 Similarly, an authoritative study by the Pentagon’s Defense Science Board concluded that “Muslims do not ‘hate our freedom,’ but rather they hate our policies,” noting further that in the eyes of the Muslim world, the “American occupation of Afghanistan and Iraq has not led to democracy there, but only more chaos and suffering.”70 According to the State Department’s Advisory Group on Public Diplomacy for the Arab and Muslim World, “Arabs and Muslims … support our values but believe that our policies do not live up to them.”71 When citizens of six Arab countries were asked if their attitude toward America was shaped by their feelings about American values or U.S. policies, “an overwhelming percentage of respondents indicated that policy played a more important role.”72 Or, as former Palestinian chief negotiator Saeb Erekat put it, “Most of the Arab public admires U.S. freedoms and democracy and bears no hostility to the Americans as a people. But that same public is both horrified and angered by an American foreign policy which does little, if anything, to promote similar freedoms and democracy in the Middle East.73 Similarly, Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak has testified that “there exists a hatred [of America] never equaled in the region,” in part because Arabs “see [Israeli Prime Minister] Sharon act as he wants, without the Americans saying anything.”74

In particular, the most violent forms of anti-American terrorism seem to be inspired primarily by reactions to U.S. actions and policies rather than by a fundamental animosity to U.S. values or culture or even U.S. power itself. For example, a 1997 study by the Defense Science Board found “a strong correlation between U.S. involvement in international situations and increased terrorist attacks on the United States.”75 Prominent examples of these essentially reactive attacks include Libya’s hijacking of Pan Am flight 73 in September 1987 and the December 1988 bombing of Pan Am flight 103, the bombing of the World Trade Center in 1993, and a rocket attack on U.S. military facilities in Japan in 1991. Similarly, the terrorist attack on the Madrid subway system in 2004 was not inspired by antipathy toward Spanish values or Spanish culture; it was a deliberate response to Spain’s support for the U.S. invasion of Iraq and its continued presence among the occupying forces. In other words, international terrorists have not attacked the United States or its allies because they are opposed to U.S. values, or even primarily because they are worried about U.S. power. Instead, they have targeted the United States because they oppose its global military presence and the policies that presence is supporting.76 And even here, the vast majority of terrorist groups are not attacking the United States directly; rather, they are primarily motivated by local grievances and target Americans only when U.S. power is actively engaged in their neighborhoods. It is not just “who we are,” in short, it is what we do and where we do it.77

Third, the claim that foreign opposition stems solely from “who we are” is simply too convenient. Americans find it an appealing thesis, of course, because it absolves us of any responsibility for the fear, hatred, or resentment that others direct at the United States. In this view, it is not our fault that we are so powerful, and we have nothing for which to apologize if our democratic values pose a threat to corrupt and oppressive dictatorships around the world. The appeal of this interpretation was repeatedly demonstrated in the aftermath of the September 11 attacks, when government spokesmen (and especially the president) repeatedly portrayed them as an assault on “liberty,” and anyone who suggested that the attacks might also be a reaction to prior U.S. activities was likely to be condemned for being unpatriotic.78

Unfortunately, once we embrace this explanation for foreign opposition, we cease asking how the United States can act in ways that might make its position in the world either better or worse. If they hate us solely for what we stand for, and what we stand for is basically good, then there is nothing we can or should do about it, and the only question is how we can win the inevitable struggle.

To recognize the U.S. role in generating foreign opposition is not to imply that U.S. foreign policy is necessarily wrong, and it certainly does not mean that anti-American terrorism is justified. Rather, the point is that opposition to the United States is not based solely on concerns about U.S. power and does not arise primarily from some abstract opposition to U.S. values (including its support for “freedom”). Instead, anti-Americanism is the price the United States is paying for its current global position and the specific ways it uses its power, and the real question is simply whether the benefits outweigh the costs.79

In short, anti-American attitudes and anti-American behavior are not just a defensive reaction to America’s superior power or a reflection of some fundamental rejection of U.S. values. Instead, we must also consider what the United States has done to other countries, and what it is doing today.

What the United States Has Done and What It Is Doing

Historic Grievances: The Legacy of the Past

The belief that American primacy is good for the world and should be welcomed by others rests on the claim that the United States is an unusually benevolent Great Power. According to columnist Charles Krauthammer, “The American claim to benignity is not mere selfcongratulation. We have a track record.”80 He has a point. U.S. global leadership has produced a number of important successes, including the reconstruction of Europe and Japan, the creation of multilateral institutions for global economic management, the containment and eventual defeat of the Soviet Union (without a Great Power war), and the growing acceptance of democracy and human rights worldwide. The United States does not deserve all the credit for these events, but it surely played a major role. American power has deterred conflict on the Korean Peninsula, dampened rivalries in Europe and Asia, helped bring peace to Bosnia and Kosovo, and eased the simmering dispute between India and Pakistan. And, unlike earlier Great Powers, it has done these things without amassing a vast overseas empire and without ruling vast colonies and millions of people by force. As German foreign-affairs expert Josef Joffe put it (albeit before the invasion of Iraq): “America is a hegemon different from all its predecessors. America annoys and antagonizes, but it does not conquer.”81

Yet America’s “track record” is not perfect, and the rest of the world knows it. Even before the Cold War, the United States sometimes used force in heavy-handed and self-serving ways, although it did so primarily within its own hemisphere.82 During the Cold War, the United States supported armed rebels in Nicaragua, Afghanistan, Angola, and elsewhere, and actively worked to undermine communist rule whenever and wherever it could. Along the way, the United States helped overthrow at least nine freely elected governments, while turning a blind eye to the brutal behavior of an unsavory array of anticommunist dictators, including some of its authoritarian allies in the Middle East and Persian Gulf.83 After the Cold War ended, the United States imposed a series of one-sided agreements on its defeated Cold War adversaries, fired cruise missiles into Sudan and Afghanistan in a failed attempt to prevent future terrorist attacks, maintained crippling economic sanctions and conducted repeated air strikes against Iraq, and continued to subsidize Israel’s occupation of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. It also overthrew governments in Afghanistan, Haiti, Serbia, and most recently Iraq, killing thousands of civilians in the process.

Even if each of these actions were entirely defensible, this history provides fertile ground for anti-Americanism. If another country believes the United States has acted aggressively in the past—and especially if U.S. actions seemed particularly hostile or callous—then it is likely to be even more suspicious of U.S. conduct and especially worried by U.S. primacy.

This tendency may seem somewhat puzzling at first. Why should one nation care what some other nation did to it in the past? Why incur present-day costs and risks because of some unfortunate behavior long ago? Why should Armenians continue to dwell on the past crimes of the Turks? Why do Serbs obsess about their own historic misfortunes? Why can’t East Asians forget what Japan did a halfcentury ago? Why not let bygones be bygones, bury the hatchet, and move on?

There are at least two reasons why past grievances can still shape current attitudes and behavior. First, states may use another country’s past behavior as a guide to its future conduct.84 As with a mutual fund, past performance is no guarantee of how a state will act in the future. Nonetheless, other states are likely to draw inferences from past behavior in order to forecast how others are going to behave in the future. States that have behaved benevolently (or at least with a degree of restraint) will be seen in a more favorable light; those that have acted badly will be viewed with more suspicion. And governments that commit great crimes—such as Nazi Germany or Imperial Japan—may place their nations under a shadow of suspicion lasting for decades. Even when there are no immediate signs of revanchism, historical memories will encourage others to make sure that subsequent generations never gain the opportunity to repeat the crimes of their ancestors. Remembrance of past atrocities fueled Serb and Croat violence following the breakup of the former Yugoslavia and gave nationalist leaders like Franjo Tudjman and Slobodan Milosevic a potent weapon for stoking nationalist fervor.85

Second, even if the victims do not believe that past behavior is necessarily a guide to future conduct, past crimes can also generate a desire for vengeance. This desire might be explained on purely rational grounds (i.e., states want to punish crimes against humanity in order to reinforce norms and deter similar acts in the future), but it may also arise from the desire to make the guilty parties suffer as others have suffered. A purely rational explanation for retaliation ignores the role of anger and rage: when you have wronged me, I may want to hurt you, even if doing so does nothing to deter future harm and may even add fuel to the fire. The desire for vengeance seems to have played a role in the Balkans and the Israeli–Palestinian conflict, and it is a key ingredient in contemporary terrorist violence.86

Iran’s troubled relationship with the United States illustrates both tendencies. As James A. Bill and others have noted, the long and intimate association between the United States and the Shah of Iran led many Iranians to believe the United States was constantly manipulating Iranian domestic politics for nefarious purposes. Even after the Shah fell, therefore, U.S. efforts to reach a modus vivendi with the revolutionary regime were hamstrung by Iranian suspicions that the United States was inherently hostile and untrustworthy. The result was a Catch-22: U.S. warnings or threats confirmed Iranian suspicions, but friendship or attempts at accommodation were regarded as duplicitous attempts to reassert U.S. control. At the same time, Iranian hostility was also fueled by genuine anger over past U.S. support for the Shah, and by a desire to undermine U.S. interests wherever possible.87

Under what conditions will historical grievances foster hatred or resentment of the United States? The answer is not immediately obvious, because there is no clear or direct relationship between the intensity of past conflicts and the present state of U.S. relations with other countries. In the Korean War, for example, violent conflict among the United States, North Korea, and the People’s Republic of China solidified existing suspicions and led to a long period of hostility. U.S. interventions in Latin America have had similar effects, helping to explain why virulent anti-American movements emerged in Cuba, Nicaragua, and elsewhere.88

Yet other cases underscore the complex relationship between past conflict and current attitudes. The United States waged all-out war against Germany and Japan in World War II, killed tens of thousands of civilians in each society, and eventually dropped two atomic bombs on Japan. Yet relations improved dramatically once the fighting was over, and these two countries have been among America’s closest allies for over half a century. The United States caused far less suffering in Iran—despite its lengthy involvement with the Shah— yet Iran has remained suspicious of the United States ever since the ouster of the Shah in 1980.

These examples show that past behavior is neither a necessary nor sufficient condition for the emergence of anti-Americanism. There are at least four other conditions that will affect whether or not past U.S. behavior will be a powerful source of present-day resentments.

First, U.S. actions will provoke greater fear, hatred, and resentment when the United States uses force and when its use of violence is seen as unprovoked. As the examples of Germany and Japan suggest, other states are less likely to resent what the United States has done when they recognize that their own actions were at least partly responsible for the damage U.S. power ultimately inflicted upon them. Although many Germans and Japanese died as a result of American military action, these societies also understood that the United States was retaliating for their own acts of aggression. Although Germans and Japanese have been critical of certain U.S. actions, they do not see U.S. participation in World War II as a historic crime.89

By contrast, U.S. interventions in Latin America have generated enduring anti-American attitudes because these actions were rarely (if ever) a response to Latin American aggression against the United States. Instead of responding to a direct attack on the United States itself (or on vital U.S. interests), the United States intervened in Cuba, Mexico, Chile, the Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Nicaragua, and elsewhere in order to protect U.S. business interests, to preserve U.S. political influence, or to prevent the emergence of leftist governments. Although Americans usually regarded these actions as justified, the victims of U.S. intervention saw them as unwarranted interference.

Arab and Muslim hostility toward Israel and the United States has similar origins. The Zionist movement was a response to centuries of anti-Semitism in the Christian West, and its ultimate success was partly a response to the tragedy of the Nazi Holocaust in World War II. The Arab inhabitants of Palestine were not responsible for European anti-Semitism or the Nazi genocide, yet it was their land that was lost when Israel was created. Moreover, the establishment of Israel involved considerable violence and atrocities on both sides, including officially sanctioned “ethnic cleansing” during the War of Independence and organized terrorist attacks by Israelis and Palestinians alike.90 Israelis (and many Americans) may regard the creation of Israel as a miraculous solution to an enduring historical problem, but Palestinian Arabs understandably resent having to pay the price for other people’s crimes.91

Second, and following from the first point, historic grievances are more likely to fester into long-term hostility when the United States either does not recognize that its actions were wrong or refuses to admit that its policies have harmed others. America’s troubled relationship with Iran was not helped, for example, when President George H. W. Bush responded to the mistaken U.S. downing of an Iranian airliner in July 1988 by saying, “I will never apologize for the United States of America—I don’t care what the facts are.”92 Failure to acknowledge past crimes is troubling to others in part because it implies that the victims do not merit an apology; it compounds the original injury by treating the victims with contempt. Equally important, failure to acknowledge past sins reinforces the fear that these crimes will be repeated. When a state does not admit that it did something wrong, those to whom the wrong was done will rightly conclude that the transgressor either does not know what proper behavior is or does not care whether or not it “follows the rules.” Being treated with contempt is likely to generate additional rage and resentment, and victims may also conclude that a state that would blithely ignore well-established norms will not be bound by moral constraints in the future.

Third, this tendency will be compounded when the United States takes some action that harms another state, and when doing so violates principles that the United States had previously declared to be important. This sort of hypocrisy suggests that the United States regards the victims of its policies as inherently inferior, because it is acting as if its own cherished principles do not apply when its own behavior is involved. Thus, U.S. support for third-world dictators during the Cold War provoked widespread criticism partly because these rulers were frequently brutal and corrupt, and also because this behavior was at odds with the ideals that U.S. leaders proclaimed to be all-important. Similarly, many people in the Arab and Muslim world cannot understand why the United States supports selfdetermination in places such as Eastern Europe or the Balkans yet continues to support Israel’s occupation of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip and maintains close ties with assorted Arab dictatorships. As the Pentagon’s Defense Science Board noted in November 2003, “When American public diplomacy talks about bringing democracy to Islamic societies, this is seen as no more than self-serving hypocrisy.”93 It appears equally hypocritical when President George W. Bush condemns suicide bombings by Palestinian groups like Hamas and simultaneously hails Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon as “a man of peace.” As Emad Eldin Adeeb, host of an Egyptian TV call-in show, put it, “When somebody comes and tells me that Mr. Sharon is a man of peace, and then you want me as a TV presenter to come out and try to defend American policy, I have nothing. I’m speechless. I have no weapons to answer my public opinion back.”94 Small wonder, then, that Osama bin Laden was quick to seize upon Bush’s statement as part of his own efforts to rally Muslim support.95

Fourth, U.S. actions will provoke greater resentment when they harm others without leading to some greater good.96 When the United States does something that harms others but also brings clear and significant benefits, foreign resentment (including the anger of the victims) will be tempered by the recognition that this policy was motivated by laudable aims and ultimately led to a more desirable state of affairs. In the minds of others, at least, desirable ends can justify costly means. But when the United States harms another country solely to advance its own narrow self-interest, or when its actions harm others but do not produce any compensating benefits, then the victims (and possibly onlookers) are more likely to harbor a powerful sense of historical grievance.

Here it is useful to compare NATO’s 1999 intervention in Kosovo with America’s subsequent invasion of Iraq in 2003. Although NATO’s military campaign killed a number of innocent civilians in Kosovo and Serbia, many residents in Bosnia and Kosovo saw the intervention as necessary to end a festering civil conflict and to help remove a brutal and dictatorial regime. Although some countries were critical of NATO’s action—and especially its decision to intervene without authorization from the UN Security Council—awareness that NATO was not acting for selfish reasons, and that intervention had improved the lives of many local residents, helped mitigate foreign concerns somewhat.

The situation in Iraq is quite different. For Americans, the costs of toppling Saddam Hussein appeared to be justified by the benefits of eliminating a brutal dictator, the eradication of Iraq’s alleged WMD programs, and the concern that Hussein might be collaborating with al Qaeda. Even if the invasion did entail some degree of suffering (mostly for Iraqis), these costs might have been justifiable if the occupation removed an imminent threat, led to a rapid improvement in the lives of the Iraqi people, and sparked positive political developments elsewhere in the region.

For the rest of the world, however, this calculus of means and ends was not very convincing before the war and has grown more dubious over time. Hardly anyone is sorry that Saddam is gone from power, but the failure to find WMD and the growing conviction that the Bush administration misled the world about the nature of the Iraqi threat has reinforced global opposition to the U.S. action. Nor have the war and the occupation led to a rapid improvement in the lives of ordinary Iraqis. Unless the United States can point to significant and unmistakable improvements in the lives of Iraqis in the years ahead, the invasion will appear increasingly illegitimate, and foreign condemnation will perforce increase.

Of course, a sense of historical grievance can arise even when the United States bears little or no responsibility for some unfortunate historical event. Distorting the past is easiest when governments control key sources of information (i.e., the press, educational institutions, etc.), but even democratic governments have many tools for shaping the way past events are perceived. Even when the United States is largely innocent, therefore, it may still face populations who genuinely believe that it has done them harm. Thus, some Arabs probably accepted Egypt’s erroneous claim that U.S. warplanes had participated in Israel’s preemptive strike against Egypt’s air force during the 1967 Six-Day War, just as some Africans now believe HIV/AIDS is the result of a Western or American plot.97 The problem is even worse when the United States is not blameless, however, because its actions will give opponents valuable ammunition in their efforts to stoke anti-American attitudes. And, as we shall see, America’s own propensity for historical amnesia exacerbates this problem by making it more difficult for Americans to understand why any society might have legitimate grounds for wishing them ill.

What We Are Doing Today

As the case of Iraq reminds us, anti-Americanism is not just a response to actions the United States has taken in the distant past, or to the ways that its past behavior has been interpreted. It also reflects what the United States is currently doing, in terms of both its stated ambitions and the content of its policies. U.S. officials can proclaim benevolent intentions as often as they wish, but other countries are likely to pay more attention to what the United States does. In world politics, as in other realms of life, actions ultimately speak louder than words.

As discussed above, the evidence is now unmistakable that current U.S. policies are undermining its global standing. U.S. primacy was apparent to all by the mid-1990s, but there was only modest erosion in the U.S. position until the arrival of the second Bush administration. There were signs of strain in traditional U.S. alliances, openly expressed ambivalence about U.S. “hyperpower,” and a gradually rising number of terrorist attacks on U.S. forces overseas. On the whole, however, America’s standing in most of the world remained strong.

Needless to say, this is no longer the case. The dramatic decline in favorable attitudes toward the United States coincides perfectly with the Bush administration’s increasingly unilateralist foreign policy.98 Not only did the United States reject a number of well-publicized international conventions, but it did so in an especially irritating fashion. The Bush administration did not merely reject the Kyoto Protocol; it declared that the United States would never sign the treaty and declined to offer an alternative approach to global warming until many months later. And the justification that was given—that the treaty was “not in the United States’ economic best interests”—was unlikely to appeal to a world that knows the United States is both a wealthy country and the largest producer of greenhouse gases.99 The administration did not just announce that it would not ratify the agreement establishing the International Criminal Court; it took the further (and unnecessary) step of “removing” the earlier U.S. “signature” from the treaty and then launched an aggressive diplomatic campaign to compel other states to reject the convention as well. The Bush administration took the lead in opposing a stiffer verification protocol for the Biological Weapons Convention (largely to protect the interests of U.S. drug companies and its own bioweapons research program), and abrogated the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty, despite deep misgivings from long-standing U.S. allies. The United States also showed scant regard for global opinion when it decided to invade Afghanistan and Iraq. Although the United States unsuccessfully sought UN Security Council authorization for the Iraq invasion, it made clear from the outset that it did not regard such authorization as necessary. Indeed, National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice later acknowledged that the decision for war was made even before the UN was consulted, and the failure to obtain UN authorization did not slow the march to war.100

Explicit U.S. unilateralism provokes foreign opposition for two different reasons. On the one hand, unilateral U.S. actions can harm other states’ interests, and it should hardly surprise us when they react negatively. Conflicts of interest are inevitable in world politics, and sometimes the United States cannot accommodate other states’ concerns without sacrificing its own interests. In some cases, in short, the United States will have to defend its own interests even if this requires abstention from multilateral cooperation and acceptance of greater foreign hostility.

But shouldn’t Americans expect their elected officials to do their utmost to make sure that U.S. interests are protected, before worrying about what others think? Of course they should. But focusing solely on U.S. interests and paying scant attention to the interests of others is not without costs. In fact, the United States may pay a large—and unnecessary—price for treating the rest of the world as if it is merely an obstacle in its path. When top officials declare that the United States will do whatever it wants—even if the rest of the world is outraged—they are in effect saying to the rest of the world, “Your opinions are not worth considering.” If the United States consistently acts this way, its citizens should not be surprised if others resent it, or if others are pleased whenever something bad happens to the United States. Nor should Americans be surprised if some of their opponents retaliate when and where they can.

Democracy and Double Standards

Other countries will be especially resentful when the United States acts hypocritically, applying different standards to its own conduct than it expects from others. For example, U.S. leaders often emphasize their commitment to “the rule of law” and tend to be quick to condemn others whenever established legal principles are violated. Yet, like most other countries, the United States has also been willing to bend (or break) international law when it was in its interest to do so. Thus, the United States refused to acknowledge a World Court verdict condemning its covert campaign against Nicaragua in the 1980s, and it has been widely criticized for its plans to try suspected al Qaeda members in secret military tribunals. The U.S. decision to hold suspected terrorists incommunicado—and indefinitely—as “enemy combatants” has been equally controversial, and it reinforces the sense that America’s commitment to the rule of law is overly flexible.

Indeed, examples of U.S. hypocrisy are numerous. U.S. leaders routinely invoke the principle of free trade and condemn trading partners for erecting barriers to U.S. goods, yet they abandon these principles when powerful U.S. interest groups are threatened by foreign competition. The United States pressures other countries not to acquire or test weapons of mass destruction, and it went to war against Iraq in order to keep Saddam Hussein from having them. Yet the United States has conducted more than a thousand nuclear tests and has more than 7,000 operational thermonuclear weapons of its own—a position hardly consistent with its efforts to deny them to others.101 While extolling its virtues as an apostle of freedom and democracy, the United States tolerated the apartheid government in South Africa for many years. It supported brutal dictators like Saddam Hussein when it was in its geopolitical interest to do so, and it now backs pro–U.S. dictatorships in Pakistan, Uzbekistan, and elsewhere.

Finally, the United States has long adopted a double standard regarding the use of force. Americans were understandably outraged when al Qaeda attacked the World Trade Center in September 2001, and they were quick to condemn Osama bin Laden for al Qaeda’s attack on innocent civilians. Such a reaction is entirely appropriate, but it betrays a certain ignorance of America’s past conduct. The United States deliberately attacked thousands of civilians during World War II (including dropping two atomic bombs on Japan), and it did so with the explicit aim of sowing terror among the civilian population.102 Japan had started the war, of course, but the victims of these attacks were no more responsible for their government’s policies than the victims in the World Trade Center were responsible for the conduct of U.S. policy in the Middle East and the Persian Gulf. Yet, like most countries, the United States rarely acknowledges any moral similarity between its own “regrettable but necessary” actions and the “brutal and unwarranted” acts of its foes.

My purpose here is not to shine a spotlight on America’s past sins; it is simply to recognize that the United States often adopts one standard for its own behavior while demanding a different standard from others. As one would expect, the gap between what the United States prescribes for others and what it demands for itself has not gone unnoticed abroad. Indeed, it is a key theme of many of Osama bin Laden’s denunciations, for he knows that accusing the United States of acting hypocritically is a potent weapon in the struggle for hearts and minds around the world.103

A hypocritical foreign policy creates several problems for the United States, especially given its dominant world role. First, instead of demonstrating that the United States is a principled nation—that is, a nation whose conduct is guided by certain ethical principles and whose word can be counted upon—hypocritical behavior casts doubt on America’s moral stature and the credibility of U.S. promises. It makes U.S. primacy less legitimate in the eyes of other countries, for they will regard it as especially unfair when the world’s most powerful country lacks virtue. Second, when the United States ignores the norms that it expects other states to observe, it is suggesting that the United States is unwilling to be bound by rules and more likely to use its considerable power without restraint. In addition to fostering foreign resentment, such behavior is likely to add to underlying fears about U.S. power itself.

Why Don’t Americans Understand This?

Unfortunately, most Americans do not fully understand why the rest of the world is worried about U.S. primacy and alarmed by specific U.S. policies. Although U.S. officials are aware that many states worry about U.S. power and know that some states (or groups) are deeply hostile, Americans still underestimate the degree of fear, resentment, and hostility that the United States provokes and do not fully comprehend its origins. As National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice replied when asked why Germany and France had opposed U.S. policy on Iraq, “I’ll just put it very bluntly. We simply didn’t understand it.”104 Why?

The Consequences of Asymmetric Power

One reason why the United States underestimates the level of foreign resentment is the sheer size of America’s global impact. Paradoxically, American power both creates foreign resentment and makes it more difficult for the United States to recognize why it occurs.

First, as noted in chapter 1, because the United States is so large, wealthy, and powerful, it invariably affects other states more than they affect it. Actions that U.S. leaders regard as trivial may have major effects on states that are much smaller and weaker. A protectionist tariff may benefit some narrow interest group here in the United States while having little overall effect on the U.S. economy, but it may well have quite severe effects on the economy of a small country that depends on exports to the United States.

Even when the United States is affected by its own actions, its policies tend to have an even greater impact elsewhere. U.S. involvement in the Korean and Vietnam Wars cost billions of dollars and more than 100,000 U.S. lives, but the effects on Korea and Indochina were much larger and more enduring. Similarly, the U.S.-backed “contra” war was politically controversial at home but in fact cost the United States relatively little in either blood or treasure. It was a major event in Nicaraguan history, however, killing at least 30,000 Nicaraguans.105 To put these figures in perspective, Nicaragua’s losses were the equivalent of America’s suffering approximately 1.8 million dead—a number far exceeding U.S. deaths in any of its past wars. Thus, Americans underestimate foreign hostility because we do not feel the full impact of our own actions, and thus we do not notice what we are doing to others and how they are responding.

Second, a preponderant power like the United States inevitably has a short attention span. With a world to run, Washington cannot devote as much attention to each part of the world as other states are likely to pay to their own situation and their own neighborhoods. Given America’s size and influence, other states devote plenty of time and effort to observing what the United States is up to, and they work hard to influence what the United States decides to do with its power. Smaller states such as Israel, Colombia, Kenya, and Singapore do not define their interests in global terms, and their foreign-policy agendas are limited by their resources. As a result, smaller states (and even medium-size powers such as Italy and Germany) tend to focus their attention on a finite set of issues.

By contrast, the United States has commitments and concerns in virtually every corner of the globe, and it tries to influence outcomes in a wide range of policy domains. Other states pay lots of attention to what we do, but U.S. leaders are inevitably distracted by events all over the world and focus on particular issues or areas only when they are compelled to do so. With our attention divided and distracted, we Americans may not even notice the full impact of our actions in any one area or on any one issue.

This problem is compounded both by the decentralized nature of the U.S. foreign-policy bureaucracy and the diverse nature of U.S. power. The management of U.S. foreign policy is divided among a host of competing government agencies, and coordination among them is notoriously imperfect and erratic.106 Moreover, some U.S. actions abroad are either poorly publicized or deliberately covert, which means that many Americans—including members of the U.S. government—will be unaware of them. If the left hand of the U.S. government does not know what the right hand is doing, and if U.S. citizens do not know what either is up to, then we cannot hope to understand why other states are responding as they are.

This problem is even more severe when U.S. foreign policy is conducted in secret. Government officials and U.S. citizens cannot hope to understand the origins of foreign opposition if they are unaware of the policies that have provoked foreign ire. Chalmers Johnson refers to this phenomenon as “blowback,” which he defines as “the unintended consequences of policies that were kept secret from the American people.” Even when Americans are partially aware of what their country is doing in one part of the world, they may miss the connection between what is happening in one place and the negative consequences that subsequently occur somewhere else. We may be aware that the United States supported Turkey’s anti-Kurdish campaign, bombed Libya in 1986, sent cruise missiles into Sudan in 1998, and conducted counterterrorist operations in Pakistan, the Philippines, and Indonesia in 2003, but we may not see how these activities led to negative repercussions later. As Johnson puts it, “The unintended consequences of American policies and acts in Country X are a bomb at an American embassy in Country Y and a dead American in Country Z.”107

Foreign perceptions of the United States are not driven solely by the official policies of the U.S. government, of course. America’s role in the world also includes the activities of U.S. corporations, foundations, media organizations, and various nongovernmental organizations, including the increasing use of private security firms in such far-flung places as Iraq and Afghanistan. Yet few of us will be aware of many of these activities. When a U.S. corporation decides to relocate an offshore manufacturing plant from one developing country to another, for example, it is an individual corporate decision that may not even be noticed by most of the company’s shareholders. Yet this decision could have large negative effects on some local community in another country. A plant closing in the United States might attract publicity here at home, but a plant closing in Malaysia, Guatemala, or Thailand will go unnoticed back in the United States. If this sort of corporate behavior generates anti-American attitudes, however, U.S. citizens will have no way of knowing where they came from or whether they have a legitimate basis. Even worse, when a private security firm like Dyncorp—which has a government contract to help protect Afghan President Hamid Karzai—uses abusive and heavyhanded tactics, the people it mistreats are likely to see it not as misconduct by a private corporation but rather as a direct reflection on the United States. Americans are likely to think that Afghans should be grateful that we are protecting Karzai, but Afghans themselves may dislike Americans because of the ways these U.S. firms are behaving.108

Finally, America’s image in the world is also shaped by the behavior of its allies and clients. When a pro-U.S. dictatorship represses its own people—as was done by the Pahlavi regime in Iran and the Somoza government in Nicaragua—its actions will also hurt America’s standing among the local population and in the eyes of foreign observers. When a close ally like Israel denies the national aspirations of the Palestinians and uses massive force against them, it reinforces Arab and Muslim hostility to the United States itself, even if the United States occasionally tries to distance itself from specific Israeli actions. Americans may be aware of these connections, but they are unlikely to recognize the degree to which their own reputations are shaped by the actions of others.

Historical Amnesia

As noted earlier, if other states believe that the United States has hurt them in the past, and especially if U.S. actions were unprovoked and cruel, they are likely to be suspicious of future U.S. behavior and prone to resent U.S. power. The memory of past humiliations and suffering fades slowly, and victims are likely to remember their sufferings long after the perpetrators have forgotten them. In extreme cases, a prior history of U.S. interference can create a deep reservoir of ill will and make it extremely difficult to build a positive relationship.

Unfortunately, the same events that others remember are the ones that the United States has probably gone to considerable lengths to forget. All countries sanitize their own history, of course, and are prone to downplay or deny their worst transgressions. Even when states recognize that they have committed egregious acts, they tend to portray them as necessary for their own security and as justified by the equally egregious actions of the other side. Open societies such as the United States may be less prone to the worst forms of historical falsification, but they are hardly immune.

For example, U.S. leaders have routinely justified their own actions by claiming they were provoked by others, while downplaying the possibility that the United States might have been partly responsible for the alleged provocation. During the Korean War, for example, the United States interpreted China’s entry into the war as a case of deliberate communist aggression and failed to recognize that it was primarily a reaction to the U.S. advance to the Chinese border.109 The result was two more years of war, and the conflict helped harden Sino-American hostility for nearly twenty years, yet U.S. citizens never recognized that U.S. policy had helped produce this result. In 1964, President Lyndon Johnson used a North Vietnamese attack on U.S. naval vessels in the Gulf of Tonkin to justify escalating the war, but key U.S. officials failed to tell the U.S. Congress (or the American people) that the alleged North Vietnamese attack was itself a response to a series of covert U.S.-led raids on North Vietnamese territory. Today, we see global terrorism as motivated by radical animosity to U.S. values, and we discount the possibility that certain U.S. policies might be of equal (or greater) importance in provoking violence against us.

In each of these cases (and there are plenty of others), U.S. leaders claimed that the use of force by the United States was a defensive reaction to someone else’s unprovoked aggression. In each case, this interpretation was at best debatable and at worst simply incorrect. The issue is not whether U.S. policies were correct or not; the issue is that Americans were being told a false version of events. As a result, the targets of U.S. actions—that is, the foreign populations who were attacked by the United States—were certain to come away from these events with a very different understanding of what happened than Americans had. By portraying these incidents as examples of foreign aggression, and by justifying the American response as purely defensive, the United States had in effect blinded itself to how these events appeared to others.

But the problem is even broader than the ways in which U.S. leaders justify specific applications of military force. As in most countries, U.S. textbooks and public rhetoric tend to glorify our past achievements, give the United States too much credit for positive international developments, and omit or minimize the nation’s worst foreign-policy transgressions.110 As a result, U.S. leaders—and the general public—are often simply unaware of what the United States has actually done to others.

The consequences of this sort of historical amnesia can be severe, especially in an era when countries around the world are even more attentive to U.S. behavior and even more worried about what the United States might do. When the United States teaches a false version of the past, it is unable to understand why other societies may have valid reasons to be suspicious or hostile. Many Americans may have “forgotten” about their many interventions in Latin America, for example, but the inhabitants of these countries have not. The anti-American attitudes of Castro, the Sandinistas, and Hugo Chavez did not emerge solely from the misguided wellsprings of Marxist theory; they were also produced by the historical legacy of prior U.S. occupations and prolonged U.S. support for the Batista and Somoza dictatorships. Similarly, the sense of bitterness expressed by Mexican President Vicente Fox—which helps explain Mexico’s refusal to support the invasion of Iraq—reflects both his disappointment at being ignored by the Bush administration and the legacy of 150 years of U.S. dominance.

Furthermore, by portraying its international role as uniformly noble, principled, and benevolent, the United States teaches its citizens that the rest of the world should be grateful for the many blessings that Americans have (allegedly) bestowed upon them. When others do not offer us the gratitude we think we deserve, however, we conclude that they are either innately hostile or inspired by some sort of anti-American ideology, alien culture, or religious fanaticism. And once we have reached that conclusion, it is but a short step to believing that such groups deserve harsh treatment in return. By exaggerating our own virtues (and forgetting our past mistakes), we become less able to comprehend why others may mistrust or resent us and more likely to react in ways that will make existing conflicts of interest worse.

Conclusion

This chapter has identified the main reasons why U.S. primacy arouses concern, fear, and resentment around the world. Few countries seem willing to confront the United States directly, but many are increasingly uncomfortable with U.S. primacy and some are openly opposed.

But does any of this really matter? Those who favor the unilateral exercise of U.S. power sometimes acknowledge that others may not like it, but they quickly conclude that there is nothing that others can do about it. As former New Republic editor Andrew Sullivan puts it, the only thing America needs is “political will and public support.

… The only thing that can stop America now is American resistance, revolt, or restraint.”111 Or, as historian Niall Ferguson commented, “The threat to America’s empire does not come from embryonic rival empires. . . . [But] it may come from the vacuum of power—the absence of a will to power—within.”112 As long as the United States is strong and resolute, so the argument runs, the fear of U.S. power will keep everyone else in line. As Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz wrote several months before taking office, global leadership requires “demonstrating that your friends will be protected and taken care of, that your enemies will be punished, and that those who refuse to support you will live to regret having done so.”113 If other nations cannot be cowed, in short, then they can be ignored or crushed. This view of U.S. foreign relations assumes that hostile states can do little to harm us, so there is little reason to worry about anti-Americanism abroad. President Bush himself downplayed the danger of U.S. isolation by noting that in the war on terror, “at some point we may be the only ones left. That’s okay with me. We are America.”114 From this perspective, the United States is strong enough to take on its remaining opponents and fashion a world that is conducive to U.S. interests and compatible with U.S. ideals, even if forced to act alone.

This view also assumes that most states have interests that are compatible with our own, and it ignores the possibility that these states are in fact trying to use U.S. power in ways that may benefit them but could harm the United States. In effect, it assumes that pro-American countries are fully supportive of U.S. foreign-policy goals either because they genuinely share them or because they know that resistance is futile.

The next two chapters will show that this smug overconfidence is misplaced. Both friends and foes have many ways of dealing with American power, and the United States is neither so powerful nor so wise that it can afford to disregard what others may do.


CHAPTER 3

STRATEGIES OF OPPOSITION

Serbian President Slobodan Milosevic led a country whose population was 3 percent the size of the U.S. population. Serbia’s GNP was roughly 0.2 percent that of the United States, and it spent roughly $1.6 billion on defense in 1998 (compared with $271 billion spent by the United States). Yet Milosevic did not seem troubled by his Lilliputian stature. When U.S. diplomat Richard Holbrooke met with Milosevic in October 1998 to negotiate the status of Kosovo, Holbrooke tried to impress the Serb leader by bringing along Air Force Lieutenant General Michael Short, who would later command the air war against the Serbs. At their first meeting, Milosevic greeted Short by remarking, “So you are the man who is going to bomb me.” And when Short told the Serbian president that he had “U2s in one hand and B-52s in the other, and the choice [of which I use] is up to you,” Milosevic “just sort of nodded.” Milose-vic was given a detailed briefing describing what an air war would do to Serbia, but he ultimately rejected NATO’s proposals and chose to face war instead.1

This story reminds us that some states sometimes choose to resist U.S. primacy, even against what appear to be overwhelming odds. Countries that align with the United States are sometimes vexing for U.S. policymakers, but the more serious challenges arise from other states that are reluctant to embrace Pax Americana, and especially from those that feel threatened by U.S. primacy and would like to find ways to keep American power in check. If the United States cannot make its position of primacy acceptable to others, the number of countries in this category will grow and the world will be a more contentious and unpleasant place. It would also be a world in which it would be more difficult for the United States to achieve its core foreign-policy goals.

States that oppose U.S. power do so for three main reasons. First, and most obviously, states that regard the United States as fundamentally hostile—and whose basic interests are at odds with ours—will reject alignment with the United States and are likely to adopt a policy of open defiance. The obvious examples here are the so-called rogue states singled out by the Clinton administration, or the three “axis of evil” nations identified by President Bush in his 2002 State of the Union speech.

Second, some states may oppose U.S. policy on a limited set of issues, while trying to maintain good relations with Washington in other areas. As long as the differences do not become too great, such frictions are part of the normal give-and-take of international life. Even in these relatively benign contexts, however, other countries will be interested in finding ways to counter U.S. power, if only to get a better bargain for themselves.

Third, states may also choose to resist the United States because they are worried about the broader implications of American primacy. This motivation may reflect the fear that the United States will use its power to get its way on specific issues today, but it also reflects the broader concern that U.S. power will be used in ways that might harm others’ interests in the future. It is, in short, the general fear of unchecked power in a world where there is no overarching authority that can prevent strong states from acting as they please. As Russian President Vladimir Putin said in February 2003, “We believe here in Russia, just as French President Jacques Chirac believes, that the future international security architecture must be based on a multipolar world. That is the main thing that unites us. I am absolutely confident that the world will be predictable and stable only if it is multipolar.”2 Former European Commission President Romano Prodi explained cooperation between the EU and China in similar terms, saying, “We are building new relationships, and it’s clear it’s a commitment for us and for China. Both of us want a multipolar world in which we have many active protagonists. This is a Chinese priority and it is a European interest.” Or, as South African leader Nelson Mandela put it, South Africa cannot accept one state “having the arrogance to tell us where we should go or which countries should be our friends. . . . We cannot accept that a state assumes the role of the world’s policeman.”3

But how do you stop an eight-hundred-pound gorilla? What can other states do to restrain a country as powerful as the United States? Trying to resist the United States is fraught with peril—as Milosevic, the Taliban, and Saddam Hussein have all learned to their sorrow. The combination of economic, technological, and military resources at America’s disposal does not enable it to do everything, but U.S. power can make it costly for other states to defy its wishes. Even states that have little reason to fear a U.S. invasion have to worry that the United States might punish their defiance in less vivid but still painful ways.

Yet states do defy the United States—and sometimes violently— and the record of the past decade shows that even far weaker states do have options. Just as children routinely disobey their parents, just as slaves sometimes defied their owners, and just as inmates find small ways to evade the rules imposed by their jailers, so too will weaker states in today’s international system employ various methods either to evade U.S. control or to limit the ability of the United States to have its way. These strategies may not undermine America’s dominant position—at least, not in the short term—but they complicate its diplomacy and form much of the context in which U.S. foreign policy must now be conducted. Let us first consider when states are likely to challenge America’s dominant position, and then consider the different strategies they can employ.

When Will Other States Challenge U.S. Primacy?

Given the preponderance of power in America’s favor, why would any state risk courting the direct opposition of the world’s most powerful country? The obvious answer, of course, is when there are profound conflicts of interest between the United States and some other country—conflicts so fundamental that appeasement or accommodation is impossible. But even when serious conflicts are present, other states have to consider whether defying Washington’s wishes is still prudent. Whether resistance makes sense will depend on three major conditions.

1. How Big Is the Disagreement?

States (or nonstate actors) are more likely to reject accommodation and oppose U.S. dominance when there are fundamental conflicts between their foreign-policy goals and those of the United States. During the Cold War, for example, the long rivalry between the United States and the Soviet Union was partly based on the balance of power—that is, on the fact that they were the two most powerful states in the system—but also on unbridgeable ideological differences. The American and Soviet visions of an ideal social order were fundamentally at odds, which made it hard to imagine either one voluntarily aligning with the other.

In the post–Cold War world, states that have chosen to defy the United States openly have generally been those whose foreign-policy objectives clashed sharply with U.S. preferences. The most obvious examples were the members of the Bush administration’s “axis of evil”—Iraq, Iran, and North Korea—but several others (e.g., Serbia, Syria, Libya) have defied U.S. pressure as well. Although there were important differences among these regimes, each was committed to foreign-policy objectives opposed by the United States, and several of them were also seeking to obtain weapons of mass destruction, a goal that U.S. leaders have emphatically opposed.

Finally, some states will seek to oppose the United States on particular issues, or will merely be looking for ways to keep U.S. power in check. Thus, Japan and South Korea want the United States to act with restraint in dealing with North Korea’s nuclear ambitions, and France, Russia, China, and several others have openly opposed the Bush administration’s emphasis on preventive war, and especially its decision to launch one against Iraq. States such as these do not oppose the United States on many (or even most) global issues, but they are clearly willing to defy Washington on occasion and to look for ways to give their opposition greater weight.

2. Will the United States Find Out?

States will be more inclined to oppose U.S. dominance when they think they can get away with it. Their ability to do so depends in part on whether the United States is likely to detect what they are up to. Governments cannot punish criminals if they are either unaware that a crime has occurred or do not know who did it, and prison wardens cannot punish inmates whose infractions have not yet been discovered. Similarly, the United States cannot sanction other states when it is not aware of their transgressions or is unable to identify exactly who is responsible.

The ability to detect foreign resistance depends on the relative balance between U.S. surveillance and intelligence capabilities and an opponent’s capacity for concealment and deception. In some cases, of course, defiance is impossible to conceal, as when Serbian President Slobodan Milosevic rejected NATO’s ultimatum at the Rambouillet (France) summit and began forcibly expelling the Albanian population of Kosovo. In other cases, however, defiance of the United States may be deliberately concealed or left inherently ambiguous. States that are trying to develop weapons of mass destruction are likely to conceal their activities, or they will claim that their nuclear programs are intended solely for legitimate peaceful purposes. An even more subtle variation occurs when a foreign government takes a public position in line with U.S. preferences but does not devote much effort or energy to implementing the agreement. Whether such regimes are “cooperating” or not depends on how much cooperation one can reasonably expect, which makes a definitive assessment of their performance more difficult.

In most cases, of course, U.S. officials will be well aware when other states are resisting. Opposition is obvious when foreign leaders publicly complain about U.S. positions, when they take actions that the United States has sought to prevent, or when they encourage other states to join them in defying U.S. wishes. U.S. leaders may underestimate both the scope and the intensity of foreign opposition (if only because some states will be reluctant to declare it openly), but it is unlikely to come as a complete surprise.

3. Will the United States Respond?

Other states are more likely to defy the United States if they believe that America will be unable or unwilling to respond—either because the United States does not have usable options or because the costs of retaliation outweigh the benefits. During the Cold War, for example, the risks of escalation made it more dangerous for the United States to threaten Soviet client states directly. This constraint helps explain why the United States never invaded North Vietnam, why Soviet allies such as Syria and Iraq could resist U.S. pressure, and why India could ignore U.S. opposition to its dismemberment of Pakistan in 1971. But as the recent wars in Serbia, Afghanistan, and Iraq suggest, the ability of the United States to threaten some regimes is greater now, both because potential opponents cannot get help or protection from a rival superpower and because U.S. armed forces are increasingly capable of projecting overwhelming force over great distances. Although the U.S. experience in Afghanistan or Iraq could not be duplicated against more capable foes, there is little question that the direct cost of U.S. military action against opposing states is significantly lower than it once was.

When military force is not an option, the United States can also use economic sanctions or other forms of economic pressure in order to compel obedience. Sanctions are a popular response when leaders feel that they have to “do something,” but they are no panacea. Economic sanctions usually require broad international cooperation to be effective, and they will have little effect when the potential target has minimal ties to the United States. Political scientist Daniel Drezner calls this phenomenon the “sanctions paradox”: Economic sanctions work best against countries where there is a close and potentially long-term economic relationship—because each side has a lot to lose—but these states tend to be close U.S. allies and thus are the states that U.S. leaders are least disposed to punish. Sanctions are more likely to be used against hostile regimes, but such regimes are unlikely to be close economic partners and thus will have less at stake. In other words, economic weapons work best where they are least likely to be employed, and they work least well in the cases where they are most frequently applied.4 U.S. leaders will also be reluctant to employ sanctions when doing so will hurt U.S. firms, and especially if it will give foreign competitors new market opportunities.

Even when the United States does have viable options for countering or punishing foreign opposition, it is not going to respond to every single act of foreign opposition. When choosing whether or not to punish an act of opposition, U.S. leaders have to decide whether the benefits of retaliation will exceed the costs. Will retaliation today deter a new challenge tomorrow, or will it inspire greater resentment and lead to further acts of defiance? Is the issue involved largely symbolic, or are there more vital interests at stake? Will retaliation make it easier for us to achieve other important objectives, or make it more difficult to respond to new challenges elsewhere? Because U.S. policymakers have to weigh both the costs and the benefits of reacting to each act of defiance, other states will sometimes be able to ignore or defy U.S. wishes without facing a direct U.S. response.

When deciding to resist U.S. power, therefore, other states must calculate the probability that the United States will choose to use its power to punish them. Even if they know their actions will be detected, and even if they are aware that the United States has usable options, they may still conclude that the United States is unlikely to react, especially if the costs of retaliation are likely to exceed the expected benefits.

This consideration suggests that other states can affect the probability of a hostile U.S. response by limiting the scope of the challenge, or by carefully “designing around” a particular deterrent warning.5 Weaker states that are worried about U.S. retaliation will try to challenge the United States in ways that undermine its position, but never so much that the United States is compelled to respond with overwhelming force. Even if the United States does react, it may not go all-out if the infraction is fairly minor.

As Thomas Schelling noted some years ago, this is the basic problem of “salami tactics.” When retaliation is costly, weaker actors may be able to evade the rules just enough to get some of what they want, but without going so far that they provoke a harsh response. If a weaker challenger is persistent and clever, it may win a series of concessions by making each incursion just a little too small to justify a response. Each marginal infraction is not worth punishing, but the cumulative effect—if unchecked—can be enormous.6

For the United States, which faces potential challenges virtually everywhere, the problem becomes one of credibility. Can the United States deter a wide range of potential challenges by responding forcefully to a few minor ones? Just as dominant corporations sometimes fight costly “price wars” in order to deter rivals from trying to enter their markets, the United States will be tempted to fight “credibility wars” designed to show challengers what will happen if they defy U.S. wishes.7 This strategy makes sense if the costs are low, and if they do not encourage more and more states to see the United States as the main threat that needs to be thwarted or contained. But this strategy can backfire if the costs of reacting are unexpectedly high, if taking action in one area makes it impossible to react somewhere else, or if the use of force by the United States magnifies foreign resentment and inspires additional acts of resistance.

This point reminds us that the size and scope of resistance matters. U.S. primacy does not prevent weaker states (and nonstate actors) from challenging its power, provided that they can do so without threatening core U.S. interests. From this perspective, al Qaeda’s attack on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001, may have been a strategic blunder. Osama bin Laden and his network had attacked U.S. military targets in the Arab world on several occasions, including the bombing of the USS Cole in October 2000. In response, the United States had arrested several al Qaeda associates, fired cruise missiles at terrorist training camps in Afghanistan and Sudan, and formulated more ambitious plans to capture bin Laden himself. But until September 11 occurred, neither the Clinton nor the Bush administration chose to go all-out against al Qaeda.8 Had al Qaeda continued to operate far from the U.S. homeland, the United States might never have decided to invade Afghanistan (thereby eliminating its main sanctuary) or made a “war on terrorism” the defining focus of its foreign policy. By attacking U.S. soil directly and with such dramatic effect, however, al Qaeda made a forceful U.S. response virtually inevitable.9

States are also more likely to defy the United States when it is already busy elsewhere and thus less able to respond to a new challenge. In any hierarchy, subordinates are more likely to engage in acts of defiance, resistance, or noncompliance when their supervisors are distracted. Workers are more likely to shirk when the foreman is monitoring another part of the jobsite and prisoners in one cell block will have greater latitude when the guards are busy elsewhere. By the same logic, countries that seek to defy the United States will look for moments when the United States is already tied down. Even a state as powerful as the United States cannot devote equal attention and effort to all problems, and the more heavily engaged the United States is in one area, the greater the latitude enjoyed by states in other regions. Unless a particular act of resistance constitutes a clear and immediate threat, it will be harder to move the problem up the bureaucratic agenda when other issues are already dominating policy debates.

In short, states that seek to challenge U.S. primacy will look for windows of opportunity. The temptation to exploit these windows will increase even further when they enable other states to alter the balance of power in some tangible and enduring way. Defying the United States is inherently risky, but it makes more sense to run these risks if the act of defiance itself may place the state in question in a fundamentally stronger strategic position.

Consider three examples. The first is Iraq’s decision to invade Kuwait in 1990. Although this decision is often portrayed as evidence of Saddam Hussein’s reckless expansionism, it is more properly understood as a “rational” response to the combination of threats and opportunities that Iraq faced at that time. Relations between Iraq and Kuwait were already poor, and Iraq’s economic position was increasingly dire. By seizing the defenseless sheikhdom, Iraq could eliminate a key creditor, gain control of oil revenues worth roughly 40 percent of Iraq’s own GDP, and enhance its ability to intimidate neighboring states such as Saudi Arabia. And it could achieve all of these things in a few hours, with little or no risk that its army would be defeated— provided that outsiders did not come to Kuwait’s assistance. There seemed to be little danger of that happening, however, given that the United States was preoccupied with the collapse of the Soviet empire and U.S. diplomats had unwittingly signaled that the United States was not committed to protecting Kuwait. Although the invasion did not work out as Saddam expected, his decision to invade was neither reckless nor surprising.10

An even clearer example of this sort of behavior was North Korea’s decision to restart its nuclear development program in 2003. Relations between Washington and Pyongyang had deteriorated under the Bush administration, and the 1994 “Agreed Framework” halting North Korea’s nuclear program had largely collapsed by the end of 2002. The Bush administration was aware of North Korea’s nuclear ambitions, but its preoccupation with Iraq gave North Korea an ideal opportunity to accelerate its nuclear development activities. With the United States busy in the Gulf, there was less danger of a preventive strike on the Korean Peninsula. Equally important, this window might permit North Korea to acquire enough nuclear material to make it too dangerous to challenge later. In other words, North Korea seized a window of opportunity in order to achieve a small but significant shift in the Asian balance of power.

Much the same logic seems to be guiding Iran’s own pursuit of a nuclear capability. During 2003, coordinated pressure from the United States and the European Union made some progress in slowing—and possibly halting—Iran’s nuclear development program. The invasion of Iraq reinforced this effort at first, because it seemed to suggest that Iran would have to take U.S. military threats seriously. Once the Iraqi insurgency ensnared the United States in a prolonged occupation, however, the threat of additional military action evaporated and Iran returned to a more defiant position. Tehran announced in August 2004 that it was resuming construction of enrichment centrifuges and declared that it would not allow “others to deprive us of our natural and legal rights.” As Gary Samore of the International Institute for Strategic Studies explained: “The US is bogged down in Iraq, the conservatives control the Iranian parliament and Iran does not feel that sanctions are likely. So it has reneged on a key part of [its earlier] agreement.”11 Like the North Koreans, in short, Iran exploited the window of opportunity created by the Iraq debacle in order to press ahead with its nuclear programs.12

The moral of these (and other) stories is simple. U.S. power confers many advantages on the United States and creates many options for U.S. leaders—options that no other state can even contemplate. Yet primacy does not mean that all (or even most) states must invariably accommodate Washington’s wishes. Although the United States enjoys an unprecedented asymmetry of power, other states still have options. If conflicts of interest are large enough, if resistance can be concealed, or if there are good reasons to believe that the United States either cannot or will not respond, then other states do not have to accommodate to U.S. power and can pursue various strategies of opposition or resistance instead. What are the main strategies available to them, when will they be chosen, and how well are they likely to work?

Balancing

According to realist theories of world politics, states respond to unbalanced power by balancing against the dominant country. In the words of Kenneth Waltz: “As nature abhors a vacuum, so international politics abhors unbalanced power. Faced with unbalanced power, some states try to increase their own strength or they ally with others, to bring the international distribution of power into balance.”13 States may balance externally, by combining their capabilities with others, or they may balance internally, by mobilizing their own resources in ways that will enable them to resist stronger states more effectively. Or they may do both. In any case, the goal is the same: to ensure that a more powerful state (or coalition) cannot use its superior capabilities in ways that the weaker side will find unpleasant.

Traditional balance-of-power theory focuses on the distribution of material capabilities, such as population, economic wealth, military power, and natural resources. It predicts that states will normally balance against the most powerful state—i.e., the one with the greatest material resources. Applying it to the current era, balance-of-power theory leads us to expect America’s existing alliances to become more fragile and harder to lead, and predicts that other countries will either mobilize internal resources to counter the U.S. advantage or join forces in order to limit U.S. freedom of action.

The Relative Absence of External Balancing

At first glance, the standard realist view seems to face an immediate challenge. Although there are modest signs of anti-American balancing, there is much less than the theory leads us to expect. To be sure, the end of the Cold War and the arrival of the second Bush administration have been accompanied by growing tensions between the United States and its European allies, with experts on both sides of the Atlantic warning that NATO can no longer be taken for granted.14 During the 1990s, French Foreign Minister Hubert Vedrine repeatedly complained about America’s position as a “hyperpower” and proclaimed that “the entire foreign policy of France … is aimed at making the world of tomorrow composed of several poles, not just one.” German Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder offered a similar warning in 1999, declaring that the danger of “unilateralism” by the United States is “undeniable.”15 Schroeder then won reelection in 2002 by openly distancing himself from the United States over the issue of war with Iraq, and even the successful incorporation of several new NATO members in 2003 could not disguise the growing gulf between the two sides of the Atlantic.16

Concerns about American power have also led to tentative efforts at multilateral cooperation against the United States. The European Union is seeking to reduce its dependence on the United States by improving its own defense capabilities, amid continued calls for institutional reforms that will permit Europe to speak with a unified voice in foreign affairs. China and Russia have reacted to U.S. preponderance by seeking to resolve existing points of friction and increasing other forms of security cooperation—a process that culminated in the signing of a formal treaty of friendship and cooperation in July 2001. Although the treaty was not directed at a specific country, it was explicitly intended to foster a “new international order,” and Russian commentators described it as an “act of friendship against America.” Russian President Vladimir Putin has also labored to improve Russia’s relations with India and with Europe, based in part on the explicit desire to “help create a balance in the world.” There can be little doubt as to which state he thinks needs to be balanced against. Even lesser states would like more limits on U.S. primacy: as Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez put it in 2000, “The twenty-first century should be multipolar, and we all ought to push for the development of such a world. So long live a united Asia, a united Africa, a united Europe.”17

The tendency to join forces against U.S. power reached a new peak in early 2003, when a loose coalition of France, Germany, Russia, and several small states combined to deny UN Security Council authorization for America’s preventive war against Iraq. Not surprisingly, the ouster of Saddam Hussein also encouraged increased security cooperation between Syria and Iran, especially after prominent U.S. officials made threatening statements toward both countries.18 And when U.S. President George W. Bush was reelected in November 2004, French President Jacques Chirac responded by saying, “European cohesion is naturally the right way to deal with … the worries or concerns” of the election, adding, “Europe today has more need than ever to reinforce its unity and dynamism.”19

If one is looking for signs of balancing against U.S. power, in short, they are not difficult to find. Yet it is striking how limited these efforts have been. Responses to U.S. primacy pale in comparison to the encircling coalitions that Wilhelmine Germany or the Soviet Union provoked, where most of the other major powers made formal or informal alliances to defeat or contain these powerful expansionist states. U.S. allies have long resented their dependence on the United States and the unsubtle hand of U.S. leadership, but the old cry, “Yankee, Go Home,” is still largely unheard in Europe and Asia. Instead, the United States is still formally allied with NATO (whose membership has grown to twenty-six, with other aspirants in the wings), and it has renewed and deepened its military relationship with Japan. Its security ties with South Korea, Taiwan, and several other ASEAN countries remain intact, even though opinions of the United States have declined sharply in recent years, and an announcement that the Pentagon was planning major troop redeployments in Europe and Asia provoked a decidedly mixed reaction in both regions.20 U.S. relations with Russia are sometimes contentious but still far better than they were during the Cold War, and relations with China improved as soon as the United States started worrying more about terrorism and less about China’s possible emergence as a future peer competitor. Similarly, U.S. ties with India are warmer and deeper than ever before, despite America’s continued embrace of General Pervez Musharraf’s Pakistan. To date, at least, no one is making a serious effort to forge a meaningful anti-American alliance.

Meanwhile, who have been America’s principal adversaries? Instead of America’s facing a combined coalition of major powers united by a common desire to contest U.S. primacy, its main enemies have been a stateless terrorist network and the isolated and oppressive regimes in Cuba, Serbia, Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya, Iran, and North Korea. Even taken together, these states possess little power and even less international support.21 With enemies like these, one might ask, who needs friends?

From the perspective of classical balance-of-power theory, this situation seems anomalous. Power in the international system is about as unbalanced as it has ever been, yet balancing tendencies have been comparatively mild. Although a number of states are engaged in various forms of internal balancing (discussed below), there have been only modest efforts at external balancing through the creation of an anti-U.S. coalition. Such efforts do exist, of course, but one has to squint pretty hard to see them. How can we account for this apparent violation of classical international-relations theory?

The anomaly of states failing to balance U.S. power vanishes when we focus not on power but on threats.22 Although the United States is enormously powerful relative to other states, it has not been perceived as a major threat by most other powers. To begin with, the United States profits from its geographic isolation in the Western Hemisphere, which makes it more difficult for the United States to engage in ambitious wars of territorial expansion.23 Moreover, because the other major powers lie in close proximity to one another, they tend to worry more about each other than they do about the United States. Indeed, as discussed in chapter 4, this explains why the United States is still an attractive ally for states in Europe and Asia. U.S power ensures that its voice will be heard and its actions will be felt, but it lies a comfortable distance away and does not threaten to conquer or rule its allies directly.

Much the same logic applies in much of Asia, which is why America’s Asian allies prefer a U.S. presence even though U.S. power dwarfs their own.24 Geographic proximity also explains why it would be exceptionally difficult to construct a cohesive anti-American coalition of Russia, China, and India—unless the United States behaves in an especially bellicose and shortsighted manner. These three Asian giants worry as much about each other as they do about the United States.

Anti-American balancing has also been muted because U.S. intentions have been perceived as comparatively benign, at least until very recently. Although the United States has used force on numerous occasions—and sometimes with less-than-compelling justification— most of the world’s major powers have not seen the United States as an especially aggressive country. Instead of seeking to conquer and dominate large sections of the globe—as the European Great Powers did during their imperial heyday—the United States has generally acted as an “offshore balancer.”25 It has intervened in Eurasian affairs with some reluctance, and only when local powers were unable to maintain a stable equilibrium on their own.

This behavior, however, stands in sharp contrast to U.S. conduct in North America and the Western Hemisphere, where it proceeded to conquer a continent, subjugate the indigenous inhabitants, evict the other Great Powers, and openly proclaim its own hegemony over the region. Not surprisingly, the United States is seen as a hostile power in much of Latin America—where it has intervened on numerous occasions to maintain its hegemony—even though it has enjoyed remarkably good relations with its allies in Europe and Asia. Good fences make good neighbors, and two vast oceanic moats help insulate the United States and much of the world from each other. The United States may be self-righteous, hypocritical, and occasionally trigger-happy, but most states have had little reason to believe that it might try to conquer them. As a result, they have been less inclined to balance America’s daunting capabilities than we would otherwise expect.

Here again, one may draw a useful contrast between Presidents George H. W. Bush and William Clinton, on the one hand, and President George W. Bush on the other. Under the first two, the United States generally acted within the framework of existing security institutions and sought to advance its influence largely by incorporating new states into these arrangements. U.S. power was used defensively—in response to specific acts of aggression—and for the most part only after careful international consultation. By contrast, the second Bush administration was openly skeptical of many existing institutions and willing to initiate the use of force in order to alter the status quo in its favor. As one would expect, this more assertive policy also encouraged other states to begin balancing somewhat more vigorously.

Other states remain reluctant to balance the United States because such a policy is not without risks. Forming a balancing coalition requires trust: each member of a balancing coalition must be confident that its allies will contribute to the common objective (in this case, the containment of American power), and each must be reasonably sure that the others will not defect at the first sign of trouble and leave one isolated against a powerful adversary. This concern gives the United States yet another advantage: Because its power is ample and diverse, and because it is not very dependent on any allies at present, it can play a strategy of “divide and conquer” whenever a countervailing coalition threatens to emerge.

Last but not least, other states are reluctant to form an overt anti-American coalition because such an alliance would still be substantially weaker than the United States itself, at least initially. Although a coalition of medium powers (i.e., Europe, Russia, India, Japan, and China) possesses a combined GDP exceeding that of the United States, as well as a formidable nuclear arsenal, its military capabilities would still trail the United States by a wide margin, and it would be plagued by the rifts and uncertainties that habitually undermine alliance cohesion. Unless U.S. foreign policy becomes even more bellicose, therefore, other states are unlikely to construct a formal anti-American alliance.26

“Soft Balancing”

Instead of forming formal alliances to contain the United States, other states generally have opted for “soft balancing.”27 “Hard balancing” focuses on the overall balance of power and seeks to assemble a countervailing coalition that will be strong enough to keep the dominant power in check. By contrast, soft balancing does not seek or expect to alter the overall distribution of capabilities. Instead, a strategy of soft balancing accepts the current balance of power but seeks to obtain better outcomes within it. In the current era of U.S. dominance, therefore, soft balancing is the conscious coordination of diplomatic action in order to obtain outcomes contrary to U. S. preferences—outcomes that could not be gained if the balancers did not give each other some degree of mutual support. By definition, “soft balancing” seeks to limit the ability of the United States to impose its preferences on others. To practice soft balancing, therefore, other states must coordinate their actions with this aim explicitly in mind.

A strategy of soft balancing can have several objectives. First, and most obviously, states may balance in order to increase their ability to resist U.S. pressure, including the use of military force. In recent years, for example, several states that were directly threatened by U.S. power have shared intelligence information designed to enhance each other’s ability to stand up to U.S. pressure. Serbia received information on U.S. air-warfare tactics from Iraq prior to the war in Kosovo, which helped the Serbs prepare for NATO’s air offensive.28 Other reports suggest that the People’s Republic of China provided fiber-optic technology for Iraq’s command-and-control system, thereby enhancing Iraq’s air defense capabilities. Although commercial benefits may have been the primary motivation for these programs, the potential of complicating U.S. activities in the Middle East and Persian Gulf may have struck the Chinese government as a desirable bonus. Similarly, North Korea is reported to have sold fluorine gas, a requisite material for making uranium hexafluoride, to Iran, a step that is both profitable and further complicates U.S. antiproliferation efforts.29 Nonstate actors (e.g., terrorist groups) have also provided each other with various forms of mutual support, while retaining their own independent identities and political agendas.

Second, joining forces with others is a way of improving one’s bargaining position in global negotiations—whether the issue is trade, regulation of genetically modified foods, environmental safeguards, labor regulations, or even issues of “high politics” like the use of military force. Thus, soft balancing may arise in response to some discrete issue, or it may be used when states are bargaining over the broad institutional arrangements that regulate international behavior. Within the World Trade Organization, for example, a coalition of twenty-one developing countries—led by Brazil, China, India, and South Africa and representing more than half the world’s population—has come together to pressure developed countries to make significant reductions in their farm subsidies and other trade barriers. South African representative Alex Erwin called the move a “historic moment, when we have been able to unify our positions across economies.” This concerted effort paid off in July 2004, when the developed countries were forced to make a series of concessions on agricultural subsidies that paved the way for a new trade round. As Brazilian Foreign Minister Celso Amorim put it, “This is the beginning of the end of all subsidies.”30 A unified stance enhanced the weaker states’ bargaining positions, so the wealthier powers could not get the concessions they wanted without making concessions in exchange.31

Third, soft balancing can also be intended as a diplomatic “shot across the bow,” to remind the United States that it cannot take for granted the compliance of other states. The Sino-Russian “Friendship Pact” of 2001 seems to have been intended for this purpose; by demonstrating that they had other options (even if neither state really wanted to pursue them very far), Russia and China sought to remind Washington that excessive unilateralism could lead to “harder” balancing in the future. In December 2004, in fact, the two countries announced that they would conduct joint military exercises involving land, air, and naval forces, a move that one analyst termed “a symbolic gesture aimed at the United States, intended to show that Russia has other allies.” Similarly, Russia and Iran have quietly expanded their own strategic partnership since 2000, at least partly in response to the increased U.S. presence in the region. As one analyst comments, “Russia and Iran have joined efforts to limit the influence of the United States and its allies (Turkey and Israel) in central Asia and the Caucasus. . . . Iran’s partnership with Russia … is … a strategic response to U.S. efforts to develop influence in the area through its ties with Turkey, Georgia, Azerbaijan, and Uzbekistan.”32

A potentially more significant illustration of this sort of soft balancing is the expanding strategic partnership between the EU and China. Not only is each now the other’s largest trading partner, but Chinese leaders now hold regular meetings with European officials and each now speaks openly of their strategic “partnership.” Plans are underway for military exchanges, several European countries have already conducted search-and-rescue exercises with Chinese naval forces, and other forms of strategic dialogue are increasingly frequent. Perhaps most important of all, the EU is about to lift the arms embargo it imposed after Tiananmen Square—despite strong U.S. pressue to keep it in force—a step that will facilitate China’s efforts to increase its military power. These developments are still relatively modest and are probably not inspired by a desire to balance U.S. power directly, but the trend highlights Europe’s increasing independence from the United States and its willingness to take steps that could complicate U.S. strategic planning in East Asia. Given their shared preference for a more multipolar world in which U.S. power is at least somewhat constrained, it is hardly surprising that Europe and China are beginning to move closer together.33

Fourth, soft balancing is also a way to hedge one’s bets in the face of growing uncertainty about relations with the United States. A classic example of this type of balancing, as Robert Art suggests, is Europe’s gradual effort to create a genuine European defense capability. Although the original motivation for this policy was not anti-American, Europe’s ability to chart its own course in world politics—and to take positions at odds with U.S. preferences—will be enhanced if it becomes less dependent on U.S. protection and able to defend its own interests on its own.34 A more unified European defense force would also increase Europe’s bargaining power within existing transatlantic institutions, which is why U.S. officials have always been ambivalent about European efforts to build autonomous capabilities.

The feasibility of both hard and soft balancing depends in part on each state’s expectations of what other potential balancing partners will do. No state wants to face the United States alone—even in a purely diplomatic context—and soft balancing is therefore more likely to occur when several states are looking to check U.S. power and are confident that the others will be steadfast. Up to a point, therefore, successful soft balancing is self-reinforcing: the more states that are worried about U.S. power and U.S. policy—and the more obvious and deeply rooted their concerns are—then the more willing each of them will be to coordinate a common effort to contain American action.35 In this sense, therefore, soft balancing could also lay the groundwork for more fundamental challenges to U.S. power. States that coordinate positions on minor issues may become more comfortable with each other and thus better able to collaborate on larger issues, and repeated successes can build the trust needed to sustain a more ambitious counter-hegemonic coalition. Thus, successful soft balancing today may lay the foundations for more significant shifts tomorrow.

As already suggested, the Bush administration’s failure to obtain UN Security Council authorization for its 2003 preventive war against Iraq illustrates perfectly the various dynamics of soft balancing. Although there was broad agreement that Saddam Hussein was a brutal tyrant, and broad opposition to Iraq’s weapons programs, the United States was able to persuade only three other states to support its call to arms within the UN Security Council. This failure was partly due to widespread concerns about U.S. power and the Bush administration’s heavy-handed diplomacy, but also because France, Russia, and Germany were able to convince the rest of the Security Council that they were going to hang together on this issue.36

The antiwar coalition did not “balance” in the classic sense (i.e., it did not try to resist U.S. armed forces directly or send military support to Iraq), but its collective opposition made it safer for lesser powers such as Cameroon and Mexico to resist U.S. pressure during the critical Security Council debate. The result was classic soft balancing: by adopting a unified position, these nations were able to deny the United States the legitimacy it had sought and thereby impose greater political and economic costs on Bush’s decision to go to war. Their actions also made it less costly for a state like Turkey to refuse U.S. requests to use Turkish military bases during the war.

Yet the diplomacy of the Iraq war also illustrates the limits of soft balancing. Defeat in the Security Council did not prevent the United States from going to war, and the Bush administration was able to obtain political support (as well as symbolic military participation) from Great Britain, Spain, Italy, Japan, Poland, Hungary, Bulgaria, Romania, and a number of other countries.37 These successes remind us that NATO expansion has made it easier for the United States to use a divide-and-conquer strategy within the alliance, because expansion has brought in a set of new members who are more interested in close ties with the United States than NATO’s more established members are. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld’s dismissive remarks about “old Europe” and his praise for “new Europe” were needlessly provocative, but his comment contained more than a grain of truth.

Even so, one should not dismiss soft balancing as purely symbolic. During his European tour in early 2005, for example, President Bush tried to persuade Britain, France, and Germany (the so-called EU-3) to take a harder line toward Iran’s nuclear programs. The Europeans had long favored a diplomatic approach to Tehran, partly to restrain Iran and partly to make it harder for the United States to take unilateral action (such as a preventive military strike). Bush failed to drive a wedge between the three European powers, however, and in the end he chose to endorse their diplomatic efforts without participating in them fully. Thus, “soft balancing” by Britain, France, and Germany forced the United States to adjust its own policies, and made the preventive use of military force less likely, at least in the short term.38

There is an important lesson here. If the United States acts in ways that fuel global concerns about U.S. power—and, in particular, the fear that it will be used in ways that harm the interests of many others—then the number of potential “soft balancers” will grow. This number may increase because the United States takes on several different adversaries at the same time—thereby giving them reasons to help each other—or because third parties conclude that the United States is dangerous and needs to be kept in check through concerted action. And if that number increases, these potential balancers will have more partners from which to choose and greater confidence that other states share their concerns and will be willing to cooperate against Washington. If this trend were to continue, anti-American balancing (both hard and soft) could become more widespread. We may be some distance from such a “tipping point” today, but we cannot discount the possibility entirely.

Fortunately for Americans, the United States has many ways to discourage the formation of hostile coalitions. The United States does not want to give up its position of primacy and cannot alter its geographic location, but it can pay close attention to how others perceive its intentions. Above all, U.S. leaders should seek to convince most states that they have little to fear from U.S. power unless they take actions that directly threaten vital U.S. interests. In other words, the United States can best discourage both soft and hard balancing by making its behavior—and not just its rhetoric—contingent on the behavior of others. States that cooperate with the United States must be confident that they will be heeded and rewarded; states that remain aloof but do not threaten the United States must be left alone; and only those states that actively threaten U.S. interests should fear the sharp end of U.S. power.39

Internal Balancing

As noted at the beginning of this section, weaker states can balance a stronger power either by forming alliances with others or by mobilizing their own internal resources in ways that limit the stronger state’s ability to pressure or thwart them. Although external balancing remains relatively muted for the reasons just discussed, a number of states and nonstate actors are trying to oppose U.S. power through various forms of internal balancing.

When facing a much more powerful opponent, however, the weaker side should not try to beat the stronger power at its own game. If forced to compete with Tiger Woods, for example, most of us should pick virtually any activity other than golf. And if forced to compete with Tiger at golf, we would be better off on a practice green than a driving range. We would almost certainly lose, but at least we’d have a slim chance.

The same logic applies for weak states (and nonstate actors) who find themselves facing the overwhelming power of the United States. Instead of trying to beat the United States at the things it does best, weaker actors will employ some form of asymmetric strategy, seeking to shift the competition into areas where they enjoy a relatively better position. According to the Pentagon’s 2005 National Defense Strategy: “The U.S. military predominates in the world of traditional forms of warfare. Potential adversaries accordingly shift away from challenging the United States through traditional military actions and adopt asymmetric capabilities and methods.”40 In particular, weaker actors should look for specific U.S. vulnerabilities that they can exploit, and should seek to avoid arenas of competition where the United States is particularly strong. They should try to operate in novel ways that the United States has not anticipated—using new weapons, employing different tactics, and attacking unusual or unexpected targets. The objective of this strategy is not to defeat the United States directly; rather, “adversaries employing irregular methods aim to erode U.S. influence, patience, and political will. Irregular opponents often take a long-term approach, attempting to impose prohibitive human, material, financial, and political costs on the United States to compel strategic retreat from a key region or course of action.”41

In the present era of U.S. primacy, states that choose to resist the United States through internal balancing have three broad options. First, they can develop conventional military strategies designed to negate or counter specific U.S. strengths. Second, they can use terrorism—a classic “weapon of the weak”—in order to impose additional costs on vulnerable U.S. targets at home or abroad. Needless to say, this is also a strategy that nonstate actors are likely to adopt, because it requires the fewest resources. Third, they can acquire weapons of mass destruction, in order to gain some measure of immunity from U.S. conventional military capabilities. Let us briefly consider each in turn.

Conventional warfare: exploiting the “contested zone.” Throughout history, weaker adversaries have tried to devise military strategies and tactics that can maximize their own effectiveness while minimizing the effectiveness of their opponents. During the War of Attrition in 1970–71, for example, Egypt did not try to defeat the Israeli air force in direct air-to-air combat. Instead, Egypt and its Soviet patron built a dense network of ground-based air defenses near the Suez Canal, which made it impossible for Israeli aircraft to operate freely in this area. Similarly, guerrilla armies usually avoid direct battlefield engagements with regular army troops until their own strength has grown to a point where they can meet their opponents directly.42

For the foreseeable future, weaker states will try to avoid meeting the United States in the arenas where America enjoys near-total mastery. The United States is unchallenged in several realms of military action, including the military use of outer space, air operations above 15,000 feet in altitude, armored engagements at ranges beyond one or two kilometers, and “blue water” naval battles. According to military expert Barry Posen, these advantages give the United States “command of the commons”: it can use the “common areas” of the globe with near-impunity and deny them to its adversaries more or less completely. These advantages allow the United States to bring military power to bear against a wide array of potential adversaries, and in virtually any corner of the globe.43

At the same time, however, U.S. advantages are much less pronounced in other areas of military competition, such as urban warfare, close-range infantry combat, air operations below 15,000 feet (where antiaircraft weaponry becomes more lethal), and naval operations in shallow waters or along the ocean littoral.44 U.S. superiority declines further when operating in unfamiliar territory, and against adversaries with local knowledge of terrain and weather, and when adversaries can fight on the defensive from concealed positions. The effectiveness of U.S. military power may also be compromised by a reluctance to cause civilian casualties, by legal constraints on the use of force, or by its own sensitivity to U.S. casualties.45 Astute adversaries will therefore seek to avoid meeting the U.S. military in realms where its advantage is greatest; instead, they will try to tailor their own capabilities and tactics so as to force the United States to operate in this “contested zone,” where America’s technological, logistical, and material preponderance will be less decisive.

Not surprisingly, this type of asymmetrical response is increasingly evident on the battlefield. During the Kosovo and Gulf Wars, for example, the Serbs and Iraqis did not even attempt to challenge U.S. air superiority through direct air-to-air combat. Instead, they relied upon surface-to-air missiles (SAMs) and antiaircraft artillery, often employing them in ways specifically intended to complicate U.S. efforts to suppress them. The Serbs proved especially adept at camouflage as well, and their tactics appear to have reduced significantly the lethality of NATO air attacks.46 The Iraqi military learned from its crushing defeat in 1991 and made little or no attempt to meet the U.S. invasion in 2003 directly. Instead, Iraq relied primarily on a combination of harassing attacks, irregular forces (including suicide bombers), and sabotage to resist the U.S. invasion force. These tactics could not prevent the fall of the Ba’ath regime, but they imposed unexpected costs on the occupying forces. Saddam and his associates had also laid the groundwork for a protracted insurgency by dispersing arms and money to loyal subordinates, and this response soon derailed the Bush administration’s original plans for reconstructing Iraq and “transforming” the entire Middle East. Finally, U.S. efforts to destroy or capture Taliban and al Qaeda forces in Afghanistan were thwarted by unexpectedly effective resistance during the battles of Tora Bora and Operation Anaconda. The al Qaeda forces used their superior knowledge of the terrain to negate many U.S. advantages (such as airpower and high-tech reconnaissance capabilities), and eventually forced the U.S. forces into a costly close-quarters firefight. Both battles were at best a draw for the United States—despite its enormous overall superiority—and enabled the al Qaeda and Taliban forces (and possibly Osama bin Laden himself) to escape.47

Internal balancing and an asymmetrical response are also apparent in the military preparations of potential U.S. adversaries. For example, China is not trying to forge a balancing coalition at the present time, but it is increasing its military capabilities and trying to develop a capacity to deal with U.S. military forces in the Far East.48 Chinese military experts have studied U.S. military operations extensively, and have sought to fashion conventional military options that could enable a much-weaker China to hold its own—or at least impose high costs—in a direct confrontation with superior U.S. forces. According to the authors of one Chinese study (entitled Unrestricted Warfare): “We are much poorer than the United States. So we think China needs to begin to adjust the way it makes war. It’s like Mao said to the Japanese: ‘You fight your war and I’ll fight mine.’”49 In addition to contemplating a variety of nonmilitary actions (such as terrorism and environmental degradation), China has deliberately sought to acquire military capabilities (such as anti-ship cruise missiles) that would make it more difficult for the U.S. Navy to operate close to China (e.g., in defense of Taiwan). Chinese military officials also emphasize the need for electronic and cyberwarfare techniques in order to exploit U.S. reliance on information technology; the use of mines, cruise missiles, and submarines to blockade key ports or straits; and the development of sophisticated air defenses that can negate America’s current airpower advantage. Once again, the aim is neither to defeat the U.S. outright nor to challenge the U.S. position as the dominant global power; rather, the goal is “to develop politically useful capabilities to punish American forces if they were to intervene in a conflict of great interest to China.”50

Terrorism. Today, America’s most fervent opponents are not states at all, but rather nonstate groups like al Qaeda. Lacking the resources of an organized polity, such groups are naturally drawn toward the strategy of terrorism. Terrorism is a strategy that weaker actors use because it allows them to avoid the superior armed forces of its stronger opponents, and thus to target the more vulnerable elements of society itself. Deliberate targeting of civilian populations is a classic “weapon of the weak”—rebel groups do not need to use terrorist tactics if they are strong enough to obtain what they want directly. Open societies such as the United States may be especially vulnerable to terrorist action, precisely because it is more difficult for them to impose the laws and procedures that would make terrorism more difficult.51 Hostile forces can also use terrorist tactics (such as suicide bombings) in order to attack U.S. military forces, seeking to penetrate U.S. defenses by masquerading as innocent civilians rather than by openly engaging U.S. forces on the battlefield.

Like other asymmetric strategies, terrorism does not seek to defeat the stronger opponent directly. Terrorism is a political strategy that achieves success by attacking the stronger opponent’s resolve and by encouraging sympathizers to rally to the terrorists’ banner. By increasing the costs faced by a stronger power, and especially by imposing costs on the larger society as a whole, a terrorist strategy seeks to alter the stronger power’s behavior by persuading it that its current policies are too expensive to sustain. For example, in seeking to remove the U.S. military presence from the Arab and Islamic world, al Qaeda attacked U.S. forces in the region as well as the U.S. homeland. These actions sought to persuade the United States to reduce its presence in the region and to catalyze more widespread resistance around the Muslim world.52

It follows that terrorist strategies are more likely to succeed when the target is not defending vital interests (and thus is not likely to be as highly motivated as the terrorists are). It is not surprising, therefore, that terrorism (and especially suicide terrorism) is overwhelmingly directed against what the terrorists perceive as foreign military occupations. The IRA in Northern Ireland, the nationalist rebels in Chechnya or Kashmir, and the various Palestinian groups that have conducted suicide bombings in Israel are all motivated by a desire to force a foreign occupier to withdraw from what they regard as their own territory. And the strategy rests on the belief that native inhabitants care more about regaining their homelands than foreign occupiers care about keeping it.53

The effectiveness of terrorism as an asymmetric balancing strategy will depend in large part on who is able to win the “hearts and minds” of the larger populations from which terrorist movements arise. If the groups that are now using terrorism against the United States can convince others that they are heroes acting in a noble cause, and if they can successfully portray U.S. responses as heavyhanded efforts to preserve injustice, then their efforts are more likely to succeed. If the United States responds in a harsh and indiscriminate manner, therefore, it will merely vindicate the terrorists’ own use of violence and reinforce their image as heroic opponents of foreign oppression. By contrast, if the United States can portray those who use terrorism as criminals driven largely by a selfish desire for power, then a terrorist campaign is more likely to fail.

Weapons of mass destruction (WMD). Instead of trying to counter U.S. conventional forces directly, states that are worried about U.S. military power may decide to acquire military capabilities that would make it difficult-to-impossible for the United States to use its superior conventional forces against them. In particular, they may try to deter the use of U.S. conventional forces by acquiring an arsenal of nuclear, chemical, and/or biological weapons.54

Why would a weak or impoverished state want to acquire WMD? For the same reasons that the United States and the Soviet Union did: to deter potential or actual enemies from threatening its vital interests. That is the main reason why Israel, India, and Pakistan eventually acquired nuclear weapons of their own, and similar motives inspire the pursuit of WMD today.55 In particular, several states have sought (or are seeking) WMD in order to make it more difficult for the United States to use its conventional forces to coerce or overthrow them.56 As Iranian President Muhammad Khatami remarked in April 2003, “They tell us Syria is the next target [after Iraq], but according to our reports, Iran could well follow.” Or as Iranian reformer Mostafa Tajazadeh observed just prior to the war in Iraq, “It is basically a matter of equilibrium. If I don’t have a nuclear bomb, I don’t have security.”57

As these statements reveal, weaker states are aware that a WMD arsenal can offset some—though of course not all—of the advantages that stronger states would otherwise possess. Weapons of mass destruction—and especially nuclear weapons—are extremely effective instruments of basic deterrence, because it is too dangerous to threaten a WMD-owning state with conquest or “regime change.” As a result, states that do acquire significant WMD arsenals will gain considerable protection against the more extreme forms of U.S. pressure. Specifically, states with WMD (and some capacity, however unreliable, to deliver these weapons against U.S. targets) could probably deter the United States from trying to overthrow them by force. A U.S. president might be willing to risk nuclear attack in order to defend the U.S. homeland, or perhaps to protect some vital overseas interest, but no U.S. president is likely to risk a nuclear bomb on American soil simply to overthrow a foreign government that had not attacked us first. Obtaining a WMD arsenal is a classic “asymmetric response”—it cannot negate all the instruments of U.S. power, but at least it can prevent the United States from using its power with impunity. And that, of course, is why states such as Iran and North Korea want them, and why Saddam Hussein wanted them too.

It follows that current U.S. efforts to compel various states to abandon their WMD programs face enormous obstacles. Earlier efforts to halt the spread of nuclear weapons were only partly successful, and they required the United States to offer considerable inducements to would-be proliferators (including security guarantees, access to nuclear technology, and a U.S. pledge—in the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty—eventually to reduce its own nuclear arsenal).58 As one would expect, more recent efforts to halt proliferation by threatening suspected proliferators with “regime change” have been counterproductive, because such threats merely increase the target state’s desire to find a way to deflect U.S. pressure.

Terrorism plus WMD. As mentioned briefly in chapter 1, the gravest form of asymmetric response would be a terrorist organization armed with WMD, and especially one that managed to acquire a nuclear weapon. Unlike states armed with WMD, a terrorist group has no obvious “return address.” We know that some of these groups (e.g., al Qaeda) are willing to slaughter large numbers of people, willing to martyr themselves, and are openly interested in acquiring various sorts of WMD. Deterrence is unlikely to work against such groups, and there is every reason to think that these groups would try to use any weapons that they were able to acquire or manufacture.

A terrorist group’s use of WMD against the United States would be the ultimate form of “asymmetric strategy.” If a terrorist group were able to obtain and use a nuclear weapon against the United States, it would almost certainly do more damage than any other adversary ever had. The repercussions for America’s economy, civil liberties, and foreign policy would be incalculable. Biological or chemical weapons in the hands of a terrorist could also inflict grievous harm, although probably not as severely as a nuclear weapon could. For this reason alone, denying anti-American terrorists access to the most destructive weapons technology may be America’s single greatest foreign-policy priority.59 And the fact that we can no longer dismiss this possibility underscores a key fact about the contemporary world: America’s unmatched strength cannot guarantee its security against a number of nominally weak but dedicated and extremely hostile foes.

Summary

At first glance, the rest of the world does not appear to be balancing against U.S. primacy. Upon closer inspection, however, there are clear signs that U.S. power is making other states uncomfortable and encouraging them to search for various ways to limit U.S. dominance. At one level, states are forming informal diplomatic coalitions, in order to make it harder for the United States to use its power with impunity. At another level, several states (and some nonstate actors) are mobilizing their own resources and devising particular strategies designed to improve their ability to withstand U.S. pressure. These responses are the typical reaction to unbalanced power, and there is nothing about them that should surprise or perplex us.

Whether such efforts grow in number and in significance, however, will depend largely on what the United States chooses to do. The United States will remain the world’s most powerful country for some time to come; the question is whether other states will view this situation favorably or not. In particular, will most states see U.S. intentions as comparatively benign, or will they believe that U.S. intentions are aggressive? If the latter, then efforts to balance the United States will increase and the United States will find itself increasingly isolated.

Balking

A close cousin of balancing is balking, which is a deliberate decision not to cooperate with a nation’s requests or demands.60 States that balance are trying to improve their position vis-à-vis the United States either by joining forces with others or by mobilizing their own internal resources; states that balk usually do so on their own and may not be trying to improve their relative position at all. Rather, they are merely trying to avoid taking some action that the United States wants them to take, because they do not think it is in their interest to comply. Saddam Hussein was balking when he refused to readmit UN weapons inspectors to Iraq in the late 1990s, and both India and Pakistan balked when the Clinton administration tried to get both countries to refrain from testing nuclear weapons in 1998. Balking is the international equivalent of “just saying no,” and it can be a surprisingly effective way to tame American power.

Balking can take several distinct forms. The simplest form is to refuse to do what the United States asks, in the hope that America lacks either the will or the capacity to compel obedience. An obvious example is Turkey’s refusal to give U.S. military forces access to Turkish bases prior to the invasion of Iraq in 2003, a decision that forced the United States to attack Iraq solely from the south and made the entire operation more difficult.

A second variation is to agree formally to take some action, but to do the absolute minimum necessary as slowly as possible. It is the international equivalent of “dragging one’s feet,” or “working-to-rule.” Thus, Israel says it will dismantle its settlements in occupied territories, but it does so very slowly (while simultaneously expanding others), and the Palestinian leadership promises to crack down on suicide bombers but in fact takes little concrete action against them. This form of balking can be especially effective because it does not involve open or public defiance; rather, the balking parties are acting as if they intend to comply. The onus for any subsequent diplomatic confrontation thus rests on the United States, and U.S. leaders may be tempted to look the other way rather than risk a costly confrontation or let others see that they can be defied openly.

A third form of balking is “free-riding.” In this variant, a state genuinely supports U.S. policy but doesn’t want to contribute its share of the costs. This is akin to “foot-dragging,” except that freeriding states are not trying to thwart U.S. objectives—they are simply trying to make the United States (or others) pay for them. The classic illustration of this form of balking is burden-sharing within international alliances, but it also applies to other forms of collective goods, such as the current effort to control international terrorism, or the various initiatives to improve the global environment.61 Most states would like to reduce the danger of terrorism and protect the global environment, but they would also like someone else—e.g., Uncle Sam—to foot the bill.

Why do states balk? In some cases, they balk because there is a genuine conflict between their interests and those of the United States. For example, the United States has pressed Russia to stop helping Iran build a large nuclear reactor at Bushehr, but the cash-strapped Russian government wants the money and has politely refused repeated U.S. requests. Similarly, South Korea balked when the United States contemplated a preventive strike against North Korea’s nuclear facilities in 1994, because the South Koreans worried that military action might spark a damaging war on the Korean Peninsula. Governments may also balk because domestic opinion opposes cooperating with the United States (as it did in Turkey before the war with Iraq), or because leaders believe they can rally nationalist sentiment by openly defying the world’s only superpower. And states may also balk simply to force the United States to pay a higher price to gain their compliance, or to make sure that the United States does not take them for granted. Finally, by forcing the United States to bear a disproportionate share of the costs of any foreign-policy action, and by making it spend lots of political capital in order to achieve its objectives, balking can be another way to sap U.S. power over the longer term. Here balking borders on balancing, if it becomes a way for weaker states gradually to narrow the U.S. advantage.

And, like “soft balancing,” balking can be self-reinforcing. The more that states balk, the more overextended the United States will become and the easier it will be for other states to balk as well without worrying about U.S. retribution. Balking is an especially effective strategy in an era of American primacy, because even a superpower like the United States cannot force or intimidate all other states into doing its bidding.

Binding

States that do not necessarily want to balance the United States still hope to restrain Washington’s ability to use its preponderant power. But instead of forming a direct counterpoise to U.S. power and trying to deter the United States from acting as it wishes, many states now hope to constrain U.S. behavior by binding the United States within an overarching set of international institutions. “Binding” seeks to exploit America’s own commitment to a world order based on effective norms and the rule of law, in order to encourage American restraint and insulate other states from the full effects of U.S. preponderance. Unlike balancers, who in effect pull away from the United States in order to oppose its dominant position, binders embrace the United States in the hopes of ensnaring it in a shared framework of norms and rules.62

The familiar metaphor for binding, of course, is Gulliver lying on the beach, lashed down by a horde of tiny Lilliputians. The Lilliputians are too small to resist Gulliver directly, so they bind him with hundreds of minuscule ropes. The story also suggests the limitations of this strategy: binding worked for the Lilliputians because Gulliver was asleep. It is hard to imagine that they would have succeeded had Gulliver been awake and alert to what they were doing.

The logic of binding rests on the belief that international institutions play a powerful role in sustaining international cooperation. According to the prevailing orthodoxy, states that would like to cooperate can do so more effectively if they establish general rules, norms, and procedures to regulate their interactions.63 These rules make it easier to negotiate agreements, help states determine whether their partners are living up to the specified terms, and can provide mechanisms for distributing the benefits of cooperation more equally. As Michael Hirsh, former chief diplomatic correspondent for Newsweek, puts it: “We are the chief architects of a vast, multidimensional global system that consists of trading rules, of international law, of norms for economic and political behavior…. It is overwhelmingly in our national interest to stay engaged in the global system shaped by these ideas and values, to strengthen it and nurture it.”64

Equally important, international institutions can also confer legitimacy on actions taken by the most powerful states, particularly with respect to the use of force. If weaker states believe that the strongest powers will only use their strength when there is broad international backing (signified, for example, by UN Security Council authorization), they will be less worried about asymmetries of power. Thus, by agreeing to be bound within a set of rules, powerful states can reassure weaker partners that the weakness will not be exploited (or at least not too much), thereby discouraging the formation of countervailing coalitions and making it easier for the dominant power to obtain voluntary compliance. If correct, then the liberal order constructed after World War II can endure in a period of U.S. primacy, because it still confers great advantages on the United States and its partners alike.65

There is little doubt that other states have tried to use existing institutions in order to place limits on the unilateral exercise of U.S. power. Throughout the 1990s, for example, a number of other states sought to confine the resolution of key international problems to existing institutional forums—most notably the United Nations— even when this made it much more difficult to reach an effective solution. As neoconservative pundit Charles Krauthammer complains, this is “the whole point of the multilateral enterprise: to reduce American freedom of action by making it subservient to, dependent on, constricted by the will—and interests—of other nations. To tie down Gulliver with a thousand strings. To domesticate the most undomesticated, most outsized national interest on the planet—ours.”66

As the full extent of U.S. primacy has become apparent, and as the Bush administration has used U.S. power more unilaterally, efforts to “bind” the United States have become both more explicit and less successful. The most obvious example, of course, was the French, German, and Russian effort to use the institution of the United Nations Security Council to prevent the United States from invading Iraq in early 2003. The heart of the dispute was a disagreement about policy: The Bush administration favored preventive war against Iraq while most other states preferred containment. Equally important, however, was a basic disagreement about the role of norms and institutions in legitimating the use of force by Great Powers. As a number of foreign leaders made clear, they sought to reinforce the general principle that the use of force should be regulated by international law and by existing institutions. Not surprisingly, weaker states prefer a world where the dominant world power cannot invade other countries without the formal approval of the Security Council (or some other equally authoritative international body), even if the cause is just. As Jean-Marie Colombani wrote in Le Monde, “While there may be good reasons for wanting to deal with the Iraqi problem swiftly, the manner in which the United States is trying to achieve this—as a chance to disengage itself from the obligations incurred by a newborn international order—is simply not acceptable.”67 Thus, the protracted contest in the Security Council was both an example of soft balancing and an explicit attempt to bind U.S. behavior within an existing international institution. America’s opponents sought to prevent the use of force in this particular instance, while simultaneously strengthening the authority of the UN system.

Yet this incident also showed that binding is not a very effective strategy, at least not in matters of national security. In the end, the United States invaded Iraq without approval from the Security Council, just as it had gone to war in 1999 against Serbia. In both cases, Washington was able to assemble “coalitions of the willing” to provide a thin veil of legitimacy for its actions. In both cases, and especially in the case of Iraq, U.S. leaders made it clear that they did not regard UN approval as a prerequisite for the legitimate use of force. Indeed, the official U.S. National Security Strategy (2002) now declares that the United States “will not hesitate to act alone, if necessary, to exercise our right of self-defense by acting preemptively” against terrorists or other threats. It further asserts that the United States “will take the actions necessary to ensure that our efforts to meet our global security commitments and protect Americans are not impaired by the potential for investigations, inquiry, or prosecution by the International Criminal Court, whose jurisdiction does not extend to Americans and which we will not accept.”68 No matter what one thinks of this particular policy, it illustrates America’s deep reluctance to be bound by institutions, especially when doing so would require it to forego actions it believes to be in its own shortterm interest. International institutions may be good for many things, but controlling the United States in its current condition of primacy is not one of them.

The U.S. attitude toward international law shows similar tendencies. The United States has always taken a somewhat ambivalent stance toward international law, and this ambivalence has grown over the past decade.69 On the one hand, the U.S. government has played a key role in the development of new international legal statutes, and it consistently affirms its commitment to the “rule of law” at home and abroad. But on the other hand, the United States often places significant limits on its own adherence to these same statutes, either by refusing to sign or ratify them or by insisting on special reservations that sharply limit the impact of the statutes on U.S. behavior. Indeed, the United States has made such extensive use of reservations that other states have sought to ban them outright from treaties such as the Ottawa Convention banning landmines or the convention establishing the International Criminal Court. Predictably, the United States has simply refused to ratify these treaties. This policy reduces the impact and effectiveness of the resulting convention, but it also means that the United States may have less and less influence over the emerging international legal environment.70

These trends reveal the inherent limits in the strategy of “binding.” The United States was willing to “bind itself” within various multilateral institutions during the Cold War because it needed allied support and wanted to keep the Soviet Union isolated. Now that the Cold War is over and the United States is perched on the pinnacle of power, however, it is loath to let its allies restrict its freedom of action and less interested in multilateral approaches. Thus, when America’s NATO allies took the unprecedented step of invoking Article V of the NATO treaty (the mutual-defense clause) in the wake of the September 11 terrorist attacks, the United States welcomed the gesture but rather brusquely rejected the proffered help. One Bush administration official explained the decision to decline assistance from its NATO allies by saying: “The fewer people you have to rely on, the fewer permissions you have to get.”71 It is equally unsurprising that the United States was reluctant to share authority in Iraq following the ouster of Saddam Hussein, even when the postwar occupation proved far more difficult and expensive than its architects had predicted. The United States eventually turned to the United Nations for help, but only to provide a fig leaf of legitimacy for the establishment of a new interim government.

This position is not surprising. Weaker states may want to use institutions to bind the strongest power, but the dominant power will try to use the same institutions to magnify its power and to advance its own interests. Institutions cannot force strong states to behave in certain ways, and when the dominant powers no longer want to be bound, the strategy of binding is not likely to work.

In the end, faith in the binding capacity of existing institutions rests on the hope that U.S. leaders will prefer to keep existing institutional arrangements intact and that they will be willing to restrain their own behavior in order to do so. If U.S. leaders recognize that primacy will not last forever, they may decide it is better to “lock in favorable arrangements that continue beyond the zenith of its power.”72 But why? Once the balance of power changes and the United States is no longer in a position of primacy, then it will be less able to shape the institutional order, and other states will begin remaking that order to suit their own preferences. Thus, the hope that future competitors might one day be bound by existing institutions is not a compelling reason for the United States to accept institutional arrangements whose main purpose is to bind U.S. power today.

Using formal institutions to “bind” the United States is especially ineffective in areas where the U.S. advantage is especially pronounced—such as the use of military power—and where important security interests are at stake.73 Outside the security arena, however, the broad strategy of binding is somewhat more effective. Indeed, a recent survey of U.S. participation in international organizations concludes that there “is more evidence of unilateralism in the area of security than there is in that of economic cooperation.”74 Why is this the case?

First, and most obviously, the United States is bound by institutions that perform a “constitutive” role—that is, by institutions that define some set of activities or social relations. If a particular status or activity has no meaning outside of the institution that establishes it (as the status of “husband” or “wife” is defined by the institution of marriage), then all who participate in this activity will be constrained by the established institutional principles, even if they had no direct hand in creating them. For example, America’s status as an independent, sovereign state depends in part on the general recognition by others that statehood is a meaningful concept that is conferred on some groups (e.g., current UN members) but withheld from others (e.g., the Taiwanese, Kurds, Palestinians, Chechens, etc.). The United States cannot decide the “terms” of sovereignty for itself, or decide on its own which political groups will enjoy this status, although it can withhold its own recognition and encourage others to do the same.

Second, like all states, the United States can be “bound” by others in areas that are regulated by specific norms and procedures, and where it is necessary for participants to follow the rules in order for the activity to take place. Driving a car would be nearly impossible if most drivers didn’t follow traffic laws most of the time, and the same is true for international air travel, postal regulation, the functioning of the Internet, and the conduct of international trade. Once established, the conventions that regulate these activities limit the autonomy of even the most powerful members. Although states can “opt out” of these arrangements, doing so threatens the benefits of sustained cooperation and may even be harmful. Any of us can choose to drive on the wrong side of a busy highway if there is no policeman around to arrest us, but it will rarely be the best or safest way to reach our destination.

Of course, the United States has considerable influence over the design and implementation of most international institutions, and its bargaining position is strengthened by its ability to negotiate bilateral deals (such as bilateral free-trade agreements) when more ambitious multilateral efforts are stymied. U.S. Trade Representative Robert Zoellick warned of this after the breakdown of the WTO talks in Cancun in September 2003: “As WTO members ponder the future, the US will not wait: we will move towards free trade with can-do countries.”75 Yet because other states must consent to the terms, and because U.S. primacy is not as pronounced in the economic arena as it is in military affairs, America’s ability to set the rules in these realms is more limited. The design of the WTO conforms to U.S. preferences in many ways, for example, but the United States was forced to compromise on a number of issues in order to help bring the WTO into existence. The WTO dispute-settlement procedure is not controlled by the United States, and it frequently issues rulings unfavorable to the United States. These are compromises that America must live with, unless it wants to jeopardize the entire regulatory structure of the world trading system. As one commentator observes, “The WTO has greatly increased value for a global trader like the United States. The reduced commercial weight of the United States in the WTO today precludes the option of going it alone.”76 And, as noted above, the United States and the EU could not make substantial progress in the latest round of trade negotiations until they were willing to make genuine concessions to nominally weaker trading partners. In some realms, at least, “binding” can be an effective strategy.

Indeed, building new institutions may even be an effective tactic when the United States refuses to play along. If the United States chooses not to engage in “international rulemaking,” or if other states become convinced that the United States will reject some new convention no matter how it is written, they may decide to go ahead anyway, without further input from Washington. If their efforts succeed, the United States could end up being at least partly bound by “the power of the first draft.” Even if the United States were to join in at a later date, its ability to reshape the existing conventions could be limited by the existing arrangements. The Kyoto Protocol is certainly not the “last word” in the global effort to control greenhouse gas emissions, for example, but it is the “first word.” To the extent that it succeeds (despite its many flaws), its underlying principles are likely to shape subsequent negotiations and limit America’s ability to dictate a radically different approach. Much the same could be said for the Ottawa Convention on landmines and the statute establishing the International Criminal Court (ICC). U.S. opposition to these initiatives has not prevented other states from working to bring them to life, paying less and less attention to U.S. concerns as they proceed. According to one observer of the Rome negotiations on the ICC statute, “The other delegations felt that it would be better to stop giving in to the United States; they believed that the United States would never be satisfied … and ultimately would never sign the Treaty … [so they] decided to go ahead with [the] proposed compromise package.”77 Over time, the basic principles that underlie these conventions may take on a life of their own, gradually molding prevailing legal practice and normative understandings.78 Indeed, this is probably the main reason why the Bush administration has gone to such lengths to weaken and discredit the ICC, for if the ICC becomes a legitimate and effective part of the international legal order, the United States will have even less ability to shape its future evolution, and the costs of remaining aloof will increase.

These examples remind us that the United States is not omnipotent, and that the rest of humanity can and does impose certain constraints on the exercise of American power. Nonetheless, in an era of primacy, the ability of other states to “bind” the United States is limited. Because the United States does not need allies as much as it did during the Cold War, and because U.S. leaders see freedom of action as essential to defending vital U.S. interests, they are less willing to bind themselves within formal international institutions and reluctant to cede autonomy on critical issues of national security. In the more mundane, day-to-day areas of international affairs, however, the United States is bound to abide by a broad set of constitutive and regulatory norms that are easier to follow than to defy or dismantle, even when defiance might be tempting in the short term.

Blackmail

The Oxford English Dictionary defines blackmail as “any payment or other benefits extorted by threats or pressure.” A blackmailer threatens to take some action that the victim would like to prevent, but offers to refrain if the victim complies with the blackmailer’s demand. Although it might seem implausible to think that a weak state could successfully blackmail a country as strong as the United States, it can be an attractive strategy under certain conditions. For one thing, it makes more sense to blackmail a rich country than a poor one—if you can get away with it—for the same reasons that it is more tempting to blackmail a rich person than a poor one. The question is: How can a weak state gain sufficient leverage over the United States so that the latter will give in to its demands?

In order to force the United States to “pay up,” a potential blackmailer has to meet several demanding conditions.79 First, the black-mailing state must be able to take some action that the United States regards as dangerous or threatening—in other words, the blackmailer must have the capacity to harm U.S. interests. Second, the threat must be credible—i.e., U.S. leaders must believe that there is some reasonable chance that the blackmailer might execute the threat if they did not comply. If executing the threat would be equally harmful to the blackmailer, then the threat is less credible and less likely to work.80 By contrast, if carrying out the threat would be in the blackmailer’s interest no matter what the United States did, then the threat will be quite credible and more likely to trigger U.S. concessions. Third, the threatened action must be one that the United States cannot easily prevent via other means. A victim threatened with the exposure of embarrassing evidence (such as compromising photographs) could try to steal the photographs. If this strategy worked, the blackmailer’s leverage would evaporate. Similarly, the United States will not have to make concessions if it can use its own capabilities to prevent a blackmailing state from carrying out its threat— unless meeting the blackmailer’s demands would be easier and cheaper.81 Finally, the blackmailer must be able to convince U.S. leaders that the threat will disappear once its demands are met. If a potential victim believes that paying off the blackmailer will merely invite repeated demands, then giving in may be less attractive than rejecting the demand and suffering the consequences.

Thus, weak states can successfully employ a strategy of blackmail when: (A) they have the ability to do something that the United States does not want; (B) the United States cannot easily prevent it; (C) their demands are not too large; and (D) the United States has reason to believe that complying with the demands will in fact prevent the threat from being carried out.

Since the Cold War ended, the undisputed world champion in the “effective use of blackmail” category is North Korea. North Korea is a tragic failure by most standards: its per capita income is less than $1,000 per year; it is increasingly isolated diplomatically; its people are exposed to recurring famines; and it remains a brutally repressive dictatorship. By contrast, South Korea is a modern industrial power and has gradually moved toward full-fledged democracy. Although North Korea still maintains a large army, its military forces are primitively armed and poorly trained, and would be no match for the South Korean armed forces, especially if the U.S. military were also involved.82

Yet since the early 1990s, North Korea has successfully managed to extort a number of key concessions from the United States, even though U.S. power dwarfs North Korea’s.83 Beginning in 1994, a consortium of the United States, Japan, and South Korea agreed to provide North Korea with two light-water nuclear reactors free of charge, along with a package of economic assistance, fuel, and food aid. The Clinton administration also began steps to normalize relations with North Korea and came close to authorizing an exchange of high-level visits.

Why did the United States agree to these gifts, when far more deserving regimes received far less attention from Washington? The answer, of course, is that North Korea had an active nuclear-weapons program. The package of aid was not a reward for good behavior, it was a payoff inspired by the threat of continued bad behavior.

North Korea’s nuclear blackmail worked because it met virtually all of the conditions identified above.84 First, North Korean acquisition of nuclear weapons was seen as a potentially serious threat to U.S. interests, and especially the broad U.S. goal of limiting nuclear proliferation. If North Korea got the bomb, it might be difficult to prevent South Korea and Japan from following suit, thereby triggering a potentially dangerous arms race in the Far East. Moreover, given North Korea’s long history of provocative behavior, U.S. leaders also worried that its acquisition of nuclear weapons would lead to more aggressive activities on the Korean Peninsula or elsewhere.85 Thus, North Korea possessed the first component of successful blackmail: It could do something that U.S. leaders very much wanted to prevent.

Second, North Korea’s threat to develop nuclear weapons was quite credible. Given the collapse of the Soviet Union, China’s gradual opening to the West, and North Korea’s own economic deterioration, it was easy to imagine why North Korea would want a nuclear “insurance policy” against the threat of regime change. Although there is no evidence that any of North Korea’s neighbors actively sought to bring down the regime—if only because doing so would make them responsible for North Korea’s impoverished population— the government in Pyongyang could not be sure of this, especially since it seems to be afflicted with a healthy dose of xenophobia and paranoia. North Korea had good reasons to want nuclear weapons, in short, so its threat to “go nuclear” had to be taken seriously.

Third, the United States could not easily prevent nuclear acquisition by North Korea through other means (such as military force). Although the United States could have launched preventive air strikes against North Korea’s various nuclear facilities, U.S. planners were not certain they could eliminate the entire program in this way. Equally important, a preventive attack ran the risk of triggering large-scale fighting between North and South Korea. Although the United States and South Korea were virtually certain to win such a clash, the damage to South Korea (whose capital, Seoul, lies within artillery range of the border) might be considerable. Furthermore, a major war would almost certainly lead to the collapse of the North Korean regime, forcing South Korea to begin a massive reunification and reintegration effort under the worst possible circumstances. For these and other reasons, both South Korea and Japan were dead set against preventive military action by the United States. Although the Clinton administration did undertake extensive planning for a possible preventive strike, these various concerns made a diplomatic solution appealing, even if it meant paying off the North Korean government.

Fourth, U.S. leaders also had reasonable grounds for believing that the solution—the so-called Agreed Framework of 1994—would stick at least long enough to make the effort worthwhile. North Korea was in desperate financial straits, which gave Pyongyang an obvious incentive to cut a deal. U.S. negotiators were also careful to build in extensive verification procedures, so that any violation of the Agreed Framework could be detected. The agreement also involved commitments that would take several years to fulfill, thereby giving each side—and especially North Korea—additional incentives to abide by the agreement, for fear of jeopardizing the full package of benefits.

Yet the Agreed Framework broke down in 2002–2003, with each side claiming (with some justification) that the other had failed to fulfill its commitments.86 The Bush administration received intelligence reports suggesting that North Korea had resumed covert weapons-development efforts, and it eventually confronted North Korea with these revelations in October 2002. For its part, North Korea accused the United States of failing to deliver the promised light-water reactors on schedule, and a North Korean official warned in February 2001: “If [the United States] does not honestly implement [the Agreed Framework], there is no need for us to be bound by it any longer.”87 North Korea was also angry when President Bush included it in the “axis of evil” in his 2002 State of the Union speech, and annoyed by additional administration comments suggesting that the United States favored “regime change” in North Korea.88 The new U.S. emphasis on “preemption,” as codified in the 2002 National Security Strategy, was undoubtedly a source of concern for Pyongyang as well. North Korea promptly reverted to its earlier tactics: removing International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) safeguards, restarting the Yongbyon reactor, and eventually declaring that it had already had a nuclear capability and intended to increase it.

The sequel is instructive, because it demonstrates that blackmail is less likely to work if the blackmailer refuses to stay bought. The danger posed by North Korea’s nuclear-weapons program had, if anything, increased since the 1990s—especially given the possibility that the cash-strapped North Korean regime might sell nuclear material to others—and North Korea’s threat to go nuclear was as credible in 2003 as it had been ten years earlier. Similarly, a preventive strike against the North Korean facilities was no more attractive in 2003 than it was in 1993–94, especially given that U.S. military forces were already preoccupied with the invasion and occupation of Iraq.

Yet the U.S. government has been reluctant to play the same game twice. This reluctance was partly due to the presence of a new administration (key officials in the Bush administration had been extremely critical of the Agreed Framework prior to taking office), but it also reflected valid concerns about North Korea’s willingness to keep a bargain once it had been made. Accordingly, the United States responded to North Korea’s resumption of its nuclear program by suspending existing aid programs and rejecting any further concessions. Although the administration eventually agreed to hold talks with North Korean officials, it insisted that these talks be multilateral and gave no indication that it was willing to offer North Korea anything until the nuclear issue was resolved.89

North Korea is not the only example of successful blackmail, merely the most dramatic. Blackmail is also a strategy that allies can employ in order to persuade more powerful patrons to accede to their wishes. The basic logic is the same: A weaker ally threatens to do something that its patron opposes, in the hopes of persuading the patron to give it something in exchange for acceding to the patron’s preferences. During the Cold War, for example, Soviet and American client states were able to extract greater benefits from their respective patrons by threatening to realign or resign, or even by threatening to collapse completely. Egyptian leader Gamal Abdel Nasser persuaded the Soviet Union to increase its military support in 1970 by threatening to resign in favor of a pro-American president, and South Vietnamese leaders like Ngo Dinh Diem and Nguyen Van Thieu repeatedly obtained additional U.S. aid by tacitly threatening to go under (and leave Vietnam to the communists) if they did not get more help.90 Because both superpowers were convinced that their interests and prestige were bound up in the fate of these clients, the threats were taken seriously and were often successful in eliciting greater support. Similarly, South Korea, Taiwan, and Japan have used veiled threats to “go nuclear” themselves in order to obtain conventional military support and security guarantees from the United States.

Since September 2001, several other states have exploited the U.S. preoccupation with terrorism in order to extract additional concessions from Washington. Because the United States needed cooperation from Uzbekistan, Pakistan, and Russia in order to wage war in Afghanistan, it has turned a blind eye to human-rights conditions in these countries, and has given economic and political support to each of these governments. The Pakistani case is especially revealing: although Pakistan is actively developing nuclear weapons and President Pervez Musharraf is a military dictator who has done relatively little to rein in Muslim extremists within Pakistan, the collapse of his regime could easily usher in a far more radical government. Thus, the Bush administration has had little choice but to back him to the hilt, despite well-founded concerns about his domestic and foreign policies.

Blackmail can be an effective strategy in some circumstances, but (fortunately) not very often. Successful blackmail is rare because it only works under unusual conditions and because all states are reluctant to acknowledge that they can in fact be coerced into making major concessions. Blackmail is also a high-risk strategy; you can’t get the United States to make significant concessions unless you threaten important U.S. interests, but if you do, the United States may decide it would rather fight than pay.

Among other things, this means that the fear that rogue states might use nuclear weapons (or other WMD) to “blackmail” the United States is far-fetched.91 In order for this form of blackmail to work, the blackmailer must make it clear that it is willing to use its weapons if it does not get its way. But this strategy is feasible only if the blackmailer has WMD and neither the target state nor its allies do, and history suggests that even an overwhelming nuclear advantage is hard to translate into direct political leverage.92 If a nucleararmed rogue state tried to blackmail the United States or one of its allies, the threat would be an empty one, because the blackmailer could not carry out the threat without triggering its own destruction.93 Threatening to acquire WMD can be a credible instrument of blackmail, but threatening to use WMD against the United States or its allies is not.

The United States has an additional incentive to prevent other states (and especially relatively weak states) from using WMD for blackmail or coercion, or as a shield for conventional aggression. Nuclear weapons have been a profoundly defensive force throughout the nuclear age, and this tendency has been an important cause of peace among the major powers.94 To permit a weak rogue state to alter the status quo through the use of nuclear blackmail would reverse this equation and would send a powerful signal that these weapons were in fact an effective instrument of expansion or aggression. The consequences for world politics would be tremendous: Incentives to proliferate would grow apace, revisionist powers would be quick to repeat their efforts to intimidate others, and war as a result of miscalculation would become much more likely. Neither the United States nor the other Great Powers has any interest in allowing such a world to emerge, which means that they have ample reason to help defend any states facing a threat from a nuclear-armed rogue.95

Ironically, blackmail may be easier for allies rather than adversaries. Allies can threaten to take some unwanted action in the hopes of gaining a concession, but without worrying that they will provoke a war, whereas enemies may push the United States over the edge if they push too hard. North Korea’s successful manipulation of nuclear brinkmanship is all the more remarkable in light of this consideration. The United States would probably be delighted to foster regime change in Pyongyang, if it could only think of a way to do it quickly and inexpensively. But because an easy solution remains elusive, the world’s mightiest superpower continues to be tormented by a small country that can build nuclear weapons but cannot reliably feed its own people.

Delegitimation

All political orders depend to some degree on the belief that they are legitimate. When members of a society regard existing arrangements as “natural” (i.e., as the expected or normal state of affairs), they will be less likely to question them or even to imagine that they might be altered. Similarly, when they regard the existing order as desirable (in either material or moral terms), they are unlikely to challenge it. Thus, the belief that kings ruled by “divine right” reinforced monarchical authority: if one’s subjects saw the royal position as an expression of God’s will and believed that aristocratic status reflected “noble” character, then the idea of reordering society along different (i.e., democratic) lines would seem both heretical and impractical. Not surprisingly, therefore, efforts to level traditional social and political hierarchies also entailed active efforts to portray them as unnatural, evil, or corrupt. In order to dismantle the ancien regime, one first had to make it seem unworthy.96

Similar issues arise when one state enjoys a dominant position in the international system. If other states see the existing structure of power as broadly “legitimate” (for whatever reason), they will be less likely to challenge the dominant state and may even regard its position of primacy as “natural” or inevitable. By contrast, if the rest of the world sees the existing distribution of power as inherently unfair, they will look for opportunities to alter it. Similarly, if other states regard the dominant state’s behavior as generally beneficial and consistent with established moral standards, they will be less likely to fear or resent the asymmetry of power in its favor and less likely to want to undermine it.

As the dominant world power, the United States has much to gain from the perception that its privileged position is legitimate. The United States would like to maintain its position of primacy for as long as it can, and with as little effort as possible. It should try, therefore, to persuade others that its present position is morally acceptable, and perhaps even desirable. In other words, U.S. leaders want the rest of the world to see us as Tony Blair does—as “a force for good”—so that other states will accept the U.S. position instead of trying to undermine it.

By contrast, the enemies of U.S. primacy will portray it in much more malignant terms. Instead of seeing America as a benevolent hegemon, those who oppose the United States will seek to depict it as selfish, venal, capricious, lacking in wisdom, devoid of virtue, and generally unsuited for world leadership. In other words, they will try to portray U.S. primacy and U.S. foreign policy as inherently illegitimate, in order to persuade others that U.S. primacy ought to be resisted. A strategy of delegitimation does not seek to challenge U.S. power directly—i.e., by forming a countervailing coalition—instead, the main goal is to undermine the belief that U.S. primacy is either “automatic” or morally acceptable. In essence, delegitimation seeks to make more people resent U.S. dominance, so that they become more willing to take action against it and so that the United States has to work harder to win their support.

But where does legitimacy come from? What characteristics or behaviors make one country’s position “legitimate” in the eyes of other states, and what traits or actions will tend to call into question one’s legitimacy? There are at least four possible sources of international legitimacy, and the struggle to either legitimate or delegitimate U.S. primacy is fought along every one of these fronts.

Conformity with Established Procedures

In politics, actions may be legitimate because they result from a previously agreed-upon process. In a democracy, for example, the authority of political leaders is established by winning a fair election, just as new statutes are legitimate if they emerge from normal legislative procedures. By the same token, the legitimacy of an elected official (or a new law) will be compromised if agreed-upon procedures appear to have been violated or ignored.97

It follows that U.S. primacy will be seen as more legitimate when the United States acts in accordance with established international procedures. To take the most obvious example, the 1991 Gulf War with Iraq was widely regarded as a legitimate use of U.S. power, because the use of force was specifically authorized by the United Nations Security Council. By contrast, the decision to attack Iraq in 2003 undercut the legitimacy of U.S. primacy, because the United States failed to gain Security Council authorization yet went to war anyway.

The more well-established the process is, the greater the expectation that states should follow it. In challenging the new U.S. doctrine of preemption, for example, UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan explicity noted that this policy clashed with procedures and principles that the international community had endorsed for more than five decades. In his words, the logic of states that “reserve the right to act unilaterally, or in ad hoc coalitions … is a fundamental challenge to the principles on which, however imperfectly, world peace and stability have rested for the last 58 years.”98 Annan’s challenge to U.S. policy rested on the fact that the world community has an established procedure for legitimating the use of military force, a procedure that the U.S. doctrine of preemption violates.

The desire to delegitimate American dominance also lies at the heart of global complaints about U.S. “unilateralism.” Until recently, the United States had endorsed multilateralism as its preferred approach to addressing many international problems, and especially problems that affect many other states.99 In effect, this approach makes U.S. actions more legitimate by letting others participate in the decisionmaking process and giving them a stake in the outcome. Not surprisingly, therefore, the abandonment of multilateralism in several key issue-areas sparked a chorus of foreign criticism. To be sure, some of the complaints about U.S. “unilateralism” merely reflect opposition to policies that threaten other states’ interests. Thus, other countries complained when the United States imposed tariffs on foreign steel, rejected the Kyoto Protocol, and sought to undermine the International Criminal Court, because these decisions made it more difficult for them to achieve their own objectives.

But at a deeper level, the charge of “unilateralism” is also designed to place the United States in an unflattering light and to nurture further resentment of U.S. power.100 Other states may not be able to stop the United States from pursuing particular policies, but accusing Washington of acting “unilaterally” is a way of imposing additional political costs. This goal helps explain why some states have been willing to develop conventions and protocols on a variety of issues, even when they are aware the United States will reject them, and when they know its rejection will render the agreements largely ineffective. By negotiating, signing, and ratifying the Kyoto Protocol, the landmines convention, the Rome Statute on the International Criminal Court, and so on, the rest of the world is in effect saying to America: “Sure, you can do what you want, and we can’t stop you. But we can make you look bad, and over time, more and more people will yearn for the day when the United States is not so powerful.”101

Positive Consequences

A second source of legitimacy derives from the effects of a particular policy: Actions will be seen as legitimate if they are broadly beneficial for others. From this perspective, U.S. primacy is more likely to be seen as legitimate if it is in fact good for the rest of the world, and especially if U.S. foreign policy decisions are perceived as being a force for good.

As discussed in chapter 2, Americans tend to see the United States as a positive force in world affairs, and U.S. leaders routinely invoke this sort of argument in order to defend America’s current position. Presidents and cabinet officials are fond of reciting the positive benefits that U.S. global leadership has produced, such as the reconstruction and rehabilitation of Germany and Japan, the expansion of the world economy after World War II, the spread of democracy and human rights in the 1980s and 1990s, and the liberation of certain countries or peoples. This line of defense helps legitimate America’s structural position as the dominant world power, by suggesting that world politics would be even nastier if the U.S. position were weaker.102

Similar arguments are also used to defend specific U.S. policies, by arguing that their net effect is positive. Thus, both the Bush and the Clinton administration justified going to war in the absence of UN Security Council authorization by arguing that the net effect of the wars in Kosovo and Iraq had been beneficial. As President Bush told the UN General Assembly in September 2004: “Because a coalition of nations acted to defend the peace, and the credibility of the United Nations, Iraq is free, and today we are joined by representatives of a liberated country. . . . Across Iraq, life is being improved by liberty. Across the Middle East, people are safer because an unstable aggressor has been removed from power. Across the world, nations are more secure because an ally of terror has fallen.”103 Such efforts to defend the legitimacy of U.S. primacy may acknowledge that these actions have had unfortunate consequences (such as the deaths of innocent civilians) but nonetheless maintain that the overall balance of costs and benefits has been positive.104

Just as predictably, of course, U.S. opponents challenge the legitimacy of U.S. primacy by suggesting that the net effects of its actions have been largely negative. In the case of Iraq, for example, critics highlight the failure to find Iraqi weapons of mass destruction, the postwar sufferings of the Iraqi people, and the continued violence within Iraq in order to argue that the social and political costs of the war exceed the benefits claimed by President Bush and his supporters. At a more fundamental level, Islamic radicals such as Osama bin Laden portray America’s global role in wholly negative terms, accusing it of stealing Muslim oil wealth, imposing unjust economic sanctions on Islamic countries, installing military bases within the Muslim world, corrupting Muslim societies, and aiding Israel’s “pillage” of Muslim territories.105 Indeed, al Qaeda spokesman Suleiman Abu Gheith has claimed the right to kill at least four million Americans (half of them children) by arguing that “America is the head of heresy in the modern world … [It] is the leader of corruption and the breakdown [of values], whether moral, ideological, political and economic corruption,” and by arguing that U.S. policies in the Middle East and elsewhere have caused the deaths of at least four million Muslims. For al Qaeda, U.S. primacy is inherently evil and illegitimate, and violent reprisals are therefore justified.106

A less extreme variation on this general theme blames the United States for causing a variety of global problems, or for failing to do enough to address them. U.S. rejection of the Kyoto Protocol is seen as especially damning from this perspective, given that the United States remains the single largest source of greenhouse gases. For critics, therefore, the United States is causing the problem but selfishly refusing to help solve it. Critics also point to America’s niggardly foreign-aid budget, and to economic policies (such as agricultural subsidies and textile tariffs) that have limited the development prospects of some of the world’s poorest nations. Thus, the United States can be damned both for what it does and for what it fails to do.

Finally, a number of world leaders have suggested that the concentration of power in U.S. hands is inherently undesirable—even if some U.S. policies are broadly beneficial to others—and argue that a return to a more “multipolar” distribution of power would be preferable.107 A rapid return to multipolarity may be a vain hope, but such comments reinforce the idea that U.S. primacy is not a good thing and ought to be resisted.

In the broadest sense, the legitimacy of U.S. primacy will depend in part on whether its behavior is that of a responsible fiduciary.108 U.S. primacy will be more acceptable to others if the United States is in fact acting for the greater good, and especially when at least some of the actions for the greater good are not also in the narrow U.S. selfinterest. A trust officer is not supposed to manage an estate so as to maximize the bank’s profits; being a “responsible fiduciary” means managing the estate in order to serve the best interests of the beneficiaries. By the same logic, U.S. primacy will appear more legitimate when others can see that the United States is using its privileged position to do something more than just enhance its own power or well-being.

America’s recent wars provide an ideal set of contrasts. The Gulf War of 1991 was broadly legitimate, both because the United States followed established procedures and because it did not appear to be acting solely in its own self-interest. NATO’s interventions in Bosnia (1996) and Kosovo (1999) offered even clearer examples of fiduciary behavior, insofar as the United States did not stand to gain much for itself in either case. By contrast, the more recent war in Iraq was much less obviously “fiduciary” in nature, because the Bush administration’s initial decisions to monopolize political control, to limit reconstruction contracts to U.S. firms, and to pursue long-term access to Iraqi military bases suggested self-serving rather than altruistic motives.109

The U.S. response to the deadly tsunami that struck South Asia in December 2004 illustrates this issue in another way. Not only was the Bush administration slow to respond to the enormity of the disaster, but its initial pledge of $15 million in emergency assistance was promptly and justly condemned as niggardly by foreigners and Americans alike. To its credit, the administration soon increased its pledge to $350 million and dispatched U.S. military forces to provide immediate help, but the fact that the U.S. government had to be shamed into a higher level of aid diluted the goodwill that the United States might otherwise have garnered. At the very least, the tragedy was a missed opportunity to demonstrate that the United States stood ready to act for the greater good, and thus a missed opportunity to bolster the legitimacy of U.S. primacy.

Conformity with Moral Norms

Actions that produce net positive consequences may still be illegitimate if they violate widely accepted moral principles. The removal of a despot might be wholly desirable, for example, but not if one has to slaughter hundreds of innocent children in order to do it. In other words, the ends do not necessarily justify the means. Even when its actions yield positive results, therefore, U.S. primacy will appear more legitimate if it also appears to conform to prevailing moral norms.

For those who seek to delegitimate U.S. primacy, accusing the United States of acting immorally is an obvious tactic. Recent examples include the efforts of a coalition of international lawyers and human-rights groups to prosecute the United States for war crimes committed during the 1999 Kosovo war and the 2003 war against Iraq, based on accusations that the United States targeted civilians and used weaponry (e.g., cluster munitions, depleted-uranium warheads, etc.) that violated existing laws of war. The United States was also criticized for failing to respond to humanitarian emergencies such as the Rwandan genocide—failures all the more striking in light of U.S. attempts to portray itself as “leader of the free world” and a beacon of hope for oppressed peoples. Both European and Arab critics argue that U.S. support for Israel’s occupation of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip is inconsistent with the basic principle of self-determination, as well as more specific human-rights norms.

More recently, the U.S. refusal to designate battlefield detainees seized during the invasion of Afghanistan as “prisoners of war” (a decision that left the detainees outside the protections of the Geneva Convention), and its decision to subject them to military tribunals rather than civil prosecution, sparked complaints from many countries, further reinforcing the impression that U.S. policy was at odds with prevailing legal and moral principles.110

Perhaps the most damaging blow to the legitimacy of U.S. primacy, however, was wholly self-inflicted. I refer, of course, to the atrocities inflicted on Iraqi prisoners by U.S. personnel at Baghdad’s Abu Ghraib prison, as well as the subsequent admission that as many as twenty-eight Iraqi and Afghan prisoners may have been murdered by U.S. soldiers. The public spectacle of U.S. soldiers and interrogators employing torture, intimidation, and explicit acts of sexual humiliation—recorded on film and available for viewing around the world—dealt a heavy blow to U.S. efforts to portray itself as a responsible global power with high moral ideals. Moreover, the fact that these actions may have been approved by higher authorities, and the Bush administration’s tardy and ineffective responses to these revelations, reinforced global perceptions that this was far from an aberration.111 Images of an Iraqi prisoner strung up for interrogation quickly became a graphic global icon, which the NewYork Times correctly called, “an ad for martyrdom, made in America.”112 A German TV station aired a documentary showing U.S. soldiers allegedly abusing Iraqi children, which led the head of the Norwegian Parliament’s Foreign Policy Committee to call for “those politically responsible in the United States to step down.”113 President Bush tried to limit the damage by telling two Arabic TV interviewers that the torturers did not represent “the America I knew,” but no senior officials resigned and Bush himself did not offer a formal apology.

Not surprisingly, commentators around the world felt U.S. behavior was abhorrent and the administration’s response inadequate. The Financial Times Deutschland called Bush’s interview “too late, much too late,” and said it would be “impossible to regain moral authority.” A conservative Italian media syndicate called the credibility crisis “devastating.” The South China Morning Post said the scandal was “a stain on reputations too deep to wipe away”; the Philippine Daily Inquirer said that the U.S. presence in Iraq and involvement in the Middle East “had been stripped of all pretensions to legitimacy”; and the Globe and Mail in Canada saw “Bush’s Moral High Ground Slipping Away.” Reaction in the Arab and Islamic world was predictably harsh: Saudi newspapers declared that Bush’s remarks “will convince almost no one in the Arab world that Washington has changed its ways”; a Lebanese journal commented, “Seeing George Bush talk, walk, move his arms, greet, repeat his nonsense, lie, promise, etc., has become torture itself”; and the official Syrian newspaper Tishreen declared, “Any cosmetic strategy will most likely be useless … [because] they are images of the crime of occupation and direct aggression in violation of international law and global legitimacy.”114 Americans may think these judgments are too harsh and hypocritical in themselves, but our opinions are not the issue. For Americans, the problem is that the Abu Ghraib scandal gave opponents of U.S. primacy a powerful weapon with which to challenge U.S. claims to morally legitimate conduct.

Efforts to challenge America’s moral conduct are not confined to foreign policy, of course. Opponents seeking to delegitimate U.S. primacy also focus on America’s various social ills—racial tensions, urban poverty, high rates of crime and imprisonment, etc.—while simultaneously condemning “immoral” U.S. practices such as the death penalty.115 By 2001, European opposition to U.S. reliance upon the death penalty had become so persistent that a group of senior U.S. diplomats issued an open letter calling for an end to executions of the mentally retarded—a practice, they warned, that subjected the United States to “daily and growing criticism from the international community.”116

More recently, the People’s Republic of China has answered U.S. human rights criticisms by issuing its own report on the “Human Rights Record of the United States.” The report documents America’s high crime and incarceration rates, widespread gun ownership, persistent racism, homelessness, election fraud, mistreatment of foreign nationals, and several other social ills, and it emphasizes the “double standards of the United States on human rights and its exercise of hegemonism.” According to Peter Edidin of the New York Times, it “draws a picture of America that approaches caricature. But that doesn’t mean it won’t buttress the negative image of the United States held by its critics around the world.” The Chinese report is a classic example of delegitimation, intended to tarnish America’s reputation as a morally admirable society.117

It is less surprising that U.S. enemies also denounce the United States as a decadent and vice-ridden society worthy only of contempt. Thus, Osama bin Laden describes the United States as “the worst civilization witnessed by the history of mankind” and condemns its practice of usury, consumption of alcohol and drugs, sexual immorality, and gambling, among other vices.118 His purpose is obvious: by portraying the United States as an immoral society, he encourages resistance to U.S. dominance and tarnishes the image of anyone who chooses to collaborate with Washington.

Efforts to undermine the moral stature of the United States can take subtler forms as well. The United States was denied a seat on the United Nations Human Rights Commission in 2001, for example, and the UN General Assembly has repeatedly voted for an end to the U.S. embargo of Cuba.119 These actions are largely symbolic, of course, and unlikely to have much effect on America’s overall power position or on efforts to advance human rights worldwide. But such actions do challenge the idea that the United States is in the vanguard of the human-rights movement, and they give weaker states a symbolic opportunity to “pay Uncle Sam back.”

Global perceptions of America’s moral legitimacy are also shaped by the ways that U.S. policy is described and by the particular rhetoric that foreign commentators use. When a prominent writer such as John le Carré tells readers of London’s Times that “the United States has gone mad,” it can only strengthen the image of the United States as an irrational bully unbound by moral norms. When the normally pro-American and right-of-center Economist asks, “Has George Bush ever met a treaty that he liked?” it reinforces the prevailing image of unfeeling U.S. unilateralism.120 And when a Chinese newspaper editor explains his own country’s wariness by saying that Americans “are too arrogant and high-handed to be tolerated,” he casts doubt on whether it is desirable for the United States to control such a large share of world power.121

These forms of delegitimation have a straightforward purpose. If others can depict the United States as either acting immorally or as being immoral, the less legitimate its position of primacy will appear. And the less legitimate it appears, then the harder the United States has to work to gain support from others.

Consistency with the “Natural” Order

Social hierarchies are more legitimate when inequalities of status are believed to result from conditions that are seen as “natural” and/or immutable. We do not regard it as “illegitimate” or unfair that fifty-year-old tennis players never win Wimbledon, because we know that age inevitably erodes athletic performance. Perceptions of legitimacy can hinge, therefore, on whether existing conditions are consistent with our sense of the “natural” order of things.

To make its own position of primacy more acceptable to others, the United States would like them to see its dominance as the “natural” and inevitable product of particular American traits and virtues. For Americans, the nation’s rise to world power is often portrayed as a direct result of the political genius of the Founding Fathers, the virtues of the U.S. Constitution, the emphasis placed on freedom and individuality, and the dedication and initiative of the American people themselves. In this narrative, it is entirely appropriate that the United States enjoys a position of primacy that no other country has ever reached. Other countries may envy America’s position, and they may even believe that it is not good for the United States to be so powerful, but they should not question that the United States deserves to be where it is.

There is probably more than a grain of truth in this account, but those who question the legitimacy of U.S. primacy might tell a different tale. There is no denying that the United States is number one by a large margin, but this can also be portrayed as stemming from good fortune rather than from U.S. virtues. The Founding Fathers were lucky that North America was a continent rich in natural resources, lucky that the Native American populations were extremely susceptible to European diseases, and lucky to found a country far from the other Great Powers. They were also lucky that the European Great Powers were at war for much of the republic’s early history—which facilitated U.S. expansion across the continent—and fortunate that later wars weakened the other Great Powers and helped destroy their overseas empires. This account of America’s rise does not deny the role of U.S. virtues, but it sees U.S. primacy as a stroke of good luck rather than as a sign of “manifest destiny.”

By emphasizing the contingent nature of U.S. primacy, this counter-narrative encourages others to see it as temporary—as a product of particular historical accidents rather than an immutable condition. It also encourages them to question U.S. global leadership, for if the United States is number one mostly because it was lucky (instead of being unusually virtuous, farsighted, or wise), then there is no reason to regard American advice as better than anyone else’s. U.S. leaders may be able to use the power at their disposal to impose their preferences on others, but this interpretation implies that no one should accept U.S. advice uncritically, just because it happens to come from the world’s most powerful country.

When Will Delegitimation Work?

As discussed in chapter 2, some degree of foreign fear and resentment is inevitable, simply because the United States is so much stronger than any other state. Efforts to delegitimate U.S. primacy are likely to vary, however, depending on how the United States uses its power and how it portrays itself to others. When will the United States be most vulnerable to a strategy of delegitimation, and what conditions will make such efforts especially effective?

First, and perhaps most obviously, U.S. power will appear less legitimate when it is arrayed against groups that are much weaker. No one likes Goliath, and underdogs often gain our sympathy even when they are acting in a provocative manner. Because the United States is objectively so strong and so secure compared with most other states, others expect it to behave with a greater sense of forgiveness and forbearance. Even when it is objectively “in the right,” therefore, an excessive willingness to impose its will on especially weak states is likely to undermine global acceptance of U.S. power.

Second, challenges to U.S. legitimacy will be more telling when they come from authoritative, impartial, or morally distinguished sources. Criticisms from a hostile foreign government can be discounted as mere propaganda, but condemnation from a neutral organization like Amnesty International is likely to carry greater weight. Thus, an October 2004 study in the British medical journal The Lancet, which estimated that the U.S. war in Iraq may have caused 100,000 Iraqi civilian deaths, is potentially more damaging to U.S. legitimacy because its authors are professional epidemiologists with no apparent political axe to grind.122 Similarly, if U.S. conduct is challenged by figures with commanding moral stature (e.g., Nelson Mandela, the Pope, the Dalai Lama, etc.), it is likely to do more damage to global perceptions of the U.S. role than accusations made by the leader of a country like Syria or North Korea. Even figures that we regard as evil (e.g., Osama bin Laden) may possess considerable moral stature with some populations, and their criticisms of the United States will strike a resonant chord wherever that is the case.

Third, the legitimacy of U.S. policy will be compromised whenever the proffered justification for its actions is palpably false. To take the most obvious recent case, America’s legitimacy as a world leader was clearly damaged by the failure to find Iraqi weapons of mass destruction, and the subsequent recognition that its case for war in Iraq was based on distorted intelligence, worst-case analysis, and deliberate deception. When Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz admitted that the administration’s emphasis on Saddam Hussein’s alleged WMD arsenal and links to terrorism was a “bureaucratic convenience,” this confession was quickly trumpeted by critics and did further damage to U.S. credibility. Le Monde declared that the focus on WMD had been a “pretext,” and a Pravda headline announced that Wolfowitz was “confessing the lies.”123 Not only did the United States bungle the postwar reconstruction and leave Iraq in a state of simmering discontent, but the original justification for war turned out to be fictitious. It is hard to build a strong case for America’s global leadership role on such a foundation of falsehoods.

Fourth, the legitimacy of U.S. dominance will be challenged when U.S. behavior fails to live up to America’s own professed ideals, or when the United States insists that others abide by standards that it refuses to accept for itself. As discussed in chapter 2, states (or individuals) that routinely employ double standards cast doubt on the reliability of their future conduct and undermine their own reputations for moral behavior. During the Cold War, racism in the United States was seen as a liability in the struggle against Communism, precisely because racial injustice made U.S. efforts to portray itself as the “land of the free” look hollow and thus undermined the U.S. image in Africa, Asia, and elsewhere.124 Today, foreign critics are quick to highlight inconsistencies in what America asks of others and what it reserves for itself. According to Qazi Hussain Ahmad, head of Pakistan’s Jamaat-e-Islami movement, “The most enduring factor of the U.S.–Islamic world relations is the sheer inconsistency between the high moral ideals that the United States advocates and the practice of successive U.S. governments in their relations with the Islamic world.”125 Similarly, there is an obvious contradiction between U.S. insistence that other states abandon their own nuclear programs and its own plans to build strategic missile defenses and to develop a new generation of nuclear weapons. As Iranian newspaper columnist Amir Mohebian argues, “The Americans say in order to preserve the peace for [their] children [they] should have nuclear weapons and [we] should not.”126 Foreign governments have also noted the contrast between America’s insistence that other states establish “the rule of law” and the Bush administration’s readiness to discard existing legal principles when dealing with suspected international terrorists. Needless to say, the abuses at Abu Ghraib prison have been a vivid example of U.S. hypocrisy, a fact not lost on foreign observers. As a Lebanese commentator put it (expressing a view widely echoed by others), “Everything that was said about dictatorship and Saddam’s bloody rule will have to disappear before the sadistic American practices against prisoners, at a time when Washington has not stopped for even one day from shelling the Arabs with slogans of democracy and human rights.”127

Last but by no means least, legitimacy in world politics also operates at the level of diplomatic “style.” Just as unpopular monarchs are often condemned for their ostentation, venality, and arrogance, U.S. officials can undermine America’s legitimacy by being insensitive to foreign concerns or by treating their foreign counterparts with contempt. While Teddy Roosevelt counseled that one should “speak softly, but carry a big stick,” some U.S. officials seem to believe that “speak loudly and shake a big stick” is the more effective approach, with predictable results. Genuine disagreements are inevitable in world politics, and sometimes diplomatic confrontations must be brutally frank. It does little good and much harm, however, when U.S. representatives treat their foreign counterparts dismissively, as both Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld and former Secretary of State Madeleine Albright were prone to do.128 The United States may be able to get away with it for the time being, but such behavior is not going to make other societies happier about U.S. primacy.

Why Legitimacy Matters

But does any of this really matter? As long as the United States remains the world’s dominant power, is it really a problem when U.S. actions appear illegitimate in the eyes of others? Doesn’t this sort of resentment go hand in hand with being the world’s sole superpower? Foreign nations may resent U.S. primacy and regard the U.S. position as undesirable and even illegitimate, but what can they do about it? In the end, isn’t the preservation of U.S. power the only truly important objective? Challenges to U.S. legitimacy and complaints about U.S. behavior simply don’t matter very much, as long as the United States is strong enough to impose its will when it has to, and as long as other states remain unwilling to challenge us directly.

This view is an article of faith among advocates of a muscular U.S. foreign policy that pays scant heed to the opinions of others.129 It is also dangerously shortsighted. As many commentators have noted, even the world’s strongest superpower cannot go it alone in every arena. In virtually every important policy realm, in fact—international trade, counterterrorism, human rights, nonproliferation, dealing with failed states or global environmental problems, and so on—effective solutions will require global cooperation.

Why, then, does legitimacy matter? It matters because America’s ability to elicit active cooperation from other states is impaired when others see the U.S. position of primacy—and the policies the United States is using that position to pursue—as undesirable, shortsighted, or morally dubious. In particular, foreign governments will find it more difficult to support U.S. policy when their own populations regard the United States (and its actions) as inherently illegitimate or questionable. If international diplomacy were confined to the maneuvers of foreign offices and ruling elites—as it was in the classical era of European “cabinet diplomacy”—then public perceptions of international legitimacy might not matter very much. Today, however, most governments—and especially the governments of the most powerful states—must maintain popular support in order to keep themselves in power. And because people around the world have far greater access to information—through media, the Internet, the activities of NGOs, and so forth—their views on America’s international conduct cannot be dictated from Washington.130

As a result, ruling elites who might themselves favor U.S. positions will find their freedom of action constrained by public skepticism or by outright opposition. In the fall of 2002, for example, German Prime Minister Gerhard Schroeder won reelection by distancing himself from key elements of U.S. foreign policy—and especially the simmering confrontation with Iraq—a position that resonated strongly with the German electorate. Schroeder was not being disloyal; he was simply responding to the opinions of his electorate. What else do we expect democratic leaders to do? Public opposition to the war in Iraq made it unwise for the Turkish government to permit U.S. troops free access to Turkish territory and military facilities, despite repeated U.S. efforts to obtain this permission and a U.S. offer of substantial economic assistance. And public opinion later drove Spanish and Philippine leaders to withdraw their own troops from the occupation forces. In Asia, public resentment of the U.S. military presence in South Korea and concerns about U.S. diplomacy in the region have complicated U.S. efforts to obtain a “united front” against North Korea’s resurgent nuclear program. One could go on, but the basic point should be clear: The less legitimate U.S. primacy appears to others, the more resistance the United States will face and the more difficult it will be to attain any of its foreign-policy goals.

Finally, America’s tarnished image may also affect the competitive position of U.S. firms in overseas markets. Surveys by the Global Market Institute suggest that anger over U.S. foreign policy has deterred significant numbers of foreign consumers from buying U.S. brands, with several prominent companies noting declining sales in key foreign markets. According to Keith Reinhard, chairman of the advertising firm DDB Worldwide, “Foreigners are transferring their anger at the U.S. government to anger at the U.S. and anger at U.S. business.” Although definitive evidence of widespread consumer backlash is still lacking, it is clearly a growing concern for corporate America and yet another reason to worry about the legitimacy of American primacy.131

Delegitimation is a subtle and slow-moving strategy. It does not confront U.S. power directly, and it does not prevent other nations from cooperating with the United States when their interests are aligned with ours. Nor does it prevent the United States from bargaining, cajoling, and compelling others to do what it wants. But it does make everything more difficult. If U.S. primacy were seen as broadly legitimate, then other states would be more likely to join forces with the United States willingly and enthusiastically, based on the belief that doing so is “the right thing to do” and that it will be popular at home. When the United States is viewed negatively, however, and when its position of primacy seems unfair, unnatural, and undeserved, then foreign governments will face greater opposition if they are perceived to be too close to us. Because the United States is so powerful, it will still be able to get its way on many issues. But it will not be nearly as easy.

Conclusion

The strategies outlined above are not mutually exclusive, and states are likely to combine several of them in order to tame U.S. power. Soft balancing can make efforts to bind the United States more effective, and informal types of military cooperation (such as the exchange of information about U.S. military practices) can make it easier for weaker states to mobilize their own resources and develop effective asymmetric responses. Efforts to make U.S. primacy appear illegitimate will be more effective if they involve many diverse voices, and even efforts to blackmail the United States are likely to be facilitated if a blackmailer can gain foreign support.

Nor is the use of these strategies confined to avowed enemies of the United States. As noted throughout this book, even close U.S. allies are concerned about the concentration of power in U.S. hands, and some of them may try to use subtle versions of these different strategies either to limit U.S. autonomy or to gain particular advantages for themselves. U.S. allies can engage in subtle forms of balking or blackmail, for example, by withholding diplomatic support for some U.S. initiative unless or until the United States provides them with whatever it is that they want. Similarly, weak U.S. allies can extract concessions by threatening to collapse, as Afghan President Hamid Karzai did in order to get additional NATO and U.S. aid in February 2003.132

In the broadest sense, therefore, what is at stake is the basic character of the international political environment. For the foreseeable future, the United States is going to be the world’s dominant military and economic power. If most states see its position as broadly beneficial and its actions as generally legitimate, then the United States will be operating in a comparatively permissive international environment. Such a world will not be free from conflict, but it will be one where U.S. preferences are broadly shared by others and where the United States will find it relatively easy to defend its vital interests and to advance its most important values.

Alternatively, if most states see U.S. primacy as a challenge and regard U.S. policies as “part of the problem” rather than “part of the solution,” they will gravitate toward the strategies outlined in this chapter. If they do, then the United States will face an increasingly resistant international system rather than a largely permissive one. The United States will still get its way on many issues, and would still be the dominant world power, but it will find itself opposed on more and more occasions, and U.S. citizens are likely to see the world (and be seen by it) in a much more negative light.

For most of us, the first possibility offers a far more appealing vision. The primary task of U.S. foreign policy, therefore, is to ensure that Americans can live in a world that generally embraces U.S. values and welcomes the benevolent use of U.S. power, rather than a world that is constantly searching for opportunities to undermine, irritate, and restrain it. In chapter 4, I consider what states will do if they choose to accept U.S. primacy and turn it to their advantage.


CHAPTER 4

STRATEGIES OF ACCOMMODATION

In chapter 1, I showed that the imbalance of power in America’s favor is historically unprecedented, and argued that U.S. leaders have used this opportunity to pursue ambitious and self-interested policies designed to enhance and extend U.S. primacy. In chapter 2, I explained why other countries regard this situation and these policies with misgivings—even when their own preferences are not directly at odds with Washington’s—and I suggested that the United States is likely to be the target of growing foreign resentment as long as it remains the dominant world power. Chapter 3 described the various strategies that states have employed to constrain or oppose U.S. primacy, even when they are no match for the United States in a direct test of strength, and warned that efforts to oppose the United States will increase if it acts in ways that threaten the interests of others.

Yet opposition is not the only way to deal with U.S. power, and both major and minor powers sometimes seem eager to accommodate the American colossus. Consider the evidence of the last fifteen years. Since the breakup of the Soviet Union in 1991, a host of former Soviet allies and satellites have actively pursued NATO membership, thereby aligning themselves formally with an alliance structure dominated by the United States. NATO’s membership grew to twenty-six nations by 2004, with several additional candidates knocking at the door. Equally striking has been the rapprochement between the United States and India—after decades of frosty relations—a process that continued despite U.S. courtship of Pakistan following the September 11 terrorist attacks.

Security ties between the United States and a number of its existing allies expanded and deepened during this same period. The United States and Japan renegotiated their security treaty in 1996, while countries such as Singapore took steps to make themselves more attractive partners and to strengthen existing security ties with the United States.1 Military-to-military contacts expanded throughout Central Asia and the Persian Gulf region (involving both traditional U.S. allies and a number of new partners), and this trend accelerated after the Bush administration declared war on al Qaeda and sought to enlist foreign governments in the campaign to root out this far-flung terrorist network. U.S. relations with several Latin American states also improved during the 1990s, reinforced by the spread of democracy in the region and a growing commitment to liberal market principles.

Relations with a number of former adversaries improved considerably as well. Although relations with Russia have been uneven, they still mark a dramatic improvement from the intense hostility of the Cold War. China and the United States remain divided over Taiwan, but they have continued to pursue mutually profitable economic ties and have avoided direct confrontation even when potential sources of tension were present.

Furthermore, concerns about U.S. power did not prevent the United States from garnering considerable international support (or at least acquiescence) on several critical foreign-policy issues. In 1990”91, the United States assembled a large and remarkably diverse coalition to oust Iraq from Kuwait. In 1999, the United States and its NATO allies successfully intervened to end Serbian oppression in Kosovo, a move that helped catalyze the removal of Serbian President Slobodan Milosevic. The Bush administration’s decision to abrogate the 1972 ABM Treaty in 2001 provoked only modest protests from Moscow and U.S. allies in Europe, despite their prior warnings about the dangers of such a step. The United States was also able to obtain broad international support for the creation of the World Trade Organization, and on terms that were mostly favorable to its own interests.

Finally, foreign responses to the terrorist attacks in September 2001 were almost uniformly positive. NATO invoked Article V (the self-defense clause) for the first time in its history, the French newspaper Le Monde opined that “we are all Americans now,” and countries such as Pakistan and Uzbekistan offered facilities and intelligence cooperation to aid U.S. efforts to oust al Qaeda and its Taliban hosts from Afghanistan. When President George W. Bush declared that states around the world faced a choice—“either with us or with the terrorists”—most countries quickly chose to line up behind the United States and against al Qaeda.

No matter where one looks, relatively few states seem willing to oppose the United States directly or give material aid to its enemies, and many states actually seem eager to curry favor with the dominant world power. This tendency is easy to understand; because the United States is so much stronger than any other power (or indeed, most combinations of powers), it can do more to punish or penalize any country that defies its wishes. Even where it cannot impose its will, it can certainly make opposition expensive. By the same token, the United States can also do more to reward states that accept its leadership and support its overall foreign policy. And in sharp contrast to the Cold War era, states that would like to resist U.S. dominance cannot obtain help from another superpower. So perhaps we should expect most states to accommodate themselves to U.S. primacy, based on the familiar logic: “If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em.”

Yet this simple explanation does not capture either the different forms that accommodation may take or the different motivations that might lead states to align with the United States. Nor does it tell us very much about how they will try to safeguard their own interests even as they cast their lot with Washington, often by trying to manipulate U.S. policy so that it serves their interests. What are the different strategies that states will employ when accommodating U.S. primacy, and what effects will their choices have on U.S. foreign policy?

Bandwagoning

“Bandwagoning” occurs when a state chooses to align with the strongest or most threatening state it faces. A state will bandwagon if it believes that the United States is powerful and potentially aggressive, and if it is convinced that aligning with the United States is the only way to avoid being pressed or punished. Bandwagoning is essentially a form of appeasement: instead of resisting the dominant power, the bandwagoning state realigns its foreign policy in order to support it. By bandwagoning, threatened states hope to convince a threatening power that they are in fact loyal supporters, so that it will leave them alone.2

Bandwagoning behavior has been historically rare, and generally confined to very weak and isolated states. The reason is simple: The decision to bandwagon requires the weaker side to put its fate in the hands of a more powerful state whom they suspect (usually with good reason) of harboring hostile intentions. By bandwagoning with the main source of danger, a threatened state in effect makes a potential adversary stronger, while hoping that its appetite is either sated or diverted.

The belief that states are strongly inclined to bandwagon lies at the heart of many hard-line prescriptions for U.S. foreign policy. The more that the United States demonstrates its military superiority and willingness to use force, so the argument runs, the more that other states will respect us and the more likely they are to support U.S. policy positions. At worst, talking loudly and carrying a big stick will make others reluctant to resist us; at best, it will encourage them to support us so as not to incur our wrath. Hawks such as Bush administration adviser Richard Perle and Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz clearly subscribe to this view, arguing that displays of power and resolve by the United States will discourage further resistance and lead more and more states to conclude that it is time to get on our side. As Wolfowitz remarked in 1997: “A willingness to act unilaterally can be the most effective way of securing effective collective action.”3 Calling for war on Iraq in 2002, Perle argued that the successful ouster of Saddam Hussein would have a salutary effect on other U.S. adversaries. “We could deliver a short two-word message,” Perle predicted. “You’re next. You’re next unless you stop the practice of supporting terrorism…. I think there’s a reasonable prospect that … these regimes will decide to get out of the terrorist business.” The Wall Street Journal later opined that the invasion of Iraq had done just that, proclaiming in April 2003 that the “demonstration effect” of Saddam’s fall “is now being felt in Pyongyang, Damascus, Tehran,” and elsewhere. The Journal’s proclamation was clearly premature, but it illustrates the American right’s tendency to believe that states are inevitably attracted to displays of strength and will.4

Yet contrary to these predictions, there are in fact relatively few examples of genuine bandwagoning, even in the current situation of American primacy. The United States has demonstrated its superior power on a number of occasions in the past decade, yet the targets of these threats—Iraq, North Korea, Serbia—and to a lesser extent Syria, Iran, and China—have not been visibly cowed. Moreover, earlier displays of U.S. prowess did not convince these states to abandon their policy preferences and bandwagon with Washington. The stunning U.S. victory over Iraq in 1991 did not convince Saddam Hussein to kowtow to the United States and did not make leaders such as Slobodan Milosevic and Hafez el-Assad more compliant with U.S. demands. Similarly, Saddam’s ouster in 2003 did not trigger the wave of pro-American shifts that advocates of “big-stick” diplomacy forecast. Although a number of neighboring countries muted their anti-American rhetoric temporarily, there are no clear-cut cases where states abandoned well-established policy positions because they feared U.S. pressure. Syria did not abandon its claims to the Golan Heights (or its continued espousal of the Palestinian cause), and as discussed below, the Bush administration’s hints that Syria might be next in line after Iraq merely led Damascus to stop giving the United States valuable intelligence about al Qaeda.5 North Korea did not become substantially more forthcoming in the multiparty negotiations over its nuclear programs; if anything, the invasion of Iraq probably increased North Korea’s desire for a deterrent of its own and gave Pyongyang a bigger window of opportunity in which to pursue this goal.6 Similar efforts to pressure Iran may have backfired as well, by undermining the reformist movement and strengthening Iran’s hardline clerics prior to the February 2004 parliamentary elections, and giving Teheran additional reasons to reject U.S. demands.7 Operation Iraqi Freedom did demonstrate that the United States had unmatched military power—as if anyone had real doubts in 2004—but it did not provoke a wave of realignments toward the United States. And we should not forget that the United States has leaned on Castro’s Cuba for more than four decades, yet the Cuban leader will probably go to his grave refusing to buckle under.

Did Libya “Bandwagon”?

But what about Libyan leader Muammar Ghaddafi’s decision to dismantle his country’s weapons of mass destruction (WMD) programs and end his three-decade-long policy of confrontation with the West? Doesn’t this decision—which was announced following the invasion of Iraq—constitute a clear case of “winning through intimidation”? Certainly the Bush administration and its supporters have portrayed it in this light, in order to defend the decision to attack Iraq and the more forceful policies that they have followed since September 11. As President Bush told attendees at a Florida fund-raiser during the 2004 presidential campaign, “Because we acted [against Iraq], Libya got the message, and it now voluntarily decided to disarm.”8 There may be a grain of truth in this claim, but even the Libyan case is not a very convincing example of bandwagoning. To begin with, the United States was not threatening to use military force against Libya. Libya was not included in the Bush administration’s “axis of evil,” and there had been no signs of military pressure under either the Clinton or the Bush administration. One reason for U.S. restraint was the fact that Libya had been actively trying to end its international isolation since the 1990s, largely in response to the economic sanctions imposed following the bombing of Pan Am flight 103 in 1988.9 Furthermore, although Libya had imported a variety of equipment and matériel for its nuclear program, the program had achieved little and was not proceeding rapidly.10 The relaxed pace of Libya’s nuclear effort suggests that obtaining a nuclear capability was no longer a top priority for Ghaddafi. Instead, he seems to have concluded that the potential benefits were not worth either the economic or the diplomatic costs, which implies that he was giving up something that he no longer regarded as very valuable. Libya was also tempted by the prospect of economic benefits, particularly given the economic woes it had endured since the 1980s. As Ghaddafi’s son, Saif ul-Islam Ghaddafi, explained, “The first reason [for the decision to give up WMD] is political, economic, cultural, and military gains that were promised by the Western party. . . . The temptation was really great.” Thus, Libya “realigned” in order to end sanctions and obtain economic benefits, not because it feared a U.S. attack.11 American power may have played some role in Ghaddafi’s decision—in this sense, he was choosing not to resist the dominant global power— but it is not a compelling case of “bandwagoning.”

Bandwagoning remains rare for two reasons. First, U.S. power is not a threat to most states most of the time. Although the United States is extremely powerful and sometimes capricious, it is geographically separate from other major powers and not interested in conquering them. Although a number of countries do have reason to worry about U.S. intentions, the vast majority need not fear that U.S. military power will be directed at them. As we saw in chapters 2 and 3, this does not mean that all countries welcome U.S. primacy or are uninterested in constraining U.S. power. But it does mean that very few—if any—states will feel compelled to bandwagon with the United States in order to avoid incurring its wrath. Bandwagoning is alignment induced at the point of a gun, and the United States does not threaten that many countries that often.

Second, bandwagoning is most likely to occur when a very weak state believes that aligning with the dominant power will eliminate or deflect the threat and thereby advance its main interests. Yet military threats generally do not arise unless conflicts of interest are especially pronounced and compromise is largely impossible. Put differently, if the conflict of interest is relatively small and it is easy for a weaker power to adjust its policies, the stronger power will not have to make overt threats. Overt threats arise when the clash of interests is extreme, and regimes whose interests are sharply at odds with those of the United States are unlikely to abandon their basic goals, even if they may occasionally back down over specific issues.

To be sure, many states are mindful of U.S. power and wary of incurring Washington’s wrath. But being prudent in the face of U.S. power is a far cry from bandwagoning, and such states do not endorse U.S. positions or lend direct support to U.S. foreign-policy efforts.

Regional Balancing

A far more common motivation for close ties with Washington is the desire for American protection, normally against some sort of regional threat. Thus, what might at first glance appear to be widespread “bandwagoning” (i.e., more and more states aligning with the strongest state in the world) is actually a form of balancing, where the threat to be countered is a neighboring power.

This tendency is not new, of course. Throughout the Cold War, local powers sought help from one of the superpowers (and sometimes both) in order to deal with nearby challenges. North and South Korea, North and South Vietnam, Israel, Egypt, Angola, Cuba, Pakistan, Ethiopia, Somalia, and a host of others all sought U.S. or Soviet support to meet a proximate threat from a neighboring power or to quell an internal challenge. The tendency for states to worry most about nearby threats was a great advantage for the United States, because the Soviet Union lay in close proximity to the other major world powers, while the United States was separated from Eurasia by two oceans. The United States was thus an especially attractive ally for the medium powers of Europe and Asia: it was strong enough to help deter the Soviet Union, but it was far enough away that it did not pose an equally serious threat. As a result, the United States was able to bring together the industrial powers of Western Europe and Japan (and eventually, to a lesser degree, China) in an anti-Soviet coalition, while the USSR was forced to rely on weak and unpopular regimes such as those in Angola, Ethiopia, South Yemen, and North Korea.

This same motivation is evident today. In Europe, U.S allies continue to favor an American military presence as an insurance policy against any future “renationalization” of foreign policy, a development that could turn Europe back toward rivalry and conflict. Although this possibility might seem remote, the fear has been real enough to convince many Europeans that keeping the American “night watchman” in place is still worth it.12 Similarly, a desire to enhance their security against regional threats (including the longterm threat of a resurgent Russia) explains why Eastern European nations such as Poland, Hungary, and the Baltic states have been so eager to join NATO. According to Piotr Ogrodzinski, director of the America Department of the Polish Foreign Ministry, “This is a country that thinks seriously about its security. There’s no doubt that for such a country, it’s good to be a close ally of the United States.” Or, as a leading Polish newspaper opined in 2001, “Poland has a tragic historical experience behind it, and it needs an ally on which it can depend.”13

In Asia, the end of the Cold War did not eliminate the desire for U.S. protection. In addition to general concerns about the stability of governments in North Korea, Indonesia, and elsewhere, a number of Asian countries share America’s concerns about the long-term implications of Chinese economic growth. If China continues to grow and develop, it is likely to translate that increased economic strength into greater military power and regional influence. In addition to Taiwan (which has long sought U.S. protection against pressure from the People’s Republic of China), Asian countries such as Japan, Singapore, Vietnam, Malaysia, Indonesia, the Philippines, and India have welcomed closer strategic partnerships with the United States. Thus, when the United States lost access to its military bases in the Philippines in the late 1980s, Singapore signed a Memorandum of Understanding giving the United States access to facilities there and constructed berthing space (at its own expense) large enough to accommodate U.S. aircraft carriers. Prime Minister Lee Kwan Yew justified this policy by saying that “nature does not like a vacuum. And if there is a vacuum, somebody will fill it.”14 Malaysia endorsed Singapore’s decision and eventually offered the United States access to some of its own military installations as well. As one senior Malaysian official commented, “America’s presence is certainly needed, at least to balance other powers with contrasting ideology in this region. . . . The power balance is needed … to ensure that other powers that have far-reaching ambitions in Southeast Asia will not find it easy to act against countries in the region.”15 Fear of China was not the only motivation for these developments, of course, but it was clearly a key element in their calculations.

The desire for U.S. protection is also evident throughout the Middle East. This motivation is most obvious in the case of Israel— which has depended on a quasi-alliance with the United States since the mid-1960s—but it is also central to U.S. relations with Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and Egypt, as well as a number of smaller Persian Gulf states. Although security cooperation with the United States creates a number of domestic political difficulties for these regimes, they still see it as essential protection against a variety of internal and external challenges. As described in chapter 1, America’s military role in the Persian Gulf and Middle East has grown dramatically since the 1991 Gulf War, in part because the smaller Gulf states (Kuwait, Qatar, Oman, Bahrain) are using U.S. power to counter their larger neighbors and to help quell potential domestic dissidents. According to Edward Walker of the Middle East Institute, “By seizing on the reform agenda the US has empowered these countries and given them the courage to stand up to the bigger countries.”16

Last but not least, the heightened fear of international terrorism in the wake of the September 11 attacks has provided yet another incentive for close collaboration with the world’s most powerful country. Whatever their other differences may be, most governments are understandably hostile to nonstate movements whose avowed aim is to overthrow existing regimes and foment international conflict, and whose preferred tactic is mass violence against innocent civilians. Cooperation against al Qaeda or its associates may fall well short of full alignment, but the shared fear of terrorism does provide another reason why states will collaborate with Washington despite reservations about U.S. policies and lingering concerns about U.S. primacy.

The United States does face a potential pitfall here, however. During the Cold War, brutal and corrupt dictators could get U.S. aid by convincing Americans that they were threatened by “international communism”; today, thuggish regimes can get U.S. help by claiming that they are battling “international terrorism.” Thus, Russia has tried to portray the war in Chechnya as part of the broader struggle against international terrorism, and Israel justifies continued repression in the occupied territories by claiming that they, too, are simply going after “terrorists.” In an even more brutal and bizarre twist, government officials in Macedonia reportedly tried to curry favor with the United States by murdering a group of refugees and claiming that they had in fact exposed a nascent terrorist “cell” within their own country.17 The danger, of course, is that Americans will end up supporting the wrong governments for the wrong reasons, based on the indiscriminate application of a general “anti-terrorism” policy.

The strategy of regional balancing reflects a recognition of U.S. primacy—if the United States were not the dominant world power, its protection would be worth less—but it is not the same as “band-wagoning.” In these cases (and others), states seek a close alignment with the United States in order to use U.S. power to protect themselves from other threats.

Bonding

In addition to gaining U.S. protection, some foreign leaders see a close personal partnership with U.S. officials as a way to gain greater influence over how the United States uses its power, and thus gain greater leverage over key international outcomes.18 This motivation is implicit in the balancing alignments just discussed—by aligning with the United States, others hope to obtain U.S. protection—but some states may hope to accomplish even more than that. By cultivating a close strategic relationship with the United States—in effect, ingratiating themselves with key U.S. leaders—foreign officials hope to gain direct influence over U.S. policy deliberations and foreign-policy initiatives. “Bonding” with U.S. leaders can give foreign governments a “place at the table” and encourage U.S. leaders to consult them before launching major initiatives. Although America’s junior partners cannot prevent the United States from taking actions to which it is strongly committed, states that manage to establish especially close links with U.S. leaders will have a greater opportunity to influence how America views problems and some hope of shaping the way these problems are addressed.

The most obvious example of this sort of connection is the “special relationship” between the United States and Great Britain, and the poster child for this strategy is British Prime Minister Tony Blair. Although Anglo-American relations were suspicious and conflictive until the end of the nineteenth century, earlier acrimony has been transformed into a durable—if decidedly unequal—partnership. The “special relationship” is partly a reflection of common traditions, language, and political culture, but it also reflects a conscious British choice to link its declining power to the rising power of the United States.19 By cultivating close personal connections—and by serving as America’s “link” to Europe—British leaders have sought to gain a degree of influence on American decisionmaking that their raw capabilities could not achieve. Thus, Winston Churchill went to great lengths to position England as America’s closest ally in World War II, Prime Minister Harold Macmillan sought close ties with Dwight Eisenhower and especially John F. Kennedy, and Margaret Thatcher used her personal influence to good effect in the Reagan and first Bush administrations.20

This tendency has reached new heights under Blair, whose willingness to throw himself behind U.S. policies (and, in some cases, to play a leading role in selling them overseas) has led to repeated criticism that he is little more than George W. Bush’s “poodle.” The charge is not really fair, as Blair is nothing if not an equal-opportunity lapdog. His strategy for dealing with the United States is political, not personal, as Blair pursued virtually the same approach when Bill Clinton was president. Blair praised Clinton lavishly as the latter left office— calling him “the true leader of the Western world”—but declared in the very same speech that he expected Britain’s “special relationship” to “flourish” under George W. Bush.21 Blair has been Bush’s staunchest ally ever since: denouncing anti-Americanism, defending the U.S.–led war on terrorism, and backing Bush to the hilt in his decision to invade Iraq. Blair has justified his intimate connection to Washington by claiming that this role gives England an ability to shape U.S. policy that is far greater than its raw capabilities might allow.22 As British Foreign Secretary Jack Straw put it in November 2003, “The question is: how do we relate to America in the most constructive way possible and what influence can we bring to bear to ensure that this power is used for the better?”23 Blair’s answer is quite clear: “We should remain the closest ally of the U.S., and as allies influence them to continue broadening their agenda.”24

Not every state can have a “special relationship” with Washington, of course. Trying to shape U.S. policy by visibly aligning oneself with U.S. preferences is likely to work only when underlying interests are in fact closely compatible, and when there is an underlying foundation of mutual respect and even affection between the two societies. As Blair himself acknowledges, “The price of influence is that we do not leave the U.S. to face the tricky issues alone,” and it also means not airing serious differences in public.25 But if genuine conflicts of interest arise, or if public support for a close embrace is lacking, then trying to ingratiate oneself with U.S. leaders can easily backfire. Leaders who get too close to Washington will pay a political price back home and may even be removed from office by a disgruntled electorate. The fate of former Spanish Prime Minister José Aznar is instructive: Although Aznar may have gained a modest degree of influence by associating himself with President Bush and the war in Iraq, this decision clearly undermined his position with Spanish voters and paved the way for his party’s electoral defeat in April 2004.

To be successful, bonding also requires the United States to play along. When a foreign leader justifies close ties to the United States by claiming that doing so will enhance their influence in Washington, then Washington has to be willing to make at least a few concessions so that the junior partner can persuasively claim to have gained something for his (or her) efforts. For example, Britain under Blair took the lead role in negotiating with Libya over its responsibility for the bombing of Pan Am flight 103, “urging the United States along at critical junctures.”26 Similarly, Blair’s entreaties reportedly influenced Bush’s decision to take the Iraq issue to the UN Security Council, and Blair’s influence may also have accelerated the release of several British citizens who were captured by the United States in Afghanistan and incarcerated (along with other suspected Taliban and al Qaeda members) at Guantanamo Bay.27 And once Bush won reelection in November 2004, he rewarded Blair’s loyalty by publicly pledging during the prime minister’s visit to Washington that the United States would make a renewed effort to work for a Palestinian state.28

By itself, therefore, bonding will rarely produce significant influence over U.S. foreign policy. It can help at the margin, but it will not create substantial leverage over U.S. choices. States that want to have a more dramatic impact on U.S. behavior will have to establish more extensive and reliable means of control, as I shall now show.

Domestic Political Penetration

States that align with the United States do not do so passively. Instead, states that adopt a pro-American position often go to considerable lengths to ensure that U.S. power is used in ways that further their own interests. Instead of displaying a supine loyalty to Washington’s wishes, their goal is to make sure that U.S. power is marshaled on their behalf.

Attempting to influence or manipulate the foreign policies of other states is one of the main tasks of traditional diplomacy. States send ambassadors abroad to represent their policies to foreign powers, and national leaders visit foreign countries and attend summit meetings in order to advance their countries’ interests and persuade their counterparts. Trying to influence what other states will do is what diplomacy is all about, and America’s size and power means that other states will naturally devote a lot of time and attention to cultivating U.S. officials.

Efforts to shape how the United States uses its power do not stop there, however. Foreign powers may also try to influence U.S. foreign policy indirectly, often by manipulating U.S. domestic politics. Such activities may include overt lobbying efforts on Capitol Hill— either to influence specific legislation or to create a powerful cadre of supporters in Congress. Alternatively, foreign states may try to influence public opinion through public outreach efforts, media campaigns, and other forms of propaganda. For example, Saudi Arabia launched a multimillion-dollar public-relations campaign in the United States after September 11, in order to counter the perception that the royal family was supporting terrorism. The Saudi government hired several prominent U.S. public-relations firms and professional lobbyists (including Qorvis Communications; Patton Boggs; and Akin, Gump, Strauss, Hauer and Feld) and began a much more overt effort to court U.S. opinion.29 Foreign governments also join forces with sympathetic domestic interest groups—and especially ethnic diasporas—in order to encourage closer ties than might otherwise occur. Whatever the specific method, the goal is to ensure that alignment with the United States is amply rewarded, and that U.S. power is used in ways that the foreign government favors.

Domestic political penetration is not a new phenomenon. During World War I, England conducted an extensive propaganda campaign designed to persuade the United States to enter the war, a campaign that helped counter the opposition of Irish-Americans whose hostility to England led them to oppose U.S. involvement. During the Cold War, U.S. foreign policy was shaped—sometimes decisively— by foreign powers that managed to manipulate the U.S. political system, often in partnership with influential domestic interest groups. Prominent examples include the Greek, Armenian, Israeli, Taiwanese, and Korean lobbying efforts, although instances of transnational penetration are not confined to them.30

Penetration is likely to be even more important in the current era of U.S. primacy. The stronger the United States is relative to the rest of the world, the more latitude it has to define priorities for itself. Setting priorities is an intensely political activity, however, and domestic factors will exert relatively more impact when the external environment does not impinge very powerfully. During the Cold War, for instance, the Soviet Union was the obvious challenge, and other foreign-policy objectives were generally subordinated to that overarching concern. Foreign powers could gain influence at the margin (usually by portraying themselves as strategic assets in the struggle against Communism), but U.S. leaders were usually able to keep such distortions within bounds.

Today, however, a hierarchy of interests is less apparent. There is no clear and fixed enemy—even al Qaeda is too diffuse a threat to provide that focus—which means it is more difficult to identify a clear and fixed set of priorities. And when it is not obvious what the main task of U.S. foreign policy should be, then domestic forces will exert a greater impact on the definition of interests and the allocation of resources. Threats and commitments are not determined by the distribution of power or even by the location of particular threats; they are determined by whichever political groups—whether foreign or domestic—are able to persuade the American body politic that their priorities are the right ones.

Measuring the precise impact of foreign lobbying and domestic political manipulation is inherently difficult. Public testimony about such efforts can be unreliable, and lobbying efforts often take place in private venues or via other channels that are difficult to identify. Policymakers rarely admit when they have been influenced by political pressure, or admit to having adopted policies they felt were misguided because they were manipulated by a foreign government or influenced by a domestic lobby. Instead, policymakers often try to anticipate the wishes of important domestic interest groups, and they may alter their behavior in advance in order to avoid facing pressure from special-interest groups. Because no overt pressure can be observed in such cases, the actual impact of these groups may be understated.

When Does Penetration Work?

The ability of foreign powers to employ a strategy of penetration effectively depends on several factors.

First, as noted above, penetration will have more impact when the target state enjoys considerable latitude in identifying its foreign-policy priorities. In general, states that are strong and secure—and thus enjoy considerable freedom in formulating their foreign-policy goals—are more likely to have these choices shaped by foreign and/or domestic political manipulation. The wider the range of policy choices available, the more contested the decision process will be and the greater the potential impact of a foreign campaign of political persuasion. By contrast, states facing a clear and obvious threat are less likely to succumb to foreign manipulation that might divert their attention from the main task at hand.

Second, penetration is more likely to work in open societies where the political system is readily accessible to outside influences. When power is decentralized and public participation is encouraged, government officials and influential members of society will be more readily exposed to propaganda from abroad and more vulnerable to lobbying efforts at home. It follows that democracies will be more susceptible to penetration than dictatorships are, and a country like the United States—with a wide range of media outlets, a tradition of free speech and interest-group politics, and a divided system of government offering multiple channels of influence—is likely to be especially receptive to foreign manipulation. A foreign government that wants to shape U.S. foreign policy can do so in many different ways: by courting journalists, hiring public-relations firms, cultivating key legislators and congressional staffers, lobbying elected representatives directly, forging links with key members of the executive branch, and mobilizing sympathetic U.S. citizens. By contrast, trying to manipulate an authoritarian political system requires co-opting the top leaders, and such efforts will generally be more difficult and more vulnerable to sudden whims or leadership changes.

Third, penetration is more likely to work when there is a degree of cultural proximity between the target state and the country that is seeking to manipulate it. Cultural proximity encourages a sense of affinity between the basic values and institutions of the two societies and makes it more likely that representatives of the penetrating state will be able to communicate effectively with Americans. States that are culturally similar to the United States will have representatives who can speak English fluently and will understand how to make arguments that resonate with Americans. By contrast, states that are culturally distant will have more trouble relating to Americans, will find it harder to fashion arguments that Americans will find convincing, and will generally face an uphill battle for the American mind.

Fourth, transnational penetration will be easier and more effective when a foreign government can rely upon a sympathetic group of supporters within the target country. As we shall see, the most significant examples of successful penetration involve cooperation between foreign governments and indigenous ethnic lobbies, as suggested by the cases of Israel, Greece, Armenia, Ireland, and several others. The presence of a sympathetic population within the United States makes attempts to manipulate U.S. policy more legitimate, because their activities will be seen as “business as usual” in the interest-group–dominated world of U.S. domestic politics. If a foreign government tries to manipulate U.S. foreign policy by bribing U.S. officials or recruiting them as spies, for example, it runs the risk of a considerable backlash if its efforts are uncovered. But when Armenian Americans lobby to deny U.S. aid to Azerbaijan, or when Indian Americans press for closer ties between the United States and India, their actions are no different from the behavior of other specialinterest groups. Even those who disagree with the policies that such groups advocate are likely to concede that their efforts are neither illegal nor inappropriate.

Penetration also works because it exploits the basic dynamics of interest-group politics. Special-interest groups of all types tend to enjoy disproportionate power when they are strongly committed to a particular issue, and when the bulk of the population is indifferent. Under these conditions, policymakers—and especially members of Congress—are more likely to accommodate those who care a lot about the issue in question (in hopes of gaining their support), knowing that the rest of the population will not penalize them for this concession. If one group cares a great deal and everyone else cares little, then the group that cares a lot will tend to get its way, even if its absolute numbers are small. Whether in farm subsidies or foreign policy, therefore, special-interest groups often wield political weight far exceeding their actual size.31 And as long as U.S. power seems nearly limitless, U.S. leaders will be more inclined to give these groups what they want without worrying too much about the likely costs.

These features of interest-group politics also imply that penetration is more likely to work when a foreign power has the backing of a sympathetic domestic group, and when its opponents lack an equally powerful domestic constituency of their own. For example, although both Indian Americans and Pakistani Americans have created political-action committees and lobbying groups in order to shape U.S. policy toward South Asia, the pro-India groups are larger, better funded, and generally more effective, partly because the Indian-American population is larger and wealthier than its Pakistani-American counterpart is.32

Thus, in an era of U.S. primacy, we should expect other countries to devote considerable effort to ensuring that America’s unmatched power is used to their benefit. We should also expect states that can exploit a sympathetic domestic constituency to be especially successful, while those that lack such resources are less likely to reap similar benefits. To show how this strategy can work, the remainder of this chapter looks at three salient examples: the Israel Lobby, the Indian Diaspora, and the Armenian Lobby. I focus in particular on the Israel Lobby because its activities have had the greatest impact on contemporary U.S. foreign policy.
 
Penetration in Practice: The U.S.–Israel “Strategic Partnership”

By virtually any measure, the most impressive example of successful transnational penetration is the strategic partnership between the United States and Israel. U.S. support for Israel has increased dramatically since the founding of the Jewish state in 1948, and U.S. foreign policy has become increasingly supportive of Israel over time. Although Israel remains heavily dependent on U.S. support, the U.S. government rarely uses its potential leverage to alter Israeli behavior. Indeed, U.S. support for Israel is rarely, if ever, questioned in the mainstream press, in the U.S. government, or in the traditional foreign-policy establishment.

Because U.S. support for Israel is so well established, we sometimes forget that it has not always been this way. Although the Truman administration played a key role in the establishment of a Jewish state, U.S. Middle East policy was not overwhelmingly pro-Israeli in the first two decades of Israel’s existence. U.S. foreign aid to Israel was modest, and significant military assistance did not begin until the early 1960s.

U.S. support for Israel expanded dramatically after the Six-Day War in 1967 and has continued to rise ever since. Israel has been the largest annual recipient of U.S. foreign assistance since 1976 and is the largest cumulative recipient (at nearly $100 billion in direct aid) since World War II. Israel currently gets roughly $3 billion each year in direct military and economic assistance, along with a variety of loan guarantees, food grants, and other benefits.33 In per capita terms, U.S. aid to Israel amounts to more than $500 per year for each Israeli citizen. Private contributions to Israel also receive special treatment: donations to other foreign countries are not tax-deductible, but donations to Israel are.34 Israel’s defense industry receives a variety of indirect subsidies (e.g., via “joint research and development projects” undertaken at Israel’s behest) and is also linked to the U.S. military and intelligence establishments through a diverse array of formal agreements and informal links.35

In addition to this material assistance, the United States also provides Israel with consistent diplomatic support. Between 1972 and 2005, the United States vetoed thirty-eight UN Security Council resolutions that were critical of Israel, and U.S. representatives have repeatedly sought to deflect foreign opposition to Israel’s policies. Although several U.S. administrations have criticized the expansion of Israeli settlements in the occupied territories, no U.S. president has offered serious resistance to these efforts or threatened to withhold direct U.S. aid if Israel did not stop. U.S. and Israeli diplomatic and foreign-policy objectives have also become closely aligned over time, with important consequences for the U.S. position in the region and the world.

The one-sided alignment between the United States and Israel is especially puzzling when one considers that the objective case for a close U.S.–Israel partnership is weaker today than it was in the past. In the 1950s, for example, U.S. backing could be justified on philanthropic grounds—as support for a weak state whose citizens were the victims of centuries of mistreatment and were surrounded by a sea of far more numerous enemies. Today, however, Israel is the dominant military power in the Middle East, more secure today than at any time in its history.36 U.S. support for Israel was also justified by the claim that Israel was a “strategic asset” during the Cold War, but this rationale vanished when the Soviet Union collapsed.37

Israel and its supporters now argue that Israel is an indispensable partner in the war against terror and a valuable ally against rogue states like Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, but this claim is also questionable. As we saw in chapter 2, the combination of U.S. support for Israel and Israel’s treatment of the Palestinians is one of the main reasons why the United States is so unpopular in the Arab and Islamic world, and the United States would have less trouble with these societies (and face less danger from Islamic terrorists) were it to adopt a more evenhanded position.38 Nor was Israel an asset in America’s two wars against Saddam Hussein; its troops could not participate without disrupting the U.S.–led coalition, and the United States actually had to divert some of its forces to help protect Israel from Iraqi retaliation. In the war on terror, in short, Israel is more of a liability than an asset, which raises further questions about the strategic value of the U.S.–Israel partnership.

Close ties between the United States and Israel might also be justified by the claim that Israel is a fellow democracy. There is something to this argument, but it is not a sufficient explanation for the depth of U.S. support. After all, the United States does not provide any other democracy with the level of support it provides to Israel. Furthermore, Israel has become less democratic over time, given that it continues to deny full citizenship to its own Arab minority and denies political rights to the three million Palestinian Arabs in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. The “shared democracy” explanation remains valid, but it is a less powerful justification than it used to be.

Given these trends, one would expect U.S. support for Israel to be declining over time. One might also expect U.S. policy in the Middle East to have shifted after September 11, as part of a broader effort to isolate al Qaeda and to “win hearts and minds” in the Arab and Islamic world. The puzzle, therefore, is to explain why U.S. support for Israel continues to increase, even though the positive case for close alignment has grown weaker and the cost of the U.S–Israeli connection has grown. What can account for this surprising pattern of behavior?

The Israel Lobby. The explanation for this anomaly is Israel’s unmatched ability to manipulate the American political system for its own benefit. It is able to do so because the U.S. political system is unusually open to foreign manipulation and because Israel enjoys virtually all of the advantages described above. In particular, Israel is able to obtain U.S. support and influence U.S. policy because it receives sustained political support from the comparatively wealthy, well-educated, well-connected, and politically mobilized community of Jewish Americans, and from other social groups allied with them.

Jewish Americans form the core of the “Israel Lobby,” though it is important to remember that not all Jewish Americans support Israel’s policies, and many do not work actively on Israel’s behalf.39 Nonetheless, as Hyman Bookbinder, former head of the American Jewish Committee, puts it: “The essence of the Jewish lobby is an organized, committed, concerned Jewish community in America.” American Jews are strongly committed to Israel as a symbol of Jewish pride and identity, and there is a strong norm against criticizing Israeli policy openly.40 According to Bookbinder, “There is a feeling of guilt as to whether Jews should double-check the Israeli government. They automatically fall into line for that reason.”41 Moreover, when Jewish Americans do criticize Israel, they are likely to attract strong criticism from other members of the community.42 Israeli officials and American Jewish leaders coordinate political positions carefully, to ensure that Israel’s supporters in the United States can exert the maximum political effect. According to Edward Tivnan, in fact, by the 1970s, “total support for Israel had become a requirement of leadership in local Jewish communities throughout America.”43 Small wonder, then, that Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon says that every Jew is “an ambassador for Israel,” and that his Independence Day 2003 message to the diaspora communities declared, “The future of the Jewish people rests on our combined shoulders.”

Israel’s ability to influence U.S. policy is reinforced by the political power of sympathetic gentiles, and especially the so-called Christian Zionists. This group includes such public figures as Gary Bauer, Jerry Falwell, Ralph Reed, and Pat Robertson, as well as Richard Armey (R-TX) and Tom DeLay (R-TX), the former and present majority leaders of the U.S. House of Representatives.44 As Speaker of the House, Armey told a New York Times reporter in 2003: “My number 1 priority in foreign policy is to protect Israel,” and DeLay has described himself as “an Israeli at heart.”45 Prominent conservatives such as Vice President Dick Cheney, former UN Ambassador Jeane Kirkpatrick, and former Wall Street Journal editor Robert Bartley have all been vocal defenders of Israel as well.

The pro-Israel attitudes of American Jewry and their gentile allies are mobilized and magnified by an interlocking web of lobbying organizations, think tanks, and pro-Israel publications. Such groups include the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC), which is widely recognized as one of the most potent lobbying organizations in the United States; the Washington Institute for Near East Policy (WINEP); the Jewish Institute for National Security Affairs (JINSA); and the Conference of Presidents of Major American Jewish Organizations. Several prominent think tanks—including the American Enterprise Institute and the Heritage Foundation—are strongly pro-Israel as well, and the more mainstream Brookings Institution has moved in a more pro-Israel direction over time.46

How does the lobby work? In its general operations, the Israel lobby is no different from other organized special-interest groups. It tries to elect politicians who support its positions and tries to convert opponents or skeptics. It seeks to influence legislation in Congress and to shape policy within the executive branch as well. Like any lobby, it also tries to mold public perceptions on the issues it cares about. There is nothing illegitimate about this sort of conduct; it is how American politics works. What makes the Israel lobby unusual is not what it does, but rather how well it does it.

As with most special-interest groups, a key source of the lobby’s power is its influence on campaign contributions. Over the past twenty years, AIPAC has repeatedly targeted members of Congress whom it deemed insufficiently friendly to Israel and helped drive them from office, often by channeling money to their opponents. To note one prominent example, in the late 1970s, incumbent Senator Charles Percy (R-IL) incurred AIPAC’s wrath by declining to sign an AIPAC-sponsored letter protesting the Ford administration’s “reassessment” of U.S.–Israel relations, and by observing that Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat was “relatively” more moderate than other Palestinian extremists. When Percy was up for reelection in 1984, his opponents in the primary and general elections received large sums from pro-Israel political-action committees, and a pro-Israel businessman from California reportedly spent more than $1 million on anti-Percy advertising in Illinois.47 As AIPAC head Thomas Dine boasted after Percy was defeated, “All the Jews in America, from coast to coast, gathered to oust Percy. And the American politicians—those who hold public positions now, and those who aspire—got the message.”48 The message, of course, is that criticizing Israel is politically risky. Most politicians have little to gain by doing so, and much to lose. Among other things, this helps explain why U.S. Middle East policy is never seriously debated on Capitol Hill, and why any serious presidential candidate goes out of the way to proclaim a strong commitment to the U.S.–Israel relationship.

AIPAC and its sister organizations also influence Congress directly, both by lobbying individual representatives and by providing information to guide legislation. As Douglas Bloomfield, a former AIPAC staff member, explains, “It is common for members of Congress and their staffs to turn to AIPAC first when they need information, before calling the Library of Congress, the Congressional Research Service, committee staff or administration experts.” Indeed, he reports that AIPAC is “often called upon to draft speeches, work on legislation, advise on tactics, perform research, collect cosponsors and marshal votes.”49

Another key avenue of influence is the presence of pro-Israel Americans in the executive branch, where they can shape U.S. policy directly. During the Clinton administration, for example, U.S. Middle East policy was in the hands of officials with close ties to Israel and to AIPAC, including Martin Indyk (former director of research at AIPAC and founder of WINEP), Dennis Ross (another former director of WINEP), and Aaron Miller. All three men supported the Oslo peace process and did not oppose creation of a Palestinian state, but only within the limits of what was acceptable to Israel.50 This situation is even more pronounced in the Bush administration, whose foreign-policy team was filled with individuals whose pro-Israel credentials are well known.51

Finally, just as other lobbying groups engage in public-relations efforts to build broad support for their cause, pro-Israel organizations seek to shape public perceptions of Israel in order to convince other Americans to endorse continued U.S. support. Groups such as AIPAC and WINEP and the other pro-Israel think tanks offer a steady stream of analysis and commentary portraying Israel as a vital strategic partner for the United States and trying to discredit criticisms of Israeli policy. Their efforts are facilitated by the fact that many prominent newspapers and journals of opinion, including the New York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, Weekly Standard, Commentary, New Republic, and The National Interest, are staunchly pro-Israel, as are many prominent television and radio commentators. Indeed, as Eric Alterman has shown, the vast majority of American media figures are pro-Israel, to the extent that it is difficult to find a prominent columnist or political commentator who is willing to criticize Israel’s actions in anything but the gentlest terms.52 Nonetheless, pro-Israel groups like the Committee on Accurate Middle East Reporting in America (CAMERA) have also organized protests and financial boycotts of National Public Radio (which they regard as overly critical of Israel), and AIPAC has sought to enlist college students in identifying professors who are anti-Israel. Other prominent Israel supporters have also tried to blacklist scholars deemed critical of Israel, and have lobbied to cut U.S. government funding for area-studies programs focused on the Middle East.53

These various mechanisms underscore the degree to which Israel is well positioned to influence U.S. foreign policy. Because the U.S. political system is open, there are many avenues through which policy can be shaped and manipulated. If the executive branch is unresponsive, Congress may overrule. If the State Department is skeptical, then sympathetic Defense Department officials may be of assistance (or vice versa). If a politician is not sure how he or she should act, the potential impact on campaign contributions and critical swing votes in future elections may convince them that challenging U.S. support for Israel is not worth the risk. And if public opinion seems to be wavering, there are reports to issue and op-ed articles to write.

What makes these efforts especially effective is the fact that they rest primarily on the activities of American citizens who happen to be strongly committed to helping Israel. Efforts to mobilize political support for Israel do not look like foreign penetration; rather, they are consistent with the interest-group tradition in American politics.54 Former AIPAC leader Morris Amitay emphasizes that “what is important is that none of this [activity] is untoward … you use the traditional tactics of the democracy.” Or, as Hyman Bookbinder of the American Jewish Committee put it, American Jews “react viscerally to even the remotest suggestion that there is something ‘unpatriotic’ about their support for Israel,” and are quick to challenge the charge of “dual loyalty.”55 The point is well taken, and it bears emphasizing that there is nothing inherently wrong or illegitimate when U.S. citizens lobby for increased support for Israel, even if their efforts do also provide the Israeli government considerable influence over U.S. policy in the region.

By contrast, Israel’s opponents in the Middle East lack these advantages. Arab Americans are nearly as numerous as Jewish Americans, but they are neither as wealthy as a community nor as politically active. Equally significant, Arab Americans come from a variety of countries and backgrounds, and thus do not present a unified voice on many issues. Israel has also found it relatively easy to tap into support from Christian evangelicals, but Muslim societies cannot do so as easily. Corporate interest groups (including oil companies and defense contractors) have sometimes won concessions for particular Arab countries (as in the sale of advanced weaponry to Saudi Arabia), but these groups tend to focus their efforts on narrow issues and generally do not challenge the U.S. commitment to Israel or try to shape U.S. policy toward the region as a whole. Pro-Arab forces—and especially professional lobbyists and public-relations efforts funded by wealthy Arab oil exporters—are also weakened by the lack of an indigenous domestic base and by the perception that they are simply the paid agents of a foreign power. In the struggle to manipulate U.S. foreign policy, therefore, Israel and its supporters are in an unusually favorable position.56

Indeed, were it not for the sustained efforts of numerous organizations whose declared purpose is to shape U.S. foreign policy on this issue, it is hard to imagine that the relationship between Israel and the United States would be anywhere near as intimate as it is today. No wonder Prime Minister Sharon once told an American audience, “If you want to help Israel, help AIPAC.” Or, as former House Minority Leader Richard Gephardt told an AIPAC gathering, “Without your constant support … and all your fighting on a daily basis to strengthen [the U.S.–Israel] relationship, it would not be.”57

Effects on U. S. foreign policy. In addition to making sure that the United States continues to provide generous economic and military aid, Israel also uses its influence on U.S. domestic politics to shape U.S. foreign policy more broadly, and especially U.S. policy in the Middle East. The Israel lobby is not the only factor shaping U.S. policy toward this critical region, but it is clearly an important one.

Since 2001, for example, the Bush administration has endorsed Prime Minister Ariel Sharon’s basic approach to the Israeli–Palestinian conflict. In the words of the Washington Post, Bush and Sharon have been “nearly identical on Middle East policy,” in large part due to the political influence of pro-Israel groups.58 And on the rare occasions when disagreements did arise between Washington and Tel Aviv, domestic political pressure helped persuade Bush to back down.59

Israel’s ability to influence U.S. foreign policy can also be seen in the decision to attack Iraq in March 2003. Israeli officials repeatedly pressed the Bush administration to remove Saddam Hussein from power, and former Israeli Prime Ministers Ehud Barak and Benjamin Netanyahu published op-ed pieces calling for war in the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal in September 2002.60 Israel’s supporters in the United States echoed these sentiments, and the Jewish newspaper Forward reported that the most important Jewish organizations in the United States had “rallied as one” to support Bush’s campaign to remove Saddam.61 Within the Bush administration itself, the main driving force behind the war on Iraq was a small band of neoconservatives, most of them strongly pro-Israel and some with close ties to Israel’s Likud Party.62

It would be a gross distortion, however, to blame the Iraq war on “Jewish influence.” On the contrary, although the neoconservatives and the main pro-Israel lobbying groups were pushing for war, the broader American Jewish community was not. In fact, polls by the Pew Research Center showed that Jewish Americans were less supportive of the Iraq war than the population at large.63 The path to war was smoothed not by “Jewish influence” but by the activities of pro-Israel organizations, whose efforts made it more likely that U.S. policy would evolve in the direction that Israel wanted.

Israel and its political allies in America have also encouraged the United States to go after Syria and Iran, although their efforts have yet to bear fruit because the occupation of Iraq proved to be more difficult than expected.64 Israel’s ability to manipulate the U.S. political system is certainly not the only reason the United States went to war with Iraq and has been drawn toward confrontation with Syria or Iran, but it has been a powerful force pressing successive U.S. administrations to take a hard-line approach to these countries, even when doing so might not be in the U.S. national interest.65

Summary. Israel is the “gold standard” by which transnational penetration should be judged. The Israeli case shows that small and relatively weak states can still gain considerable influence over U.S. foreign policy when circumstances are propitious. Israel enjoys unusual influence in part because Jewish Americans are strongly mobilized on its behalf, in part because they have forged effective alliances with other domestic special-interest groups, and in part because potential opponents lack similar access or advantages. The power of penetration is easiest to see simply by considering the counterfactual: What would U.S. Middle East policy be if AIPAC and other pro-Israeli organizations did not exist? Recall former Minority Leader Richard Gephardt’s remark (quoted earlier): Were it not for the “constant support” of groups like AIPAC, the U.S.–Israel relationship “would not be.”66

Were it not for Israel’s capacity to manipulate U.S. domestic politics, the United States would not give Israel the same level of aid or the same amount of diplomatic backing, and would have been less likely to undertake an ambitious effort to remake the Middle East. Domestic political penetration is not the only reason why the United States has done these things, but it is far from a trivial element in shaping U.S. policy.

Israel may be the most successful case of a state manipulating the U.S. domestic political system for its own benefits, but it is hardly the only one. Indeed, the growing importance of penetration in an era of U.S. primacy can be observed by noting how other countries now seek to emulate the Israeli model. Consider two other examples: India and Armenia.

India

Over the past decade, the Indian-American diaspora has become an increasingly powerful force in shaping U.S. foreign policy in South Asia. There are roughly 1.5 million Indians in the United States, and, like American Jews, they are comparatively prosperous and well educated.67 Indian Americans began forming political lobbying organizations in the late 1980s, including the Indian American Forum for Political Education (IAFPE), the U.S. India Political Action Committee (USINPAC), and the Indian American Center for Political Awareness (IACPA). The Congressional Indian Caucus grew from eight members in 1993 to nearly two hundred members by 2004, making it one of the largest ethnically oriented caucuses on Capitol Hill, and a parallel group in the Senate enrolled thirty-five members that same year. Prominent Indian-American leaders openly express their desire to emulate the success of AIPAC and the other elements of the Israel lobby, and they have forged close ties with key members of the American Jewish community. In July 2003, in fact, the USINPAC, the American Jewish Congress, and AIPAC jointly sponsored a Capitol Hill reception, providing tangible evidence of mutual support and emulation.68 According to Amitabh Pal of The Progressive, “Indian officials have been bending over backwards to ingratiate themselves with the pro-Israel lobby in Washington in order to work Congress and to gain access to the neoconservatives who dominate the Bush administration’s foreign policy.”69 As Israeli strategic analyst Efraim Inbar notes, “The two lobbies’ relationship is excellent. They are working together on a number of domestic and foreign affairs issues, such as hate crimes, immigration, antiterrorism legislation, and backing pro-Israel and pro-India candidates.”70 This trend has been accompanied by a growing strategic partnership between the two countries, driven in part by their common links with Washington and in part by perceptions of a shared Muslim threat.71

The government of India has also recognized that its overseas population is becoming a potent political weapon, which helped lead it to grant dual citizenship to some of the roughly twenty million Indians living overseas.72 An important objective of this act, of course, was to enhance India’s influence in the host countries. As former Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee told a conference on the contributions of persons of Indian origin in February 2000: “We would like you to play the role of our unofficial ambassadors by communicating the reality of a new and resurgent India to the political, cultural, business, and intellectual establishments in your host countries. Whenever the need and the occasion arise, we would like you to strongly articulate India’s case to the various constituencies in your adopted countries.”73

India’s nuclear tests in 1998 and the U.S. decision to impose economic sanctions proved to be a watershed for the India lobby. To protest the sanctions, Indian-American political groups arranged for a deluge of e-mails and letters that “flooded” congressional offices. Partly as a result of these efforts, the Clinton administration’s sanctions were largely cosmetic (among other things, U.S. food exports were exempted), and Clinton soon became the first U.S. president to visit India since 1978.74 The warming trend continued under the Bush administration, which lifted sanctions in September 2001 and initiated an unprecedented level of political and military cooperation between the United States and India.75

To be sure, the rapprochement between the United States and India is not due solely to the growing political clout of the Indian-American diaspora in the United States. The two countries are also drawn together by common fears of China’s growing power and by a shared concern about the threat of global terrorism. Nor can the India lobby claim the same level of influence as the Israel lobby. Nonetheless, the emergence of a well-organized political movement of Indian Americans has enhanced New Delhi’s influence in Washington and made it more likely that U.S. policy in South Asia will continue to evolve in a pro-India direction. Given the importance of shaping American conduct in an era of U.S. primacy, it is not surprising that Indian Americans are becoming more active.

Indeed, the Indian government is increasingly aware that a strategy of domestic penetration offers an ideal way to deal with the world’s dominant power. In 2002, an official Indian government commission noted: “Indo-Americans have effectively mobilized on issues ranging from the nuclear test in 1998 to Kargil, have played a crucial role in generating a favourable climate of opinion in the [U.S.] Congress … and lobbied effectively on other issues of concern to the Indian community. . . . For the first time, India has a constituency in the United States with real influence and status. The Indian community in the United States constitutes an invaluable asset in strengthening India’s relationship with the world’s only superpower.”76 Given the track record of other ethnic lobbies—a record that India knows well—it is hardly surprising that New Delhi is seeking to emulate them.

Armenia

The U.S. relationship with Armenia offers an even more striking example of the growing importance of domestic penetration. Armenia gained independence following the breakup of the Soviet Union in 1991 and soon became the largest recipient of U.S. foreign aid in the Caspian/Caucasus region.77 When war broke out between Armenia and Azerbaijan over control of the disputed region of Nagorno-Karabakh, Armenian Americans successfully lobbied Congress to ban all U.S. aid to Azerbaijan, through a specific clause (Section 907) of the 1992 Freedom Support Act.78 This ban remained in force for the next decade, despite Azerbaijan’s importance as an oil producer and its own efforts to forge a new relationship with Washington. Azerbaijan’s efforts finally bore fruit in 2002, when Congress approved a modification of Section 907 that made it easier for the president to waive the restrictions. This decision was partly a reward for Azerbaijan’s willingness to grant the United States overflight rights and base access during the U.S. campaign in Afghanistan, but Armenia was also compensated by a grant of $4.6 million in military assistance and training. Although less one-sided than before, U.S. policy in the Caspian Basin remained heavily skewed toward Armenia.

What explains America’s tilt toward Armenia, given that Azerbaijan is larger and possesses valuable energy resources, and given that neither country can boast a significantly stronger commitment to democracy or human rights? The answer, of course, is the far greater political weight of pro-Armenia forces in the United States. Although Armenian Americans are a small fraction of the U.S. population (with a total population of well under one million), they are concentrated in several historically important congressional districts. Many Armenian Americans also retain strong affinities for their homeland. As one writer in Armenian International Magazine put it, “We in the Armenian diaspora have a unique opportunity to exercise our dual allegiance to our host country and to Armenia. We should take advantage of our rights as citizens of the host country to gain its support of Armenia.”79 Like American Jews and Indian Americans, Armenian Americans are comparatively prosperous and have a long tradition of political action on behalf of their ethnic brethren. The history of Armenian-American political action has featured contentious struggles between groups representing diverging ideological and religious backgrounds, but the competition between these groups has also led to higher rates of political activity and greater overall impact.80 The disproportionate importance of Armenian Americans is illustrated by the size of the Congressional Armenian Caucus, which now has well over one hundred members, and by the existence of several long-standing lobbying organizations.81

Prior to 1991, Armenian-American organizations focused on fostering greater awareness of the Armenian genocide during World War I, encouraging larger quotas for Armenian immigrants and challenging Soviet control of Armenia itself. Prominent Armenian organizations included the Armenian Revolutionary Front (ARF), the Armenian General Benevolence Union (AGBU), the Armenian Assembly of America, and the Armenian National Committee of America (ANCA), along with a number of smaller affiliated groups. By the end of the Cold War, the ANCA and the Armenian Assembly had emerged as the dominant lobbying organizations, but with rather different styles of operation and objectives. ANCA is a grassroots organization with more than forty chapters across the United States; the Armenian Assembly is a more centralized lobbying operation located primarily in Washington, DC. ANCA has focused on a broad range of federal, state, and local issues affecting Armenians (including foreign affairs); the Armenian Assembly has concentrated primarily on international issues and foreign policy. Both groups support associated research organizations and youth groups and maintain ties with other ethnic lobbies and various nongovernmental and international organizations (including the United Nations). The Armenian Assembly also maintains a small office within the Foreign Ministry in the Armenian capital,Yerevan.82

When Armenia gained independence in 1991, therefore, there were already well-organized pro-Armenia lobbying organizations in place in Washington. By contrast, Armenia’s neighbors—and especially Azerbaijan—did not have comparable mechanisms for influencing U.S. policy.83 Although President George H. W. Bush and President Clinton understood that the U.S. tilt toward Armenia might not be in the overall U.S. national interest, they found it politically difficult to adopt an evenhanded stance toward the entire Caspian region. Working singly and together, the Armenian-American organizations pressed for increased U.S. aid for Armenia, official U.S. recognition of the 1915 Armenian genocide, formal recognition of the independence of Nagorno-Karabakh from Azerbaijan, a ban on U.S. aid to Azerbaijan, the end of U.S. arms sales to Turkey, and the blocking of the Baku–Ceyhan oil pipeline project (because it bypasses Armenia on its route from Azerbaijan to Turkey). Although the Armenia lobby did not achieve all of these goals, it has managed to skew U.S. policy in a more pro-Armenia direction. For example, a 1999 attempt to reduce Armenia’s annual foreign-aid allotment from $90 million to $75 million was defeated by the efforts of the Armenia lobby, a victory repeated in 2002 and 2003.84

Even in the aftermath of September 11—which led Congress to relax the provisions of Section 907 to permit the president to waive it, if doing so is “in the national security interest of the United States”—Armenia continued to occupy a special position among Caspian Basin countries. This favored position is due not to Armenia’s strategic importance or even to particular political or cultural affinities. As one scholar notes, given Armenia’s uneven human-rights record and erratic performance as a democracy, “it is hard to argue that Washington supports Armenia as a reward for its democracy and human rights practices.”85 Instead, it is due primarily to Armenia’s ability to use its diasporic connection to leverage U.S. power.

Conclusion

For many countries, U.S. primacy is less a threat than an opportunity. Although all states have to be concerned with how the United States will use its power, there are still many ways to exploit America’s dominant world position in order to advance one’s own interests. States can align with Washington because they are scared (bandwagoning), although this response has been and is likely to remain rare. Instead, states that align with the United States are far more likely to do so in order to deal with local threats (regional balancing), just as they did during the Cold War.

States that align with the United States in order to balance a local threat will want to gain as much influence as possible over U.S. policy. One strategy is to bond with U.S. leaders, in effect accepting the role of junior partner in exchange for somewhat greater influence over U.S. policy decisions. This strategy can give weaker countries greater influence on world events than their raw-power position might otherwise provide, but it does require subordinating oneself to U.S. policy initiatives while trying to shape them at the margins.

A more ambitious strategy—when it works—is to engage in a deliberate effort to manipulate U.S. domestic politics. By shaping public perceptions and the electoral calculations of U.S. leaders, domestic political penetration seeks to ensure that U.S. power is used to advance the interests of a foreign power. Penetration works because the U.S. political system is remarkably permeable, because money plays a central role in U.S. elections, and because it is consistent with the interest-group traditions of American politics.

Penetration is also of relatively greater importance today because the United States does not face a clear and obvious adversary like the former Soviet Union. In this condition, efforts to define the “national interest” will be more hotly contested—because there is no overarching threat that is apparent to all—and policy debates will be more easily swayed by domestic special-interest groups (including those with strong attachments to foreign powers). This problem is itself a consequence of U.S. primacy: The stronger the United States is, the harder it is to maintain a clear sense of what its foreign policy should be. The danger, of course, is that the ability of other states to manipulate U.S. domestic politics will lead the United States to adopt policies that do not serve the broader U.S. national interest. If penetration leads to policies that leave the United States increasingly unpopular and isolated, or if it merely imposes costs on U.S. citizens that they would not otherwise choose to bear, then it is a serious problem for the conduct of U.S. foreign policy.

CHAPTERS 3 AND 4 have demonstrated, I hope, that other states have many ways of taming American power. The United States may be the strongest global power since Rome, but it does not exercise absolute hegemony over the international system and it cannot force every state to do what it wants. Even when states do choose to accommodate U.S. power, they will try to do so in ways that give them a voice in how U.S. power is used. The question, therefore, is whether the United States can conduct its foreign policy in ways that make its position of primacy acceptable to others, without granting them a veto over U.S. behavior and without allowing them to drag the United States into costly or dangerous excesses. In the next chapter, I offer a blueprint for how we can do just that.


CHAPTER 5

FOREIGN POLICY IN THE NATIONAL INTEREST

In the second debate of the 2000 presidential campaign, candidate George W. Bush declared that other nations would be attracted to the United States if it were strong but “humble.” They would be repulsed, he warned, if the United States were to use its power in an “arrogant” fashion. Bush’s instincts were correct, although his own decisions as president suggest that he did not really believe his own prescription. U.S. power is a potent source of attraction to others, and anyone who thinks the United States should try to halt the spread of weapons of mass destruction (WMD), promote human rights, advance the cause of democracy, or defend a particular ally must start by acknowledging that America’s ability to do any or all of these things depends first and foremost upon its power.

Yet America’s position of primacy also fosters fear and resistance when its power is misused. Because the United States is so strong and its impact on others is so pervasive, it inevitably generates suspicion by other states and finds it difficult to elicit their full and enthusiastic cooperation. Moreover, because the United States is wrestling with so many issues in so many places, it is prone to being manipulated or hoodwinked by states that wish to use U.S. power to advance their own interests. Given these constraints, how can the United States maximize the benefits that primacy brings and minimize the resistance that its power sometimes provokes?

Preserving Primacy

U.S. economic, military, and ideological power is the taproot of America’s international influence and the ultimate guarantor of its security. It is also the main reason why U.S. support is valued and its opposition is feared. Trying to increase the U.S. lead might not be worth the effort (if only because the United States is already far ahead), but allowing other states to catch up would mean relinquishing the advantages that primacy now provides. For this reason alone, the central aim of U.S. grand strategy should be to preserve its current position for as long as possible.

Several obvious implications follow. First, U.S. leaders should take care not to squander U.S. power unnecessarily (e.g., by fighting unnecessary wars), or to mismanage the U.S. economy in ways that undermine its long-term vitality. Second, the United States should avoid giving other states additional incentives to build up their own power—either by acquiring new capabilities of their own or by joining forces with others—and encourage them to seek U.S. help when security problems arise in their own regions. In other words, we want to discourage balancing against the United States, and encourage regional balancing with us.

What grand strategy is most likely to achieve this result? One option is global hegemony, in which the United States tries to run the world more or less on its own.1 In this strategy, the United States sets the agenda for world politics and uses its power to make sure that its preferences are followed. Specifically, the United States will decide what military forces and weapons other states will be allowed to possess, and will make it clear that liberal democracy is the only form of government that America deems acceptable and is prepared to support. Accordingly, U.S. power will be used to hasten the spread of democratic rule, to deny WMD to potential enemies, and to ensure that no countries are able to mount an effective challenge to the U.S. position.

This image of global dominance is undeniably appealing to some Americans, but the history of the past few years also demonstrates how infeasible it is. President George W. Bush has embraced many of the policies sketched above, but the rest of the world has not reacted positively. The Bush administration has been scornful of existing institutions and dismissive of other states’ opinions, emphasizing instead the unilateral use of American power to “promote liberty” and preempt potential threats. The result? America’s global standing has plummeted, and with it the U.S.’s ability to attract active support from many of its traditional allies. Instead, many of these states have been distancing themselves from the U.S. foreign-policy agenda and have begun looking for various ways to constrain the use of U.S. power. So-called rogue states like Iran and North Korea have become more resistant to U.S. pressure and more interested in acquiring the ability to deter U.S. military action. Efforts to “promote liberty” at the point of a gun have, if anything, strengthened the hands of authoritarian rulers in the Middle East, Central Asia, Russia, and elsewhere. To the extent that democratic reforms have occurred, they may have been primarily the result of indigenous developments within each of these countries and have arisen not in response to U.S. policy but in spite of it. The strategy of preventive war and the goal of regional transformation led the United States into a costly quagmire in Iraq, demonstrating once again the impossibility of empire in an era when nationalism is a profound social force. President Bush’s overall approach to foreign policy demonstrates why global hegemony is beyond our reach, and even some supporters of this strategy have begun to recognize that fact.2

A second option is selective engagement.3 In this strategy, the United States keeps large military forces deployed in Europe, Asia, and the Middle East/Persian Gulf, in the context of bilateral or multilateral alliances and for the purpose of dampening security competition in these regions. Selective engagement also emphasizes the need to control the spread of WMD, but it does not prescribe a policy of preventive war or call for costly “crusades” to spread democracy or other U.S. values.

Selective engagement corresponds closely to the strategies followed by Presidents George H. W. Bush and William J. Clinton, and their performance shows that U.S. primacy need not provoke widespread global resistance. U.S. power was committed in Europe, Asia, and the Middle East, but largely for defensive purposes. The use of U.S. military power was restrained, reluctant, and conducted largely through multilateral institutions. The United States did twist arms on occasion—in the 1991 Gulf War, the Bosnian settlement, and the Kosovo war—but it did not part company with its allies and was careful to acknowledge their concerns even as it pressured them to follow the U.S. lead. Although other states were concerned about the asymmetry of power in U.S. hands, and annoyed when U.S. officials praised their own indispensability too loudly, opposition to U.S. leadership was muted.

The chief problem with selective engagement, however, was that it was not selective enough. With Europe reliably democratic and the Soviet Union gone, there were fewer reasons for the United States to keep tens of thousands of its own troops tied down in Europe. In the Persian Gulf, the United States moved away from its traditional balance-of-power policy and adopted a policy of “dual containment” of both Iraq and Iran. This policy required the United States to deploy its own military forces in places like Saudi Arabia, thereby fueling the rise of al Qaeda. Unconditional backing for Israel, uncritical support for traditional Arab monarchies, and the failure to achieve a final peace settlement between Israel and the Palestinians contributed to growing anti-Americanism as well. And by declaring itself to be the “indispensable nation,” the United States ended up taking responsibility for a vast array of global problems. Attempting to deal with all of them was too difficult and expensive, but failing to do so cast doubt on U.S. credibility and leadership.

A third and final option is offshore balancing, which has been America’s traditional grand strategy.4 In this strategy, the United States deploys its power abroad only when there are direct threats to vital U.S. interests. Offshore balancing assumes that only a few areas of the globe are of strategic importance to the United States (i.e., worth fighting and dying for). Specifically, the vital areas are the regions where there are substantial concentrations of power and wealth or critical natural resources: Europe, industrialized Asia, and the Persian Gulf. Offshore balancing further recognizes that the United States does not need to control these areas directly; it merely needs to ensure that they do not fall under the control of a hostile Great Power, and especially not under the control of a so-called peer competitor. To prevent rival Great Powers from doing this, offshore balancing prefers to rely primarily on local actors to uphold the regional balance of power. Under this strategy, the United States would intervene with its own forces only when regional powers were unable to uphold the balance of power on their own.

Most important, offshore balancing is not isolationist. The United States would still be actively engaged around the world, through multilateral institutions such as NATO, the United Nations, and the World Trade Organization and through close ties with specific regional allies. But it would no longer keep large numbers of U.S. troops overseas solely for the purpose of “maintaining stability” and would not try to use U.S. military power to impose democracy on other countries or to disarm potential proliferators. Offshore balancing does not preclude using U.S. power for purely humanitarian ends—i.e., to halt or prevent genocide or mass murder—but the United States would do so only when it was confident it could prevent these horrors at an acceptable cost.5 The United States would still be prepared to use force when it was directly threatened—as it was when the Taliban allowed al Qaeda a safe haven in Afghanistan—and would be prepared to help other governments deal with terrorists who also threaten the United States. Over time, a strategy of offshore balancing would make it less likely that the United States would face the hatred of radicals such as Osama bin Laden, and thus would make it less likely that the United States would have to intervene in far-flung places where it is not welcome.

Offshore balancing is the ideal grand strategy for an era of U.S. primacy. It husbands the power upon which U.S. primacy rests and minimizes the fear that U.S. power provokes. By setting clear priorities and emphasizing reliance on regional allies, it reduces the danger of being drawn into unnecessary conflicts and encourages other states to do more to help us. Equally important, it takes advantage of America’s favorable geopolitical position and exploits the tendency for regional powers to worry more about each other than about the United States. But it is not a passive strategy, and it does not preclude using the full range of U.S. power to advance core American interests. What are the other steps that the United States could take to implement this strategy most effectively?

Mailed Fist, Velvet Glove

The rest of the world knows that the United States is the most powerful country on earth, and other states are understandably sensitive to the ways that America uses its power. If Americans want their power to attract others instead of repelling them, they must take care to use it judiciously. They should worry when generally pro–U.S. publications like The Economist describe the United States as “too easily excited; too easily distracted, too fond of throwing its weight around,” or when knowledgeable and moderate foreign observers describe it as a “rogue superpower” or “trigger-happy sheriff.”6

Two specific recommendations follow. First, the United States should use military force with forbearance: asking questions first and shooting later. U.S. power allows it to take a deliberate approach to many international dangers, and the world’s most powerful country should never appear either overly eager to use force or indifferent to the human consequences of its own actions. In general, Americans should heed President Woodrow Wilson’s wise advice to “exercise the self-restraint of a truly great nation, which realizes its own power and scorns to misuse it.”7

In particular, the United States would do well to abandon the much-ballyhooed doctrine of “preemption” contained in the 2002 National Security Strategy, a policy that alarmed the rest of the world without conferring any concrete advantages on the United States. This new “Bush Doctrine” was not in fact a policy of preemption (i.e., a first strike intended to forestall an imminent attack). Rather, the new doctrine sought to justify a policy of “preventive war” (i.e., a war fought to forestall a shift in the balance of power, independent of whether or not the opponent was planning to attack). “Preemption” is a legitimate act in international law (provided there is a well-founded fear of imminent attack), but preventive war is not.

Supporters of this new doctrine argued that this preventive war might be needed to prevent “rogue states” from obtaining WMD, based on the fear that such regimes would give them to anti-American terrorists and thus expose the United States to the threat of surprise attack. Yet the danger that rogue regimes will give away WMD is extremely remote. After incurring all the costs and risks of obtaining these weapons, would any leader either give or sell them to terrorists, when he could not control how the terrorists might use them and could not be sure that the transfer would not be detected? Indeed, a rogue state that obtained WMD could not be sure that the United States would not retaliate if it merely suspected that they had transferred weapons to a terrorist group. For this reason, among others, new WMD states will go to great lengths to make sure that their arsenals do not find their way into terrorists’ hands. No foreign government is going to give up the weapons they need for deterrence and allow them to be used in ways that would place their own survival at risk.

The invasion and occupation of Iraq offers abundant evidence of the inherent unworkability of a policy of preventive war. The failure to find any Iraqi WMD demonstrates that going to war merely on the basis of suspicions is fraught with peril—especially when leaders who want to go to war are able to distort the intelligence process to produce the “answers” that they want. Furthermore, when you invade a foreign country in order to disarm and oust a hostile regime, you end up owning the entire society and must therefore deal with all of its internal problems. As the United States has discovered in Iraq, trying to occupy and rebuild a divided and hostile society is costly and difficult. For both these reasons, preventive war will rarely (if ever) be a viable policy option.8

Equally important, making preventive war the centerpiece of U.S. national-security policy did considerable damage to America’s international image. All nations retain the option of using force if their survival or vital interests are threatened, and America’s enemies are well aware that the United States might use force first if its own security were at risk. But putting preventive war at the heart of U.S. national-security policy made the world’s most powerful country seem eager to use force—at times and places of its own choosing— whether or not a genuine threat of attack was actually present. Not surprisingly, this policy was alarming to most countries, because no state could be entirely sure that they would not end up in America’s crosshairs, or be confident that their interests would not be adversely affected by a unilateral U.S. decision for war. It also set a dangerous precedent: If preventive war made sense for the United States, then it could be equally legitimate for China, India, Pakistan, Syria, Russia, or any other country that concluded it could improve its strategic position by using force against a weaker adversary. In short, adopting a declaratory policy that emphasized preemption damaged America’s global image without enhancing U.S. security, and repudiating this policy is the obvious first step in rebuilding America’s reputation.9

Second, instead of emphasizing “preemption,” the United States should strive to reassure its allies that it will use force with wisdom and restraint. In particular, the United States can reduce the fear created by its superior power by giving other states a voice in the circumstances in which it will use force. Although exceptions may arise from time to time, the United States should be willing to use a de facto “buddy system” to regulate the large-scale use of its military power—whether by NATO, the UN Security Council, or other international institutions. The point is not to cede control over U.S. foreign policy to foreign powers or to an international institution like the United Nations; the point is to use other states or existing institutions to reassure others about the ways the United States will use its power. Conservative critics of the UN and other multilateral institutions have mistakenly focused on the rather modest restrictions that these organizations might impose on the United States, and they have ignored the role these institutions could play in legitimating U.S. policy and reducing the risk of an anti-American backlash.

For the foreseeable future, the United States must think of this sort of “reassurance” as a continuous policy problem. During the Cold War, the United States took many steps—e.g., military exercises, visits by important officials, public declarations, etc.—to remind allies (and adversaries) that its commitments were credible. And it didn’t just do these things once and consider the job over; rather, it reaffirmed these signals of commitment more or less constantly. Now that the Cold War is over and the United States is largely unchecked, U.S. leaders have to make similar efforts to convince other states of their goodwill, good judgment, and sense of restraint. U.S. leaders cannot simply assert these values once or twice and then act as they please— which is what George W. Bush’s administration tried to do. Rather, reassuring gestures have to be repeated and reassuring statements have to be reiterated. And the more consistent the words and deeds are, the more effective such pledges will be.

The benefits of self-restraint can be demonstrated by considering how much the United States would have gained had it followed this approach toward Saddam Hussein’s Iraq. Had the Bush administration rejected preventive war in Iraq in March 2003, and chosen instead to continue the UN–mandated inspections process that was then underway, it would have scored a resounding diplomatic victory. The Bush team could have claimed—correctly—that the threat of U.S. military action had forced Saddam Hussein to resume inspections under new and more intrusive procedures. The UN inspectors would have determined that Iraq didn’t have any WMD after all. There was no reason for Bush and Company to rush to war, because Iraq’s decaying military capabilities were already contained and Saddam was incapable of aggressive action as long as the inspectors were on Iraqi soil. If Saddam had balked after a few months, then international support for his ouster would have been much easier to obtain, and in the meantime, the United States would have shown the world that it preferred to use force only as a last resort. This course would have kept Iraq isolated, kept the rest of the world on America’s side, undermined Osama bin Laden’s claims that the United States sought to dominate the Islamic world—and, incidentally, allowed the United States to focus its energies and attention on defeating al Qaeda. Even more important, this policy of “self-restraint” would have avoided war, thereby saving billions of dollars and thousands of lives, and keeping the United States out of the quagmire in which it became engulfed. The Bush team had all these benefits in its hands and squandered them by rushing headlong into war. Instead of demonstrating that U.S. primacy would be used with wisdom and restraint, they gave the rest of the world ample reason to worry about the asymmetry of power in Washington’s hands. Repairing the damage could take decades.

Don’t Force Adversaries Together

As the world’s number-one power, the United States has a vital interest in discouraging other states (or political movements) from joining forces against it. Accordingly, it should resist the widespread tendency to see potential enemies as part of a single unified monolith, and it should eschew policies that force different adversaries to overlook their differences and to make common cause against the United States. Lumping North Korea, Iraq, Iran, Libya, Syria, and other states together as a set of “rogue states,” or announcing a global “crusade” against any political groups that employ “terrorist” methods, ignores the critical differences among these various parties, blinds us to the possibility of improving relations with some of them, and encourages them to cooperate with each other more actively. Even worse, labeling Iraq, Iran, and North Korea an “axis of evil”—as President Bush did in his 2002 State of the Union speech—made it less likely that these regimes would moderate their anti-American policies and made key U.S. allies question America’s judgment. At a broader level, anticipating a looming “clash of civilizations” between the West and Islam, or between the United States and China, could easily lead U.S. leaders to act in ways that will aggravate existing differences and turn a valuable warning into a self-fulfilling prophecy.10

As Libya’s decision to abandon its WMD program reveals, the United States will do much better if it pursues a strategy of “divide and conquer.” Libya changed course because the United States employed carrots and sticks that were specifically tailored to Libya’s particular aims, circumstances, and vulnerabilities. Indeed, the Libyan example provides a model for dealing with the most difficult and recalcitrant regimes, including such hard cases as Iran and North Korea. Viewing these states collectively as a single problem—even if only for rhetorical purposes—interferes with the adroit and effective use of U.S. power and should therefore be avoided, unless hostile states are really in cahoots. Even then, U.S. policymakers should still look for ways to drive wedges between them, instead of acting in ways that give them little choice but to cooperate with each other.11

The United States has many instruments of influence at its disposal, and other states (and movements) all have unique interests, goals, assets, and vulnerabilities. Instead of launching “crusades” against undifferentiated and abstract enemies (such as “international terrorism”), the United States should focus on the concrete foes that threaten key U.S. interests and then devise particular approaches to each one. Unless the United States has clear and compelling evidence that foreign states or terrorist groups are actively aiding each other, the proper strategy is to exacerbate and exploit the differences between them.

Defending the Legitimacy of U.S. Primacy

As discussed at length in chapter 3, U.S. power is most effective when it is seen as legitimate, and when other societies believe it is being used to serve their interests as well as those of the United States. America’s enemies, in turn, will try to rally support by portraying the United States as a morally dubious society that pursues dangerous and immoral policies abroad.

In addition to engaging in the more familiar forms of geopolitical competition, therefore, the United States must also do more to defend the legitimacy of its position and its policies. This process must begin with the recognition of how America looks to others, and then the United States must devise clear, specific, and sustained initiatives for shaping these perceptions. The United States cannot expect to win over every heart and every mind, of course, because conflicts of interest will always arise, and sometimes the pursuit of the U.S. national interest will leave others angry and offended. But the United States can surely do better than it has done of late, both by adopting more sensible policy positions and by explaining them to others with greater care and respect. America will not be universally loved or admired, but it should get credit for the good that it does do, and it should not be blamed for misfortunes or evils that are not its fault.

Unfortunately, U.S. efforts at public diplomacy remain weak, halfhearted, and ineffective. A recent Council on Foreign Relations task force concluded: “Public diplomacy is all too often relegated to the margins of the policy process, making it effectively impotent.” As a result, the task force discovered, “Anti-Americanism is on the rise throughout the world.” Or, as former Ambassador to the United Nations Richard Holbrooke puts it: “How can a man in a cave [Osama bin Laden] out-communicate the world’s leading communications society?”12 The 9/11 Commission Report offers a partial answer: al Qaeda and other anti-American groups take the struggle for legitimacy seriously. They know they are in a war for hearts and minds around the world, and they work hard at developing and disseminating a message that will place America in the worst possible light. In the commission’s words: “Bin Laden’s message … has attracted active support from thousands of disaffected young Muslims and resonates powerfully with a far larger number who do not actively support his methods.”13 As a result, the commission calls for the United States to “Engage the Struggle of Ideas” and recommends increased funding for and attention to media outreach, broadcasting, scholarships, and cultural exchange.

In particular, the commission emphasized the need for an improved capacity to communicate effectively in the Arab and Islamic world. The hatred that provoked the 9/11 attacks is partly a reaction to U.S. policy in the region (see below), but it is also fueled by myths and misperceptions promoted by anti-American groups and governments. To overcome them, the United States should launch a broad-based and sustained public-information campaign, using every instrument and channel at its disposal. In addition to preparing diplomats to engage on a regular basis with local media outlets such as al-Jazeerah, the United States must increase its own Arabic-language broadcasting and develop sophisticated and appealing Arabic websites to reach the growing population of Internet-savvy Arab youth. A major effort to train fluent Arabic speakers is also essential, so that we can engage Arabic and Islamic news agencies on an equal footing.14

The good news is that the United States possesses formidable assets in this sort of ideational competition. Not only is English increasingly the lingua franca of science, diplomacy, and international business, but the American university system remains a potent mechanism for socializing foreign elites.15 Students studying in the United States become familiar with U.S. mores while simultaneously absorbing mainstream U.S. views on politics and economics.16 To be sure, not all of them will have positive experiences or end up adopting favorable attitudes toward the United States, but most of them will. Among other things, this phenomenon means that the United States should not let its post–9/11 concern for homeland security interfere with the continued flow of foreign students to our colleges and universities.

To be effective, however, any public-diplomacy effort needs a good product to sell. Defending the legitimacy of U.S. primacy is not primarily a question of “spin,” or propaganda, or even cultural exchange. If U.S. foreign policy is insensitive to the interests of others, and if it makes global problems worse rather than better, then no amount of “public diplomacy” is going to convince the rest of the world that the United States is really acting in the best interests of mankind.17

Imagine how the United States might appear had it behaved just a bit differently over the past few years. Suppose the second Bush administration had said that it was not going to submit the Kyoto Protocol for ratification (an announcement that would have surprised no one) but had immediately added that it recognized the dangers posed by global warming and was therefore ready to place on the table a new and fair-minded proposal that showed a sensitivity to the concerns of others as well as appropriate attention to particular U.S. interests. Suppose the United States had signed the landmines convention, had pressed hard for a small-arms treaty, and had not blocked the improved verification protocol for the Biological Weapons Convention. Suppose President Clinton had taken strong action to prevent the Rwandan genocide, and that President George W. Bush had actually delivered on his pledge to rebuild Afghanistan. As already discussed, imagine how the United States would look if President Bush had followed his father’s policy of “multilateral containment” of Iraq, instead of choosing preventive war and “regional transformation.” And imagine how America’s image might have been improved had it placed the prisoners at Guantanamo Bay under the protections of the Geneva Convention and had Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld apologized and resigned in response to the torture scandal at Abu Ghraib prison. Pursuing any or all of these policies would not have eliminated all forms of anti-Americanism, but it would have made it much harder to portray the United States as a “rogue superpower,” and it would have given America’s friends around the world far more effective ammunition in the battle for world opinion. None of these measures would have made America weaker, and none of them would have given aid and comfort to America’s enemies. On the contrary, each would have made it easier to rally other countries to America’s side, and kept U.S. adversaries isolated.

A New Approach in the Middle East

Or imagine something even bolder: Suppose the Bush administration had decided to invest the same level of energy, attention, and money in rebuilding the U.S. relationship with the Arab and Islamic world that it devoted to toppling Saddam Hussein. In particular, suppose it had worked as hard to end the Israeli–Palestinian conflict as it worked to engineer a war with Iraq. Instead of claiming that the road to Jerusalem lay through Baghdad, what if Bush had realized that winning the war on terrorism requires ending the long-running conflict between our main Middle East ally and the Palestinian people, as well as eventually encouraging economic and political reform in the Arab and Islamic world. Instead of embracing Ariel Sharon’s rejection of the peace process and Israel’s own agenda of territorial expansion and regional transformation, what if George Bush had made achieving a just peace between Israel and Palestine the cornerstone of his foreign policy after 9/11, and had been willing to commit the same amount of time, political capital, and money (i.e., more than $160 billion and still rising) that he committed to overthrowing Saddam?

Had the United States done any of these things, its position in the world today would be vastly improved. As the Pew Global Attitudes Survey concluded in 2003, “The bottom has fallen out of support for America in most of the Muslim world.” The United States is hated and feared for a number of reasons, but a critical element in Arab and Islamic hatred is the combination of Israel’s oppression of the Palestinians and America’s increasingly one-sided support for Israel. U.S. support for autocratic Arab rulers plays a role as well, but it is clearly a lesser concern. These attitudes make it more difficult for Arab leaders to embrace any idea that seems to be “made in America.” Equally important, U.S. Middle East policy is one of the main reasons why terrorists like Osama bin Laden want to attack the United States, and U.S. policy helps provide al Qaeda and its affiliates with a steady stream of new recruits. Even worse, America’s tacit (and, at times, active) support for Israeli expansionism makes bin Laden and his ilk look like prophets and heroes rather than murderous criminals. If the United States wants to win the war on terrorism, it must find a way to reverse the steady deterioration of its standing in this critical part of the world.

To do this will require three steps:

First and foremost, the United States should use its considerable leverage to bring the Israeli–Palestinian conflict to an end. U.S. leaders have been actively engaged in virtually every aspect of the peace process, but they have never used the full leverage at their disposal. While reaffirming its commitment to Israel’s security within its pre-1967 borders, the United States should make it clear that it is dead set against Israel’s expansionist settlements policy (including the landgrabbing “security fence”), and that it believes this policy is not in either America’s or Israel’s long-term interest.18 This approach means going beyond the Bush administration’s moribund “road map” and laying out America’s own vision for what a just peace would entail. Specifically, Israel should be expected to withdraw from virtually all territories it occupied in June 1967, in exchange for full peace.19 The United States has every right to pressure Israel in this way: so long as it is bankrolling Israel (and jeopardizing its own security by doing so), then it is entitled to say what it is willing to back and what it rejects. The “Clinton parameters” laid out in December 2000 contain the basic outlines of a settlement (and, contrary to the widespread myth that the late Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat “rejected” this offer, the reality is that the Palestinian and Israeli leaderships both accepted Clinton’s guidelines, with both sides expressing extensive reservations).20 And if an agreement can be reached, then the United States and the European Union should be willing to subsidize the new arrangements generously.21

If Israel remains unwilling to grant the Palestinians a viable state— or if it tries to impose an unjust solution unilaterally—then the United States should end its economic and military support. Consistent with the strategy of offshore balancing, the United States would pursue its own self-interest rather than adhere to a blind allegiance to an uncooperative ally. We can hope that it does not come to this, but U.S. leaders should be prepared to pursue the American national interest if it does. In effect, the United States would be giving Israel a choice: It can end its self-defeating occupation of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip and remain a cherished U.S. partner, or it can remain an occupying power on its own. In other words, the United States would be treating Israel the same way that it treats any other country. The United States would still support the continued existence of a Jewish state (the same way that we support a Norwegian state, a Thai state, a Polish state, etc.), and it would be prepared to help if Israel’s survival were in jeopardy. But it would no longer treat Israel as though its interests and U.S. interests were identical, or behave as if Israel deserved generous U.S. support no matter what it did.

It might be argued that no change of course is needed, because the Sharon government is already planning to withdraw unilaterally from the Gaza Strip and has resumed talks with the Palestinians in the wake of Yasser Arafat’s death and the election of the more moderate Abu Mazen. Unfortunately, there is still no clear sign that Sharon intends to offer the Palestinians a viable state, and considerable evidence suggests that he does not. As Sharon’s close advisor and former chief of staff Dov Weisglas told Ha’aretz in October 2004, Sharon’s withdrawal scheme “supplies the amount of formaldehyde that’s necessary so that there will not be a political process with the Palestinians. . . . When you freeze that process you prevent the establishment of a Palestinian state. . . . Effectively, this whole package that is called the Palestinian state … has been removed from our agenda indefinitely.”22 Israeli settlements continue to expand on the West Bank, and there is little reason to expect a viable or just peace unless the United States uses its leverage to impose one.

This policy would undoubtedly be anathema to the different elements of the Israel lobby and would probably make some other Americans uneasy. Americans should recognize, however, that unconditional U.S. support for Israel has done great harm to the U.S. position in the Arab and Islamic world, and it continues to put the United States itself at risk. Indeed, if the United States fails to capitalize on the opportunity created by the passing of Yasser Arafat and the democratic election of Abu Mazen, it will confirm the Arab conviction that the United States is either unwilling or unable to play an evenhanded role in resolving the conflict.

Even worse, denying the Palestinians their legitimate political rights has not made Israel safer. On the contrary, those who have lobbied for unconditional U.S. backing for Israel have unwittingly nurtured Israeli extremists and inflicted unintended hardships on the very society they have sought to support. It is time to abandon this bankrupt policy and adopt a more evenhanded position. This shift will help the United States win its war on terrorism and encourage Israel to make the adjustments that can ensure a lasting peace. President Bush has said that he favors the creation of a “contiguous” Palestinian state; the question is whether he is willing to do what it takes to bring it about.

Second, the United States should reject the quasi-imperial role that neoconservatives in the Bush administration have tried to play in the Middle East and Persian Gulf. Instead of trying to impose democracy at the point of a gun—a project that has already gone seriously awry in Iraq—the United States should return to its earlier policy as an “offshore balancer” in this region. The United States does have important interests in the Middle East—including access to oil and the need to combat terrorism—but neither objective is well served by occupying the region with its own military forces. Because U.S. interests are served as long as no single state controls all (or even most) of the Persian Gulf oil, the United States can play the balancer’s role: shifting its weight as needed to make sure that no one state is able to dominate the others. The United States pursued this policy successfully from 1945 to 1990 during the Cold War era, and it is still the right policy today. In fact, a balancing strategy will be much easier now, because we no longer have to protect Gulf oil resources from a Soviet invasion.

Taken together, these two steps would facilitate the long-range goal of helping various Arab and Islamic states make smooth transitions to more pluralist forms of government. At present, U.S. efforts to encourage democratic change in the Arab and Islamic world are undermined by America’s one-sided support for Israel. Why should other Arabs believe the United States is committed to freedom when its money and its power are used to deny these rights to millions of Palestinians? History also warns that trying to run—let alone “transform”—the entire Middle East is a fool’s errand: any leaders the United States might install will have little legitimacy, and a continued U.S. occupation will fuel anti-Americanism and make the terrorism problem worse. Neo-imperial pundits who call for the United States to rule a new empire (or, to put it more tactfully, a “U.S. protectorate”) in the region ignore one of the central lessons of the twentieth century: Nationalism is the most powerful political ideology in the world, and trying to run large alien populations by force is a losing game. Nationalism and the desire for self-determination helped destroy the Austro-Hungarian, Ottoman, British, French, and Soviet empires, just as it defeated Israel’s occupation of Lebanon and continues to bedevil the Indians in Kashmir and the Russians in Chechnya. Only a fool or a knave would send the United States down this path.

If the United States wants to play a positive role in the Middle East, then it must end the conflict between Israel and the Palestinians and use nonmilitary means to encourage progressive forces in the Arab and Islamic world. The United States should encourage the gradual transformation of Middle East monarchies and dictatorships, but not by imposing democracy through invasion and occupation.

A “Grand Bargain” on Nuclear Terrorism

As noted in chapter 3, among the most catastrophic threats to U.S. national security is the danger of nuclear terrorism. Conventional terrorism—including the 9/11 attacks—can be horrifying and tragic, but even an event as awful as September 11 does not threaten America’s existence or way of life. Although the United States should take every reasonable step to prevent another terrorist attack, it could absorb a replay of September 11 once every ten years and continue to thrive as a society.

A terrorist attack involving WMD—and especially one involving a nuclear weapon—would be another matter entirely. If a nuclear bomb were to go off in any major U.S. city, hundreds of thousands of U.S. lives could be lost in an instant. The economic damage would be enormous and far-reaching. We could not know if additional attacks were coming, and we might have little idea how and where to retaliate. Such an event would probably have incalculable implications for U.S. security, prosperity, civil liberties, and foreign policy. Indeed, it could easily be the most significant single event in U.S. history.

Recognizing this fact, a number of analysts have called for renewed efforts to deny terrorists any possible access to the fissionable materials that would be needed to construct a nuclear device. Specifically, they call for: (1) redoubled efforts to secure loose nuclear materials in the former Soviet Union and elsewhere; (2) a global “clean-out” of nuclear research reactors and other unsecured materials; and (3) enhanced measures to block nuclear smuggling. Such measures are certainly worthwhile, and if implemented quickly and effectively, they could substantially reduce the risk that nuclear weapons or the materials to make them could fall into hostile hands.23

The risk of nuclear terrorism will also increase if more and more countries acquire nuclear weapons of their own. Accordingly, the United States should give states such as North Korea and Iran strong incentives to give up their nuclear-weapons programs, work to shut down black-market nuclear-technology networks, and take concrete steps to improve the global regime against the spread of nuclear arms. In particular, the United States should: (1) press for the revision of Article IV of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), which currently gives all signatories access to the full nuclear-fuel cycle; (2) support a more ambitious “Proliferation Security Initiative” to intercept illegal shipments of nuclear materials and missile technology; and (3) make a coordinated, multilateral effort—using both carrots and sticks—to persuade Iran, North Korea, and other likely proliferators to abandon their nuclear ambitions.24

Unfortunately, getting other states to embrace these initiatives is going to require the United States to alter its own nuclear-weapons policies and its current approach to nuclear diplomacy. The United States wants to discourage other states from acquiring nuclear weapons or improving their existing arsenals, and hopes to enlist other nations in a broad set of antinuclear initiatives, yet it continues to maintain a nuclear arsenal that is far larger than it needs to deter any possible adversary. Indeed, the Bush administration insists that the United States should retain thousands of warheads in a nuclear reserve force and build a new generation of nuclear weapons in order to deal with a number of new threats—even though U.S. conventional forces dwarf those of any other state.25 Thus, Mohamed El-Baradei, head of the International Atomic Energy Agency, likens the United States to “some who have … continued to dangle a cigarette from their mouth and tell everybody else not to smoke.”26 These policies send the clear message that despite what U.S. leaders say, they really believe that having lots of nuclear weapons is very desirable. If the United States thinks nuclear weapons are essential for its security, why is it so surprising that weaker and more vulnerable states have reached the same conclusion?

De-emphasizing U.S. nuclear-weapons programs is unlikely to alter the calculations of North Korea or Iran, whose nuclear ambitions are well advanced, but it would strengthen antinuclear advocates in countries where the nuclear option is still being debated. Equally important, U.S. nuclear-weapons policies make other states reluctant to embrace a more stringent nonproliferation regime—in large part because they believe the United States has yet to fulfill its own obligations under the existing Non-Proliferation Treaty.27 Indeed, after both nuclear and nonnuclear states agreed on a thirteen-point program to implement the Article VI obligation at the 2000 NPT Review Conference, the Bush administration took office in early 2001 and either rejected or ignored virtually all of the thirteen points.28 Trying to get other states to accept new constraints on their own conduct without offering parallel concessions in return is not likely to work.

To make matters worse, the United States continues to act in ways that increase other states’ incentives to get nuclear weapons of their own. By putting North Korea and Iran in the “axis of evil,” and by making it clear that the United States favors regime change in both countries, the Bush administration gave both regimes every reason to acquire some way to deter the United States from using its power to threaten their political survival. Given the overall asymmetry of power between the United States and these states, the only way to do this is by acquiring a potent deterrent of their own.

If the United States is serious about reducing the dangers of nuclear terrorism (and it should be), then it must offer the rest of the world a “grand bargain.” In exchange for a more reliable nonproliferation regime (accompanied by an aggressive effort to secure existing stockpiles of loose nuclear materials), and the verifiable abandonment of nuclear ambitions by countries like Iran and North Korea, the United States would simultaneously agree to: (1) abandon current plans to build a new generation of nuclear weapons; (2) significantly reduce its own nuclear arsenal (while retaining a few hundred warheads as a deterrent against direct attacks on the United States itself); and (3) take concrete steps to reduce the threat that it presents to so-called rogue states, including a willingness to sign some sort of non-aggression agreement with them.29

Some critics may see this proposal as a form of appeasement that would undermine U.S. superiority and threaten its long-term national security. This view is shortsighted. Unless it makes a series of catastrophic blunders, the United States will be the strongest country on the planet for the next several decades, and its primacy will not be altered whether it has five thousand nuclear warheads or only fifty. Nor does this approach entail giving into threats; it is simply the most obvious way to reduce other states’ own incentives to take measures that are not in the U.S. national interest. This strategy would also make the United States look much less hypocritical in the eyes of others, and thus make it easier to line up other states behind a tougher and broader nonproliferation regime.

In short, the grand bargain proposed here does involve making certain compromises, but it does so from a clear sense of national interest and strategic priorities. Nuclear terrorism is the most worrisome danger that the world’s only superpower now faces, and a grand strategy centered on the U.S. national interest would focus on the biggest problems and subordinate other goals in order to address them.

Playing Hard to Get

Key elements in the strategy of offshore balancing are reducing the overall “footprint” of U.S. military power and beginning to play “hard to get” when dealing with various regional powers. Instead of insisting that the United States be responsible for solving all global security problems, and instead of taking on the burden of running large areas of the world, offshore balancing seeks to take advantage of America’s hegemonic position in the Western Hemisphere and its distance from the other key centers of world power. As discussed above, the United States would stand ready to deploy its power against specific threats to U.S. vital interests but would otherwise refrain from large-scale, quasi-permanent military engagements overseas.

What would this strategy mean in practice? First, the United States would remain a member of NATO but would drastically reduce its military presence in Europe. Most of Europe is now reliably democratic and faces no significant external military threats. Although far from united on matters of foreign policy, the EU countries have the political and economic wherewithal to deal with the modest security challenges that they are likely to face in the foreseeable future. Small U.S. contingents would remain in Europe for training purposes, and as a symbol of America’s transatlantic commitments, but the United States would no longer play the leading security role there.

Second, the United States would maintain a significant military presence in Asia (primarily air and naval forces) and continue to build cooperative security partnerships with its current Asian allies. In addition to helping support counterterrorist operations against al Qaeda affiliates in several Asian countries, maintaining the U.S. military presence in Asia also lays the foundation for a future effort to contain China, in the event that China’s rising power eventually leads to a more ambitious attempt to establish a hegemonic position in East Asia.30

Third, the United States would return to a balance-of-power policy toward the rest of the world, and especially the Middle East and the Persian Gulf. As discussed above, the United States has no need to occupy or dominate these regions; it just needs to ensure that no other state is able to do so. Trying to control other regions encourages anger and resentment, and it entangles the United States in events and processes that it cannot easily control. Instead, the United States should declare that it is committed to maintaining the territorial integrity of every state, and that it will oppose any acts of aggression that threaten to result in any one state exercising hegemony over any others. But it will do so in classic balance-of-power fashion: relying in the first instance on local allies, intervening only when absolutely necessary, and withdrawing once the threat has been thwarted.

Interestingly, the Bush administration has embraced several key elements of this approach without fully committing to its underlying logic or the policy implications. Although the Bush team has made many other errors, its members have recognized that the deployment patterns left over from the Cold War were no longer appropriate for dealing with the new array of global threats. As a result, they have begun to implement a far-reaching rearrangement of U.S. forces worldwide.31 In particular, the new strategic environment requires less reliance on the semipermanent overseas deployments of large, heavy ground forces, and greater emphasis on more mobile and flexible forces that can go where they are needed and return home as soon as they are done. The Bush team seems also to be aware that the United States is more popular when it indicates a willingness to withdraw instead of insisting on staying, and that reducing America’s overall military “footprint” might reduce some of the latent anti-Americanism that now exists.

There is a broader lesson here: As the world’s only superpower, the United States has an incentive to play “hard to get.” It also has the luxury of being able to do so. Given America’s preponderance of power and favorable geographic position, the credibility of U.S. commitments is not our problem. On the contrary, whether U.S. pledges are credible is first and foremost a problem for those who are dependent on U.S. help. Instead of bending over backward to convince the rest of the world that the United States is 100 percent reliable, U.S. leaders should be encouraging other states to bend over backward to keep us in their corners. And other states are more likely to do so if they realize that U.S. support is conditional on cooperating with us. If other states were not entirely sure that the United States would come to their aid if asked, they would be willing to do much more to make sure that we would. America’s Asian and Persian Gulf allies illustrate this dynamic perfectly: Whenever they begin to fear that the U.S. role might decline, they leap to offer Washington new facilities and access agreements and go to greater lengths to conform their foreign policy to ours.

To reiterate: Offshore balancing is not isolationist. The United States would not withdraw from world affairs under this strategy, and it will still retain potent power-projection capabilities. Playing “hard to get” simply means that the United States would only intervene when overt aggression occurred, and when U.S. vital interests were directly threatened. We would do so with the clear intention of coming home quickly—and with a clear strategy for doing so.

Reduce the Impact of Foreign Lobbies and Special Interests

If the United States does play “hard to get,” then other states will work even harder to win its favor. As in any courtship, America’s various suitors will use a variety of blandishments and deceptions in order to ensure that U.S. power is used in ways that advance their interests. Given the openness of the U.S. political system, and its tradition of interest-group politics, one of the most effective ways to do this is by organizing special-interest groups and lobbying organizations, often based on ethnic groups with strong attachments to foreign countries.

If Americans want a foreign policy that is truly in the U.S. national interest, then they must take steps to curb the influence of specialinterest groups like the American Israel Public Affairs Committee, the Indian American Center for Political Awareness, the Armenian Assembly, and various other ethnic lobbies. The most effective way to do this would be campaign finance reform, which would help break the stranglehold that some of these groups now exert on the U.S. Congress. Barring such a far-reaching step (which is unlikely to occur anytime soon), the next best alternative would be for other U.S. citizens to challenge lobbyists and other special-interest groups to justify their positions in detail. In doing so, it should be entirely legitimate to criticize such groups for advocating policies that serve foreign interests but not those of the United States, and to have an open debate on the policies they are endorsing.

Americans must begin to talk more openly about the conflicts of interest that arise when key foreign-policy officials have strong affinities for particular foreign countries. The problem is not “dual loyalty”: all U.S. citizens have many loyalties, and each of us has the right to hold particular attachments and to pursue these attachments within the limits of U.S. law.32 The issue is more properly seen as a potential conflict of interest: is it in the best interests of the United States to place U.S. policy on key issues in the hands of individuals whose evenhandedness is not beyond question? In ordinary life, we routinely expect people to recuse themselves from issues in which their own interests or loyalties are involved. Stockbrokers are not supposed to recommend that clients invest in firms owned by their spouses; judges and jurors are excused from legal cases where they have ties to one of the parties; and even university administrators are expected to divulge relationships that might affect their objectivity or probity. Yet in the United States, it is commonplace for key foreign-policy officials to be given responsibility for conducting U.S. policy toward countries where they have very strong prior affinities and interests. Instead of insisting that our foreign policymakers be above reproach, it is more likely that anyone who questions this sort of relationship would be accused of slandering dedicated public servants.

Why does this matter? It matters because the United States cannot afford to lose sight of its own national interest, especially in an era where anti-Americanism is widespread and when terrorists are trying to gain access to weapons of mass destruction so that they can attack the United States directly. Under these conditions, the United States must take particular care that it not be enticed into conflicts that do not affect core U.S. interests, simply because some country was able to manipulate U.S. domestic politics. If the desire to placate domestic lobbies dominates the political calculations of U.S. leaders (both in Congress and in the executive branch), then the United States is in effect allowing its foreign policy to be determined in Taipei, Tel Aviv, Riyadh, New Delhi, Athens, Yerevan, and so on, rather than in Washington. It is one thing to pay a price for taking steps that are clearly in the U.S. national interest, but it is quite another matter to place U.S. security at risk doing something primarily on behalf of some other country.

Conclusion: A Mature Foreign Policy

The United States is the strongest and most influential Great Power in modern history. It also remains a remarkably immature Great Power—one whose rhetoric is frequently at odds with the reality of its own conduct and one that often treats the management of foreign affairs as an adjunct to domestic politics. Unlike Great Britain, whose empire was managed by a permanent civil service that could bring continuity and expertise to the conduct of foreign policy, the United States brings in a new team every time the White House switches parties. Americans remain remarkably ignorant of the world they believe it is their obligation and destiny to run, and the topic of foreign affairs captures public attention only when major mistakes have already been made.

If the United States wants to make its privileged position acceptable to others, then the American body politic must acquire a more serious and disciplined attitude toward the conduct of foreign policy. In the past, seemingly secure behind its nuclear deterrent and oceanic moats, and possessing unmatched economic and military power, the United States allowed its foreign policy to be distorted by partisan sniping; hijacked by foreign lobbyists and narrow domestic special interests; blinded by lofty but unrealistic rhetoric; and held hostage by irresponsible and xenophobic members of Congress. Even after the dramatic wake-up call on September 11, 2001, efforts to reform U.S. intelligence services, to corral loose nuclear materials, and to improve U.S. homeland security have been halfhearted at best. And even though the country faced a new and very real enemy in al Qaeda, the Bush administration was able to persuade Congress and the American people that preventive war against a country that had nothing to do with 9/11 was still the best way to fight Osama bin Laden and his followers. Is this the way that a mature Great Power behaves?

The problem, alas, goes deeper than that. Despite its pretensions as the world’s only superpower, the United States has starved its intelligence services, gutted its international-affairs budget, done little to attract the ablest members of its society to government service, neglected the study of foreign languages and cultures, and basically behaved as though it simply didn’t matter whether U.S. foreign policy were run well or not.33 This policy might have been sufficient in the past (though it is hard to be proud of it), but it will not serve us well in today’s world.

What is needed, instead, is greater confidence in America’s fundamental principles and institutions and greater wisdom in understanding what U.S. power can and cannot accomplish. America’s core values of liberty and opportunity unleash the energy upon which our economic prosperity is built. That prosperity, in turn, provides the sinews of our military power and the hard core of our international influence. But the ability to defeat other armies and our influence over the world economy do not give the United States either the right or the ability to impose these principles on others, and it hardly gives 5 percent of the world’s population the obligation, capacity, or right to govern vast areas of the world by force. Instead of telling the world what to do and how to live—a temptation that both neoconservative empire-builders and liberal internationalists find hard to resist—the United States should lead the world primarily by its example. If we have faith in our core principles, we will expect to win hearts and minds first and foremost because others will see how we live, and see what we have, and they will want those things too.

Despite the missteps the United States has made in recent years, it still retains enormous material power and considerable global influence. The question is whether its future choices will draw others closer, drive them into sullen resentment, or provoke them into open resistance. The United States can use its power and wealth to compel others to do what it wants, but this strategy will surely fail in the long run. In most circumstances, the key is not power but persuasion.

There is a lesson here. More than anything else, the United States wants to retain its position of primacy for as long as it can. To do this, it must persuade the rest of the world that U.S. primacy is preferable to the likely alternatives. Achieving that goal will require a level of wisdom and self-restraint that has often been lacking in U.S. foreign policy—largely because it wasn’t needed. But it is today. Although geography, history, and good fortune have combined to give the United States a remarkable array of advantages, it would still be possible to squander them. And if the United States ends up hastening the demise of its existing partnerships and giving rise to new arrangements whose main purpose is to contain us, we will have only ourselves to blame.
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More praise for Taming American Power

“[Taming American Power] offers a rigorous critique of current U.S. strategy and, even better, a clearly articulated alternative.”

—David Ignatius, Washington Post Book World

“Stephen Walt performs the valuable service of taking an inside-out view of U.S. foreign policy, looking at it less from the standpoint of American policymakers or critics and more from the perspective of the rest of the world. . . . A sophisticated appraisal.”

—Philip Seib, Dallas Morning News

“[A] blistering critique in the form of an academic treatise.”

—Commentary

“Well-researched, well-written … compelling.”

—Alex Coffin, Charlotte Observer

“[A] penetrating study. . . . There is much to recommend in Walt’s approach.”—William C. Potter, Chronicle of Higher Education

“This is a path-breaking book for both the informed public and policy makers, for whom it should be required reading and who would do well to follow its recommendations.”—Samuel Huntington, Albert J. Weatherhead III University Professor, Harvard University, and author of The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order

“Taming American Power is a brilliant book. It confirms Stephen Walt’s status as one of the most lucid and original thinkers on world politics today.”—Moises Naim, editor of Foreign Policy

“Stephen Walt’s timing is perfect and his analysis is brilliant. Americans want to know: What went wrong in the Middle East? Why is the United States hated around the world? What happened to the unipolar moment and benevolent hegemony? Walt has the answers. Taming American Power shows why U.S. foreign policy generates resentment and how America’s allies and rivals exploit and thwart it. This important book is a must-read for anyone who believes that America needs a new foreign policy.”—John J. Mearsheimer,

R. Wendell Harrison Distinguished Service Professor of
Political Science, University of Chicago, and author of
The Tragedy of Great Power Politics

“Instead of celebrating America’s power in the world or excoriating American hubris, Stephen Walt asks the critical questions: How are other nations responding to the challenge of American primacy? How can the United States manage its primacy so as to maintain its leadership without generating global resistance? This is a book to argue with and to admire.”—Michael Ignatieff,

Carr Professor of Human Rights Practice,
Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University

“In this masterful book, Stephen Walt identifies the causes of America’s low standing in the world today, shows how other countries work around its unparalleled power, and then prescribes what the United States must do to restore its global influence. The writing is lucid, the logic compelling, and the prescriptions hardheaded.”

—Robert J. Art,

Christian A. Herter Professor of International Relations,
Brandeis University, and author of A Grand Strategy for America
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