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and military power. This is a discussion well worth having.”
—J.M. Houlahan, Foreign Service Officer (ret.)

“Those seeking a sensible alternative to an American foreign policy suffused with

triumphalism, unilateralism, and mercantilism need look no further. Wich his

customary wit, incisiveness, command of history, and appreciation of the tragic
element in politics, Ned Lebow provides a superb one.”

—Rajan Menon, Anne and Bernard Spitzer Professor of International

Relations, City University of New York, USA



Richard Ned Lebow
A Democratic
Foreign Policy

Regaining American Influence Abroad

palgrave
macmillan



Richard Ned Lebow
King’s College, London, UK

Pembroke College, University of Cambridge, Cambridge, UK
Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH, USA

ISBN 978-3-030-21518-7 ISBN 978-3-030-21519-4  (eBook)
hetps://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-21519-4

© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Nature Switzerland
AG 2020

This work is subject to copyright. All rights are solely and exclusively licensed by the Publisher, whether
the whole or part of the material is concerned, specifically the rights of translation, reprinting, reuse of
illustrations, recitation, broadcasting, reproduction on microfilms or in any other physical way, and
transmission or information storage and retrieval, electronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar
or dissimilar methodology now known or hereafter developed.

The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this publication
does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are exempt from the relevant
protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.

The publisher, the authors and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information in this book
are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the publisher nor the authors or
the editors give a warranty, express or implied, with respect to the material contained herein or for any
errors or omissions that may have been made. The publisher remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional
claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

Cover illustration: Preto Perola / shutterstock.com

This Palgrave Macmillan imprint is published by the registered company Springer Nature Switzerland AG
The registered company address is: Gewerbestrasse 11, 6330 Cham, Switzerland


https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-21519-4

10 my recently discovered Beck-Solomon family



Preface

In 2020 the American people will elect a new president, and if common
sense and decency prevail it will be a Democrat. Donald Trump will
become history, although the damage he has inflicted on the country will
take a long time to undo. The Democratic Party has moved to the left,
that is, away from the center-right position of Hilary Clinton and the
party professionals. A president committed to change at home and
abroad—and we hope with a majority in both houses of Congress—will
have the kind of opportunities that were denied to Barack Obama.
Opportunities are not enough. A new president must have a vision of
what he or she wants to do and undo—a vision to which many senators,
representatives, and the electorate are receptive. This is readily achievable
in domestic affairs, where there is already much support for goals such as
racial equality, more equitable tax structures, better urban infrastructure,
more open access to citizenship, protection of national parks and monu-
ments, and serious efforts to address pollution and climate change.

It is a more difficult project in foreign affairs. With any luck, the Alc
Right, nativist nationalism, and mercantilist approaches to international
trade will return to the shadow world they inhabited before 2014. This
will leave the approach to foreign policy represented by what I call the
national security establishment free of any serious competitors. This
establishment reflects a near-consensus among the majority of people
involved in foreign policy in and out of government (the media, think

vii
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tanks, and the academy) that America is a hegemonic power, has a global
responsibility for preserving the world’s territorial and economic order,
and that others welcome its dominant role. They also believe that power
confers hegemony and demands not only a dominant economy but mili-
tary spending at a level that guarantees American superiority and, with it,
the ability to intervene anywhere in the world. These beliefs are biparti-
san and have shaped the foreign and defense policies of Democratic and
Republican administrations since the early days of the Cold War and the
presidency of Harry S. Truman.

To be sure there are policy differences among those who subscribe to
this view of the world when it comes to specific policies. Most recently
they are divided on questions such as troop levels in Afghanistan, inter-
vention in Syria—favored by Hilary Clinton and opposed by Obama—
intervention by proxy in Yemen, and how closely the US should be asso-
ciated with Saudi Arabia in the aftermath of its leader-authorized assas-
sination of a dissident in their embassy in Istanbul. These are differences
in degree, not of kind, and are largely tactical. Nobody in the establish-
ment is suggesting that we consider deep cuts in the military budget,
undertake a total withdrawal from Afghanistan, or a fundamental reori-
entation of our long-standing and deep commitment to Saudi Arabia.

There are alternative foundations for foreign policy: Marxism and
libertarian-isolationism. They have no mainstream traction. Each has
some valid insights. Marxism errs in its unquestioning belief in the eco-
nomic determinants of policy of all kinds, but it is useful in highlighting
some of the connections between business and foreign policy. Libertarian-
isolationism is single-minded in its focus on terminating foreign commit-
ments, but properly maintains that military interventions have not
generally been in the country’s interest.

In this book I propose an alternative vision of foreign policy, one based
on a tragic understanding of life and politics. It is rooted in an under-
standing that the world is opaque, that we have at best limited ability to
control and manipulate it, and that our efforts to do so often backfire. It
further recognizes that conflict is inevitable because of clashing value sys-
tems and interests, but that too firm a commitment to these values and
interests and unwillingness to compromise and exercise restraint can only
intensify conflict. Tragedy also foregrounds the hubris of powerful actors
and how overreaching and overconfidence in family life, domestic poli-
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tics, and the international arena can lead to catastrophe. It teaches us that
great powers are their own worst enemies. They act in ways to enhance
their power but undermine it.

A tragic understanding of life and politics provides an intellectual,
emotional, and psychological framework for thinking about politics. It
offers no insights into the day-to-day formulation of foreign policy. For
this we need some understanding of the national interest, and much of
my book is about how we can think intelligently about our interests. I am
clear at the outset that there is no such thing as #be national interest.
There are multiple conceptions of the national interest because it or they
are reflections of our values and the projects to which we are committed.
These are all subjective in nature and often a matter of difference or con-
troversy within society. The national interest is political in nature just as
the struggle among competing formulation of the national interest for
audiences and primacy is a political process.

I use tragedy as a vantage point to critique the dominant understand-
ing of security and the means by which it is secured: emphasis on power
and especially military might, deterrence and compellence, American
control of international institutions, the search for special privileges, and
a reputation for being tough. I show just how questionable these mecha-
nisms are and how they are often counterproductive to American secu-
rity. I then step back and consider the national interest. What matters to
most Americans? What values do they cherish? To what projects do they
give rise or support? How can foreign policy best be made responsive to
them? I describe values widely shared by Americans but certainly claim
no right or authority to identify these values or how they should be real-
ized. I do believe that a careful elaboration of values and how they relate
to interests is a useful exercise and has the potential to stimulate mean-
ingful debate in lieu of the kinds of sound bites and point scoring that
now dominates political discussion.

My book draws on almost 60 years of scholarly research and 5 years of
government service. I was Professor of Strategy at the Naval and National
War Colleges and then the first scholar-in-residence at the Central
Intelligence Agency. Since the 1970s I have published extensively on for-
eign and defense policy and developed conceptual and empirical critiques
of coercive strategies of conflict management. Using case studies I have
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demonstrated how deterrence often provokes the kinds of challenges it is
intended to prevent.! The brief opening of Soviet archives in the Gorbachev
era allowed me and coauthor Janice Gross Stein to document in detail from
both sides two critical Cold War crises: the Cuban missile crisis of 1963
and the October Middle East crisis of 1973. More recently I developed a
critique of hegemony with coauthor Simon Reich.” We demonstrate that
the US has never been a hegemon, beyond its limited regional authority in
Central and Latin America, and argue that hegemony is not in anybody’s
interest. We show how authority for security and economic wellbeing is
becoming more diffused through international society and argue that it is
a good thing. Janice Stein and I have explored other strategies of conflict
management and resolution, most notably reassurance and diplomacy. In
2017, I wrote a book that nested this research in a holistic framework for
conflict management and resolution.* In 2019, coauthor Feng Zhang and
I applied this framework to Sino-American relations to show how further
conflict might be prevented and current ones resolved or finessed.”

This book draws heavily on this earlier work. In some chapters I sum-
marize findings of this research because they are so central to my critique
of American foreign and defense policy. This part of the book rests on a
firm scientific and empirical foundation—in sharp contrast to so many
tomes on these subjects. The next part of the book—on the national
interests, threats we need to take seriously, and intelligent ways of
responding to them—rests on subjective judgments. The exception here
is the threat posed by climate change, which also reflects good science.
Science can inform our choices by telling us what is possible or likely, but
those choices are inevitably based on our values, as they should be. I am
very clear throughout when I am relying on or presenting scientific find-
ings and when you, the reader, are being asked to make subjective judg-
ments based on your values. In this connection I am very much hoping
that we share common values and that you will see the logic of connect-
ing them to the visions of foreign and defense policy that I offer.

London, UK Richard Ned Lebow
Cambridge, UK
NH, USA
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Introduction

The Iraq invasion of 2003 was intended to overthrow a gangster regime that
had acquired weapons of mass destruction and replace it with a Western-
oriented democracy. It was also meant to demonstrate American power,
intimidate friend and foe alike, and lock in American hegemony. Saddam
Hussein fled Baghdad and was later captured, tried, and clumsily executed
on video, but no evidence of weapons of mass destruction or attempts to
acquire them were ever found. The occupation provoked a violent and
ongoing resistance to the Anglo-American military occupation that has been
responsible for far more casualties than the invasion.! The invasion made
Iran and North Korea more threatened and committed to developing
nuclear weapons. It produced a power vacuum that invited the rise of ISIS
and its short-lived but brutal and bloody occupation of swaths of the Middle
East. It left the region more unstable than before, with intensified ethnic and
religious rivalries, problems of drought and food shortages, and many more
refugees. It significantly reduced American influence and strengthened the
hold of the Taliban in Afghanistan.

Closer to home, successive American administrations have attempted to
coerce or bribe Mexico to take action to interdict the flow of drugs into the
US. Since the Nixon administration, Washington routinely negotiated
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agreements with Mexico and promptly violated them by carrying out
unauthorized operations on its territory. These raids produced harsh and
public reactions by Mexican ofhicials who resented the US for infringing
on their sovereignty. Mexican objections, reprisals, and refusal to cooperate
in anti-drug efforts entrapped the US into progressively more restrictive
agreements. The war against drugs in Mexico has not prevented the influx
of cocaine and heroin into the US and has led to considerable spillover and
cross-border violence. Most frightening of all, it has raised the prospect of
a “failed state” along America’s southern border.” President George Bush
sought to break free of this cycle and put relations with Mexico on a more
positive basis, but his efforts were torpedoed by a Republican Congress
that refused to regularize the status of Mexican immigrants, and more
importantly, of the many immigrants from failed states in Latin America
who transit Mexico in search of safe havens in the US. In recent decades
the drug and immigration problems have worsened considerably. Mexico
has become increasingly unable to police its own territory, and the drug
flow has increased. American policies made a bad problem worse.?

What do these stories have in common? In both situations the US pur-
sued an illusory end with disastrous results. It defied political logic to think
that in an era of nationalism a Muslim state deeply divided along ethnic
and religious lines could successfully be governed by a foreign power or its
puppet regime. In Iraq, as in Afghanistan, US forces, once they intervened,
could not leave without turning these countries over to their enemies and
could not stay without becoming their targets. Build-ups, surges, and cross-
tribal and ethnic alliances were to no avail and often played into the hands
of increasingly extreme adversaries. Mexican policy was equally ill-consid-
ered. The drug problem is not caused by imports from Mexico but by
domestic demand, most of it from middle-class white Americans. Presidents
and the Congress are unwilling to face this politically unpleasant truth. It
is politically easier to blame foreigners. But it makes no sense to treat
Mexico and Columbia as second-class countries whose sovereignty can be
abridged at will. Terrorism has increased and the drug problem has not
eased. US influence in the Middle East and Central America has declined.

These are only two of many possible examples of disastrous American
foreign policies. Similar stories could be told about other security issues,
foreign aid, trade, immigration, and even scientificand cultural exchanges.
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Their root cause is a heavy-handed approach by American presidents,
their advisors, and much of the national security establishment, who
believe that power talks and other countries and peoples can be brought
to heel at little or no cost. Many, moreover, mistakenly believe that it is
America’s right and mission to assert leadership in this manner and that
others welcome its so-called leadership.

The country needs a more realistic and sophisticated approach to the
world that begins with the understanding that, for all its might, America
is just another country, and one deeply resented by others when it abuses
its political, economic, or military power. Americans must reconnect
with their national interests and the ways in which they should be
anchored in the values they hold most dear. Foreign and national security
policy in turn should seek to instantiate, protect, and advance these val-
ues. American leaders must further recognize that persuasion is more
effective than coercion, multilateralism more efficacious than unilateral-
ism, and that power, when exercised, needs to be masked, not publicized
and paraded. Self-restraint is rarely perceived as weakness, contrary to the
conventional wisdom in the national security establishment. Even more
paradoxically, given how Americans think about the world, sitting back
from time to time and letting others take the lead can build respect and
influence in the longer term.

Americans must wean themselves from their fixation and overreliance
on power. They must learn to distinguish between power and influence as
they are not the same thing by any means. The crude exercise of power in
the form of bribes, threats, and political coercion has seriously alienated
other governments and peoples and reduced American influence to a
marked degree. It has led to a remarkable conundrum that the most pow-
erful political unit the world has ever witnessed is increasingly unable to
persuade others to do what it wants. This book explores this seeming
paradox and what can be done about it.

Foreign policy ought to protect and advance American interests abroad.
Just what are those interests and how should they be advanced and pro-
tected? Here there is no agreement, nor has there been since the early days
of the Republic, when political leaders and citizens were deeply divided over
how to treat revolutionary France. Those committed to encouraging democ-
racy, like Thomas Jefferson, favored supporting France. Those concerned
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with the country’s material interests like Alexander Hamilton favored good
relations with its British adversary.* American history indicates that the
national interest reflects the subjective values and interests of citizens. There
is no objective way to determine it because it is fundamentally a political
issue. People offer and defend definitions of the national interest consistent
with their values and goals.

I will offer my own take on the national interest in this book, and do
so by deriving it from values I think central to most Americans. I do not
expect my depiction of the national interest to be acceptable to everyone.
I accordingly lay out a method for making connections between values
and interest that should prove equally useful to those emphasizing differ-
ent values or a different ordering of them. My goal is not to lead readers
by the nose, but encourage them sniff around by themselves, to think
about their core values and the interests to which they give rise, and also
how those interests are best defended and advanced. For the same reason,
I rarely advocate specific foreign policies, although I do in the China
chapter. They depend on our values and interests, but also our under-
standing of what builds and maintains influence. I have a lot to say about
the latter question.

My starting point is the tragic understanding of life and politics. As
formulated by the Greek playwrights and Thucydides, and later in the
dramas of Shakespeare and Goethe, tragedy teaches us that the world is
complex enough to defeat our understandings of it, conflict is inevitable
because of competing values and interests, rigid commitments to beliefs
and principles put them at risk, and attempts to dominate others are
costly and likely to be counterproductive. It further suggests ways of
thinking that have the potential to reconcile us to the vagaries of life,
make us grateful for what we have, and happier about ourselves and our
relationships. Adopting a tragic perspective on life may also have the
potential of reducing the harm that comes one’s way, but it can never
insure against it.

Tragedy speaks to the most fundamental questions of politics.” It offers
a compelling critique of power, showing why and how it does not readily
translate into influence, but also how it might help advance goals when
suitably masked, used in support of shared goals, and with the willing
cooperation of others. It provides insights into the role of a great power
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that are counterintuitive to the beliefs of Americans fed on a steady diet
of American might, particularism, and the need to act as the world’s
policeman. Tragedy suggests that only rarely is there any agreement about
national interest or how to advance it because people have differing
beliefs, aspirations, and expectations. There is no way of adjudicating
between clashing value systems. Rather, we must find ways of living with
differences at home and abroad and the conflicts they generate while
minimizing their negative consequences, and when possible, working
around them to advance common goals.

Tragedy indicates that powerful people and states are their own worst
enemies. Success goes to their heads. They seek further wealth and sta-
tus, and in ways that threaten what they already have. This was true of
Philip II’s Spain, the France of Louis XIV and Napoleon, and the
Germany of Kaiser Wilhelm and Hitler. The US gives evidence of the
same pathology. True influence is based on shared identities that build
common interests and make others willing to contribute to joint proj-
ects and possibly accept another state’s leadership in carrying them out.
Bribing and coercing others to do as you want—even more evident in
the current administration—is costly and works only as long as others
fear or need you. When they no longer do, or when your power ebbs,
they will turn on you with a vengeance. Tragedy teaches us that settling
for less often results in getting more.

The Trump administration was absolutely upfront about its intention
of putting America first and riding roughshod over the interests of others.
In his first years in office, the new president routinely engaged in bellicose
rhetoric in the belief that nothing talks like military strength and money.
The president also gave evidence of viewing foreign countries almost
entirely through the lenses of his relations with their leaders, imagining
friendships and respect when none existed.® The conventional wisdom
among Trump’s opponents and his supporters is that he represents some-
thing new and different. I maintain that the difference between the Trump
and prior administrations is one of degree, not of kind. At least as far back
as Reagan, most presidents and the national security establishment have
sought hegemony. They have conceived of hegemony as recognition of
America’s dominant power and accordingly the only state capable of pro-
viding physical and economic security and therefore deserving special
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status, privileges, and the deciding voice in determining what is best for
everyone. Trump played the same game, only more crudely and with even
less to show for it.

The national security establishment has pursued hegemony for rein-
forcing reasons. Since 1945 America’ role in the world has been signifi-
cant, although never as dominant as Americans have been led to believe.
American primacy has been widely hailed by politicians and the media as
evidence of the country’s superiority, if not its god-sponsored mission to
bring democracy and capitalism to the rest of the world. American pri-
macy, and the respect it brings with it, has become a key feature of
national identity. Donald Trump’s campaign slogan—“Make America
Great Again”—spoke to an already committed audience. Hegemony is a
claim for special privileges internationally, to be used to advance American
business interests—especially his. It is ironic, but hardly surprising, that
the country that loudly proclaims its mission to encourage democracy in
other countries has consistently attempted to impose an authoritarian
hierarchy on the world. Hegemony is a vehicle for creating and enforcing
(or violating) norms that benefit some—by no means all—American cor-
porations. I will examine and critique this quest in more detail later
in the book.

The American commitment to hegemony is widely shared by members
of the national security establishment, major politicians in both political
parties, commentators in major newspapers, and realist and liberal schol-
ars. It is matched by an unfounded belief in the efficacy of military power
as a deterrent and means of fostering regime change. The US spends more
on defense than the ten next largest military powers combined and, I will
argue, derives relatively little advantage from it.

Deterrence was the foundation of national security throughout the
Cold War and remains central in the post-Cold War era. It assumes that
the principal threat to American security arises from the aggressive designs
of foreign adversaries and that military strength and demonstrations of
resolve are the best way of preventing them. Beginning in the 1960s
American leaders and academics became consumed by the need to estab-
lish ever more impressive nuclear and conventional arsenals and to display
resolve by gaining a reputation as trigger happy and possibly irrational.”
Resolve was thought particularly critical because the use of nuclear
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weapons could be suicidal, which made nuclear threats by rational actors
incredible.

In practice, deterrence more often provoked the behavior it was
intended to prevent. The second Berlin (1960-61) and Cuban missile
(1962) crises were the products of confrontational spirals provoked by
mutual superpower attempts at deterrence. They took the form of arms
build-ups, forward military deployments, and threatening rhetoric that
convinced leaders on both sides of the other’s aggressive designs, the need
to stand firm in the face of threats, and, ironically, to practice deterrence
even more forcefully. The October Middle East 1973 crisis took place in
a different era; both superpowers were convinced of the other’s fear of
nuclear war and fundamental commitment to caution. This provided the
opening for Henry Kissinger to pursue an aggressive policy that chal-
lenged the status quo by attempting to detach Syria and Egypt from the
Soviet orbit.? Robust deterrence was the underlying cause of the last seri-
ous crisis of the Cold War.

When many Politburo and other Soviet documents became available
at the end of the Cold War, they revealed that Soviet leaders never doubted
American credibility. Khrushchev put missiles into Cuba not because he
questioned Kennedy’s resolve, but because he thought him a brash and
risk-prone young man who would probably send his navy to stop or sink
Russian ships transporting missiles openly to Cuba.” Kennedy and his
advisors had decided that there was nothing they could do if Khrushchev
deployed missiles publicly because it was so analogous to the American
missile deployment in Turkey and thus neither NATO nor Latin American
countries would back any confrontational move.'” American policymak-
ers, their advisors, and the military have not learned the lessons of these
and more recent crises and continue to practice deterrence in an unneces-
sarily provocative manner.

Military power is used to serve a range of other political ends. These
include compellence (i.e., forcing others to what you want), reassurance
of allies, and regime change achieved through subversion or intervention.
Reassurance of allies has often meant support for authoritarian regimes
like Battista in Cuba and the Shah of Iran, making the US the automatic
enemy of their successors. Compellence generally fails because leaders are
loath to buckle under to threats and fear losing power if they do.
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Enormous military power and an inflated belief in its efficacy have
encouraged presidents to make more extreme demands on others than
they would otherwise have. When their maximalist demands are rejected,
presidents consider the use of force and possible goal of regime change.
During the Cold War, the US attempted on 64 occasions to bring about
regime change by covert means.!" Interventions succeeded in removing
governments in a number of countries but rarely in replacing them with
either more democratic or more pro-American regimes. The cost in blood
and treasure of these adventures has often been enormous—think of
Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Irag—and has generated enormous hostility
toward the US around the world.

American military spending has risen throughout the post-Cold War
era. The US gains little from having these forces and military spending
has damaging economic consequences. Our country has consistently
declined relative to others in education, health, longevity, infrastructure,
and quality of life. Money wasted on defense could be redirected and also
liberate considerable talent and labor for productive economic ends. One
of the reasons the Soviet Union declined and ultimately collapsed
was the siphoning of vast resources desperately needed elsewhere to sus-
tain its bloated military establishment. The US is doing something simi-
lar. Although it is not in any way threatened with collapse, it is paying an
increasingly heavy, political, economic, and social price.

Not content with its own military spending, successive administra-
tions have pressured NATO allies and Japan to spend more on defense.
The Europeans are reluctant to do so as they cannot imagine any military
threats to their security. They worry about terrorism, illegal immigrants,
domestic nationalism, and transnational phenomena that require differ-
ent kinds of capabilities to address. The Japanese have gradually increased
their defense spending and the Abe government appears ready to do so
markedly. This will only intensify conflict with China, already mounting
because of Japanese attempts to claim sovereignty over disputed islands.
At least some of China’s exaggerated territorial claims are in response to
Japanese provocations.'?

Early warning is another problem. Pear] Harbor, the first Soviet atom
test, the launching of Sputnik, the terrorist attack on 9/11, and the so-
called Arab Spring were all surprises. Intelligence failures are inevitable
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for many reasons, and more so because the CIA has traditionally used
deterrence as a benchmark for assessment. It is inappropriate and mis-
leading because attacks and other kinds of challenges are quite often
independent of the military balance. They are more often the result of
domestic and foreign pressures that put pressure on leaders to act and
make self-serving and erroneous estimates of the capability and resolve of
other actors. The motives of other leaders as well as the pressures acting
on them are often opaque to outsiders, but good intelligence makes an
effort to fathom them. When crises loom, the US typically buttresses
deterrence without trying to assess if this might intensify the pressures on
target leaders to do precisely what Washington seeks to prevent.

Many Republican and Democratic senators demonize China. Some
academics and intelligence officials invoke something called power tran-
sition theory to justify their concern that a rising power like China is
likely to challenge the US for world leadership, and possibly by military
means. Power transition theory asserts that rising powers always chal-
lenge dominant powers for leadership, and by military means.'® An alter-
native view argues that dominant powers attack rising power before they
become strong enough to defeat them.' This theory in any of its variants
totally lacks empirical support. History indicates that rising powers
almost invariably seek entry into the club of great powers and are gener-
ally encouraged to do so by the leading powers of the day. There is no
instance of a war of transition initiated by either a rising or a dominant
power in the history of the modern state system. Transitions can be
brought about by wars, but do not start them."” History aside, China’s
foreign and military policy give no indications of attempting to challenge
the US militarily. I will present evidence in support of my contention
that China’s rise can be managed peacefully and to the advantage of
American security and economic interests. Fearful of each other, the two
countries are no acting in ways that intensify conflict. I will elaborate the
strategy of reassurance, which, I believe, is more appropriate to managing
relations with China.

Donald Trump has pursued hegemony more openly than any of his
predecessors and in a cruder and counterproductive way. However, the
goals he seeks are not so different from those of prior administrations.
Focusing only on Trump and his ill-conceived, confrontational, and often
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aggressive, initiatives would be a distraction. It is the shared assumptions
of the national security establishment that we must confront, not the
egoistic views and policies of a single leader, no matter how offensive and
disturbing. I will nevertheless describe and critique some Trump initia-
tives to show how they represent a more extreme version of the kinds of
policies that preceded him and to which the national security establish-
ment wants to return.

I have referred several times to the national security establishment and want
to make clear to readers that I do not consider it as any kind of monolithic
bloc, let alone a behind-the-scenes conspiracy. It is a term of convenience to
describe a large group of influential people affiliated with both political par-
ties—and some not affiliated with either—who have a professional interest in
foreign and defense policy and share a common set of beliefs regarding them.
They are the assumptions I critique in this book: America as hegemon, whose
leadership is necessary for world order and widely recognized as such; the need
for a supersized military so America can play world’s policeman; the efhicacy
of nuclear and conventional deterrence and compellence; the belief—held by
many realists—that ethics has no role in foreign policy, and that it is accord-
ingly acceptable—even advisable—to violate international law and support
the most retrograde regimes in pursuit of influence and possible leverage
against adversaries. There are real differences within this elite about what poli-
cies to pursue in particular situations but rarely differences or debate about
their shared assumptions. It is the latter I want to expose and critique.

Ethics and domestic politics do not stop at the water’s edge, as realists so
often allege. Rather, ethics must impose limits on goals and means. These
ethics must reflect a domestic consensus about right and wrong, in goals
sought and the means used to achieve them. They must also take into
account what other states consider to be appropriate on goals and means.
This key argument of my book explains the otherwise enigmatic cover
design. It suggests that there is no water’s edge, but an ebb and flow, and
constant interaction between land and water. So should there be between
domestic values and goals and foreign policy.

The existence of the national security elite is nicely documented by the
reactions to Donald Trump’s December 2018 order to withdraw American
troops from Syria. It precipitated the resignations of Defense Secretary
James Mattis and the special envoy to the coalition fighting the Islamic
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State, Brett H. McGurk. With the exception of a few vocal isolationists like
Kentucky Republican Senator Rand Paul, Trump’s handling of the issue
was condemned across the political spectrum.”'® Noam Chomsky on the
left and Bill Kristol and Fox News morning host Brian Kilmeade on the
right agreed that ISIS had not yet been defeated.'” Other critics denounced
the withdrawal as a surrender to Turkey, Russia, Syria, and Iran; a betrayal
of the Kurds; and a victory for ISIS."® National Security Advisor John
R. Bolton had only recently vowed that the US would not leave Syria as
long as Iran or its proxies were active there.'” Former deputy national secu-
rity adviser to Mr. Obama, Benjamin J. Rhodes, suggested that American
troops should stay put “until Iranian influence was gone was an unachiev-
able goal and a recipe for potential escalation for a deployment.”

Striking too was the response to the resignation of Secretary of Defense
James Mattis. He was for many years considered a hawk, irresponsible by
many, and certainly on the right-wing fringe of the establishment. His
departure elicited hand-wringing lamentations from the media and for-
eign policy talking heads who treated it as the equivalent of the Kaiser
getting rid of Bismarck. Without supposed “adults” in the room, there
would now be nobody to assure that the US would “stay the course” and
maintain its open-ended military US commitment in the Middle East.*!
Others took his departure as a sign that the security consensus was at risk
of shattering. They looked back with nostalgia to the era of Kissinger,
Scowcroft, Schultz, and Albright “when certain values were broadly
shared, like the imperative of America’s global leadership and the nation’s
commitment to democracy, diplomacy and the North Atantic alliance.”*

Only a few voices were raised in favor of the withdrawal from Syria—
although none of them approved the way Trump announced his policy
without prior consultation with his secretary of defense and military
chiefs. They thought—and I agree—that troop withdrawals in Syria
would accelerate calls for withdrawals in Afghanistan and Iraqg, and com-
pel the US to rethink military commitments that have little public sup-
port and are no longer effective. Mark Landler suggested that “It could
also force the Afghans and Syrians to confront their own deep-rooted
problems, without the presence of foreign soldiers who often delay the
day of reckoning.”* Robert S. Ford, the last American ambassador to
Syria, described the decision to withdraw as “sound and wise.”?*
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There are alternative discourses about foreign and defense policy, but
they are at least as problematic as the dominant one. There is a longstand-
ing isolationist discourse which has been taken up by libertarians. It
espouses non-involvement in an extreme form and depicts the country’s
security and economic wellbeing as largely independent of American alli-
ances and military entanglements of almost any kind. On some issues its
advocates align with the American right and on others with the left. It is
most prominent, if inconsistent, spokesman is Rand Paul. Some of its
scholarly advocates are thoughtful and offer powerful critiques of US for-
eign policy. They are pilloried by their counterparts in the national secu-
rity establishment, and not infrequently parodied or misrepresented.”

There is a left-wing Marxist discourse that considers American defense
and foreign policy the handmaiden of advanced capitalism. It describes
every important foreign policy as somehow carried out at the behest or in
support of American investments, trade, access to raw materials, or efforts
to make these less available to competitors. This critique can open our eyes
to the extent to which its foreign policy is influenced, and sometimes
determined, by economic considerations. It is also on target in describing
the Pentagon and Homeland Security budgets as largely giveaways to
American businesses with political clout. It is nevertheless deeply flawed in
its belief that all foreign and defense policy has economic roots and that
large corporations and banks all but dictate it. The Marxist account of
policy finds its most popular expression in the works of Noam Chomsky.*®
His treatments of the Vietnam and Iraq wars attribute them to economic
goals. Oil was certainly a consideration in the latter conflict, but by no
means the principal one. Bush and his advisors were more concerned, as
noted earlier, with American standing and influence, and were willing to
pay a considerable cost toward that end. They did, however, delude them-
selves into believing that their allies would cover the major costs of the war.?’

The isolationist-libertarian and Marxist discourses have never been
more than marginal in the postwar era. In recent years a third discourse
has emerged and has found a powerful supporter in Donald Trump. It
presents international relations as a contested arena in which the US
should be dominant but is not because past presidents were bad negotia-
tors, too anxious to please other countries, and too sensitive to issues of
race and gender. They were “suckers” in short. Trump promised to “Make
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America Great Again,” that is, to restore its dominance. His parallel proj-
ect was to restore the balance of power in domestic politics, where white,
Protestant men were unfairly sidelined and lost status and income to less-
deserving women, minorities, and immigrants.

I develop a discourse at odds with those of the national security establish-
ment, libertarianism, Marxism, and the Alt Right. I challenge the deeply
entrenched belief in the value and feasibility of hegemony and the extraor-
dinary and counterproductive investment in military might that its pursuit
entails. I argue that America’s off-scale military power is more a curse than
a blessing. It encourages leaders to make maximalist demands on others,
downplay compromise, and promotes interventions which diminish rather
than enhance American influence. It prompts military interventions with
the goal of regime change. Even more common during the Cold War were
efforts to bring about regime change through assassinations, US-sponsored
coups dérat, meddling in Democratic elections, and secretly aiding foreign
dissident groups. The US was ten times more likely to rely on covert rather
than overt regime change during the Cold War.?® In the 25-year period
between 1951 and 1975, a US Senate committee found evidence for over
900 covert operations intended to influence or change foreign leadership.?

Of equal importance, I question the widely shared assumption that
material capabilities translate into power and power into influence. Power
has multiple sources and does not in and of itself confer influence. The
most obvious example is nuclear weapons. They are undeniably a major
source of power but are unusable for anything but retaliation to a nuclear
attack, a very unlikely eventuality. Nuclear threats, explicit or implicit,
have never been used successfully by the US, the Soviet Union, or any
other nuclear power to persuade others to do what they want. Power can
be translated into influence, but only certain kinds of power, and this
outcome depends on diplomatic skills in support of policies that others
can be convinced are in their interest.

This book is about both foreign policy and national security. In com-
mon parlance foreign policy refers to our relations with other states and
regional and international actors, but also efforts to support American
business and cultural activities abroad, and more generally to make foreign
governments and peoples benignly disposed to the US. National security
has a narrower focus and is limited to the range of activities intended to
identify and respond to security threats. Some of these threats may be
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military, but others may be criminal, environmental, disease, or Internet
related. There is an obvious overlap between foreign policy and national
security, but they also differ in significant ways. So too is there an overlap
in the institutions expected to address them. The State Department, the
Treasury, and the Central Intelligence Agency figure prominently in both
foreign and national security policy. The armed forces and Homeland
Security are more focused on national security. The president and his cen-
tral advisors are expected to provide guidance and coordination in both
domains. Other institutions, and not only those at the national level, also
contribute. Coordination is a big problem as these institutions have their
own traditions and are fiercely jealous of one another. They also have vested
interests in foregrounding certain kinds of threats and minimizing others.
I address both foreign policy and national security as they are so closely
related. It is commonly assumed that security should have priority over
other interests, a claim that has been used to justify off-scale military
spending and creation of the ponderous and largely wasteful Department
of Homeland Security. There can be little doubt that if someone is attack-
ing you, other concerns must be set aside to deal with this immediate and
existential threat. However, the US has not faced this situation since Pearl
Harbor. The terrorist attacks of 9/11 were treated like another Pearl
Harbor, when they were in reality pin pricks conducted by non-state
actors and not followed up by any terror campaign against the homeland.
As Americans have been taught to believe that security trumps other
goals, it is good politics by those in the military and other security-focused
institutions—and all the businesses who supply them—to exaggerate as
much as possible the threats faced by the country. The Soviet threat dur-
ing the Cold War was greatly overblown and successfully exploited by the
military and defense contractors to direct their way increasing percent-
ages of an expanding federal budget. The 9/11 terrorist attacks were simi-
larly exploited and led to a disproportionate response to the criminal
activity of a small cell of terrorists. Misdirected resources benefit certain
institutions, companies, and individuals at the expense of the country as
a whole. Money spent on weapons and other gadgets, military personnel,
and unnecessary and self-defeating wars in Afghanistan and Iraq is money
not spent on infrastructure, schools, healthcare, and social programs.
Military spending has transformed America into something of a garrison
state in which 54 percent of all discretionary spending goes to the military
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and its contractors, and more money still to security-related activities con-
ducted by other governmental organizations. Spending of this kind,
almost since the Cold War began more than 70 years ago, has greatly
skewed the economy by creating entire sectors that are dependent on fed-
eral largesse. Capital, labor, engineering, and scientific know-how are
directed away from productive research and economic activities to develop
and produce unneeded weapons and sustain an unneeded level of military
personnel and infrastructure. The economy suffers from this misdirected
expenditure, but it is now so extreme that it would be extremely difficult
to correct. So many firms in so many congressional districts are dependent
on military and security-related spending that any efforts to cut back on it
generate huge political protests.

This pressure to generate military contracts is so strong in the Congress
that the military is regularly forced to accept weapons it does not want
and do not work. A case in point is the Littoral Combat Ship (LCS). The
ships’ maiden voyages resulted in cracked hulls, engine failures, unex-
pected rusting, software snafus, weapons glitches, and persistent criticism
of how vulnerable they were to attack. In 2017, Defense Secretary Ashton
Carter ordered the overall number of new ships trimmed from 52 to 40,
saving billions of dollars. But lawmakers on Capitol Hill, responding to
asteady stream of contractor donations, appropriated the money anyway.*

Security is not a given. Like the national interest, it is subjective in
nature and open to multiple interpretations. This is true in a double
sense. We must decide what constitutes security and then what level of
risk we are prepared to accept to protect ourselves against worst-case sce-
narios. It is not unlike insurance, where we decide what we need to insure
ourselves against and how much we are willing to pay for it. It may make
perfect sense to protect our home and possessions against fire, even if the
premiums are high, but less advisable to buy earthquake insurance, even
if the premiums are moderate, if we live in an area where they are very
rare events.

In the course of the Cold War, the national security establishment
dramatically extended the scope of national security. It was no longer just
protection of the homeland, but preventing communists, or even left-
wing governments, from coming to power anywhere in the world. With
the help of academic theorists, they constructed a world in which the US
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had to defend itself by committing to the defense of regimes around the
world and to many of their more questionable commitments. A good
case in point was Taiwan and its control of offshore islands Kinmen
(Quemoy) and Matsu close to the Chinese mainland. This commitment
led to two war-threatening crises with China in the 1950s. Deterrence
theory stipulated—and many American officials believed—that failure to
uphold any commitment would lead to a loss of credibility and future
challenges. By this logic, defending these worthless offshore islands
became necessary to defend mainland US.*' In home insurance, this
would be akin to the agent arguing that you must also pay insurance for
a rickety, fire-prone shack, some miles away for fear that if left uninsured
it would invite arson, and if allowed to burn down would increase the
likelihood of your home burning.

The military and their contractors and right-wing think tanks and
intellectuals also insisted that we pay a fortune to insure ourselves against
very remote threats. Almost no level of risk was acceptable. During and
after the Cold War, it was official US doctrine that we must be prepared
to fight two separate wars at the same time. There is now a move afoot,
sponsored by the military, defense contractors, and the usual right-wing
think tanks, to make us capable of fighting three wars simultaneously!*
With home or any other kind of insurance, we assess not only the value
of what we are insuring and what we have to pay to insure it, but the
opportunity cost. What else might we spend the money on? This was and
is considered an unpatriotic way of thinking when it comes to military
insurance.

By the 1950s national security had achieved an almost sacrosanct sta-
tus. So much so that lobbyists wanting government money for unrelated
expenditures often did their best to couch their demands in the language
of national security. Arguably the most extreme example was the selling
of the interstate highway system—pushed for by the trucking industry—
as necessary for national security. Not that there was anything irrational
or wasteful about building highways or economic justifications lack-
ing for them.

The preceding examples should make it abundantly clear that new
conceptions of foreign and national security policy that demand deep
cuts in the military and more self-restraint abroad will provoke a firestorm
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of resistance. They will be opposed by powerful forces in the Congress
and from the institutions and people charged with implementing foreign
and national security policy. The Pentagon, defense contractors, right-
wing think tanks, and much of the national security establishment will
mobilize against them. They will dismiss those who advance or support
these conceptions as naive or worse. It is nevertheless a fight worth under-
taking because the soul of the nation is at stake. Any transformation of
American policy requires wide public support and effective national lead-
ership. This book provides arguments in support of such change and
hopes to build support for it.
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The Indispensable Nation?

Americans have been consistently smug about their political system,
capitalist economy, social cohesion, and way of life. They have not for the
most part questioned the stability of their political and economic institu-
tions since the Great Depression of the 1930s. Their survival, in contrast
to the collapse of so many European democracies, and subsequent robust
performance in the postwar era, reaffirmed the view of many Americans
that providence had blessed them. They were fulfilling their prophecy as
“the city on the hill,” a phrase from the Sermon on the Mount used by
Puritan preacher Jonathan Edwards in 1630 to describe the Massachusetts
Bay Colony on the eve of its founding.' President Kennedy would refer
to Edward’s sermon in his first post-election speech, as Ronald Reagan
did on the eve of his presidency.

This smugness also affects foreign policy. In the twentieth century it
was most marked in Woodrow Wilson, president from 1913 to 1921,
author of the Fourteen Points, and founder of the League of Nations. Son
of a Presbyterian minister, he was a deep believer in Caucasian superiority
and American superiority over other Caucasians. The country’s God-
given mission was to spread democracy, which he believed would elimi-

nate the threat of war. Following World War II, the US sought to use the
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United Nations toward this end, but also as a vehicle to oppose the Soviet
Union once the Cold War began.

The end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union were
greeted with triumphalist euphoria. Some commentators insisted that
the world was now “unipolar” and that the US could and should impose
its will on other countries. This belief lay behind the interventions in
Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in 2003. Saner voices remained convinced
that the world required US leadership, but in more muted form. America
is “the indispensable nation,” in the words of former Secretary of State
Madeleine Albright.’ President Obama said something similar in a presi-
dential debate prior to his reelection.* Many Americans internalized these
messages because it made them proud of their country and buttressed
their self-esteem. The reality was, of course, different. American efforts to
impose its will on the world were not very successful, especially in
Afghanistan and Iraq, and many Americans were confused by these fail-
ures and accordingly receptive to Donald Trump’s claim that Obama and
other politicians had been taken advantage of by foreigners and the he
would “Make America Great Again.”

American power, the pursuit of hegemony, the belief in a special mis-
sion, and national self-esteem are closely connected. America’s superiority
and special mission had religious origins and did not become connected to
and find expression until the presidency of Woodrow Wilson. It coincided
with the Great War, now known as World War I, that ended with the US
as the world’s dominant power and transformed from a debtor into a cred-
itor nation. World War II brought about an even more significant trans-
formation. Most of the developed world lay in ruins, its infrastructure and
economies devastated by war. The US economy, by contrast, escaped from
the Depression by virtue of wartime production and in 1945 constituted
more than one-third of the gross domestic product (GDP) of the entire
world. America had 12 million men and women in uniform and occupy-
ing critical regions of Europe and Asia. It had become a global colossus. In
the postwar era, even more than before, America’s religious-based sense of
mission and superiority was projected outward on to the world. It offered
divine justification of the country’s good fortune and inflated confidence
in the success of spreading the gospel of Americas way of life. It also
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encouraged Americans to frame the Cold War as a Manichean conflict
between good and evil in which no compromise was possible.

In the post-Cold War era the collapse of the Soviet Union and its
Eastern European satellite regimes, religious-inspired beliefs in America’s
world mission, and economic self-interest combined to make an even
stronger claim on global leadership. It found expression in the assertion
of hegemony and with it claims for special privileges. Let us unpack this
concept and expose it for the unwarranted conceit it is.

Hegemony

Realist and liberal scholars offer differing definitions of hegemony, but
they all stress the ability of a state whose power is grossly disproportionate
to others to assert their preferences vis-a-vis other political actors.” The
hegemon is expected to have the “power to shape the rules of interna-
tional politics according to its own interests.”® These scholars maintain
that the US has been a hegemon since 1945, although only a partial
hegemon during the long Cold War because of the opposition of the
powerful Soviet Union and its allies. At the end of that conflict and the
collapse of the Soviet Union, the conventional wisdom holds that the US
became something closer to a global hegemon as bipolarity ended and,
some claimed, gave way to unipolarity.

Realists and liberals differ somewhat in their understanding of the finer
details of hegemony. Many realists contend that America’s unrivaled mili-
tary power enables it to impose its leadership on others, which they openly
acknowledge as a form of domination.” Judging by the numbers, they are
certainly correct about American military power.® The US accounts for well
over 40 percent of the world’s military spending and one-quarter of its
economic activity. Its share of the world’s gross domestic product (GDP) is
larger than the EU and three times that of China, and some 65 percent of
the world’s currency reserve is held in US dollars.” This understanding of
hegemony portrays it as the relatively unproblematic outcome of material
capabilities.'

A more sophisticated conception of hegemony puts as much emphasis
on legitimacy as power."! John Ikenberry and Charles Kupchan insist that
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“hegemony is most effectively exercised when the dominant state is able
to establish a set of norms that others willingly embrace.”'*

Realists differ about whether consent derives from narrow self-
interest—it is better to bandwagon with the dominant power or oppose
it—or enlightened self-interest—from the hegemon’s supposed protec-
tion of shared norms, values, and interests.!> There can be little doubt
that legitimacy matters because powerful states like Russia, who have not
met their responsibilities in the eyes of other actors, are denied the stand-
ing and respect normally conferred on great power status.'4

John Ikenberry suggests that for five decades the American-led liberal,
rule-based hegemonic order “has been remarkably successful.” The US has
championed multilateralism, built global institutions, provided services
and security and open markets as “the ‘owner and operator’ of the liberal
capitalist political system.”"> Hegemony has “provided a stable foundation
for decades of Western and global growth and advancement.”'® Through
hegemony and a series of strategic partnerships, the US was able to orches-
trate a relatively benign leadership, distinct from an “imperial hegemonic
order.” It helped to foster Western prosperity, democracy elsewhere, and a
peaceful end to the Cold War. This is “a remarkable achievement.”"”

Realists and liberals share a state-centric view of the world and evaluate
states in terms of their relative power. Despite America’s enormous power,
they worry that hegemony is fast disappearing in light of America’s seem-
ing economic decline. This fear surfaced in the 1970s with the rise of
Japan and Germany. Some speculated that this shift in power might one
day lead to war with Japan!'® In the 1980s, hegemons worried about the
Soviet Union. Ignoring CIA estimates that the nuclear balance was robust,
the American right insisted—entirely without reason—that the Kremlin
had a strategic advantage and might exploit its “window of opportunity”
to launch a “bolt-from-the blue” attack on the US."

Today, the perceived threat is China, which pessimistic realists expect to
challenge the US for world leadership within a decade or two.?’ Parallel argu-
ments are made by “power transition theorists” who insist that all great wars
arise when a rising power approaches a dominant one in military or eco-
nomic power. Dominant powers go to war to preserve their position or rising
powers attack them to remake the system in their interests.”! Graham Allison
at Harvard’s Kennedy School offered a particularly crude formulation and
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historically ill-informed version of this thesis, which was rightly pilloried
almost everywhere by reviewers. It nevertheless garnered considerable public-
ity and was seemingly taken seriously by many policymakers concerned with
the rise of China.?* The fear that the US as a declining power found an official
voice in President Obama’s 2010 National Security Strategy, the Cassandra-
like warnings of right-wing voices like John Bolton, and Donald Trump’s
repeated campaign promises to increase the military budget to make American
great again.”

Realists and liberals share a common normative agenda: preservation
of American hegemony. Michael Mandelbaum, a prominent realist pub-
licist, warns of the “chaos” that would result in the absence of US hege-
mony. He worries that US decline and Chinese ascendancy would result
in a hegemonic war.* Ivo Daalder and James Lindsay, both of whom
served in Democratic administrations, lament the decline in American
leadership under Donald Trump. In a tellingly named book—7he Empty
Throne—they argue that allies have discovered that “Trump had no inter-
est in leading the free world.” America’s foes have become “more embold-
ened” and nationalist and authoritarian regimes have become more
popular. The international order is increasingly precarious because allies
doubt American commitment and resolve.*

Liberals are just as committed to preserve what they believe to be
America’s preeminent position in the world and describe the US as “excep-
tional and indispensable” to global stability.?® They disagree among them-
selves about the proper mix and relative importance of power projection,
economic dominance, institutions, and cultural influence, but still find
enough in common to collaborate on books and articles.”” In a recent
article, Brooks, Tkenberry, and Wohlforth, two liberals and a realist, assert
that American hegemonic leadership is benign because it provides political
and economic benefits for the US and its partners that outweigh its costs.
These include the “reduction of transaction costs, establishment of credi-
ble commitments, facilitation of collective action, creation of focal points
[and] monitoring.” Hegemony thus produces many public goods, notably
system stability, although the US, they concede, benefits disproportion-
ately from its preeminence.?®

Brooks, Ikenberry, and Wohlforth offer the binary choice of engagement
and disengagement and make the case for the former. By focusing on the
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extreme alternative of near-total isolation, they find it correspondingly
easier to argue for engagement in the form of hegemony, not acknowledg-
ing that it anchors the other. They offer a, parochial reading of the early
Cold War in their assertion that US hegemony was “largely an empire by
invitation.”” Elsewhere, Ikenberry proclaims that “American global author-
ity was built on a Hobbesian contract—that is, other countries, particularly
in Western Europe and later in East Asia, handed the reins of power to
Washington, just as Hobbes™ individuals in the state of nature voluntarily
construct and hand over power to the Leviathan.”*® This remarkable read-
ing of Hobbes and more recent history ignores the US occupation troops
in the defeated axis powers, the threats and coercion against communists in
France and Italy, and efforts, in Europe and elsewhere, to impose US politi-
cal and economic preferences—actions that lead critics to characterize
Americas efforts to assert authority as an “imperial project.”' In Latin
America and Asia, US efforts at hegemony were often achieved through
support of right-wing dictatorships, coups against democratically elected
governments, and outright military intervention. Brooks, Ikenberry, and
Wohlforth’s portrayal of benign American paternalism hardly tallies with
historical facts or the ways in which America is perceived abroad, even
among moderates in pro-Western countries.

Hegemony is as fiercely proclaimed and defended on the right.
Neoconservative Robert Kagan, a major proponent of the Iraq War is a case
in point. In a recent book, with a title that gives the argument away— 7he
Jungle Grows Back—he insists that postwar peace, democracy, and prosper-
ity was made possible by America’s magnanimous decision to become the
guarantor of a new world order.’” The fall of the Berlin Wall and collapse of
the Soviet Union made this order appear natural and inevitable to many
Americans. Without American leadership and intervention, when neces-
sary, “the jungle will grow back,” and it is already beginning to do so because
of the Trump administration relative isolationism and cozying up to rapa-
cious dictators. According to Kagan, Trump is not so much letting the lib-
eral world order die on the vine as he is actively trying to uproot it.

These voices insist that only American power can hold back the forces of
evil, and they take the form of rising authoritarian power, illiberal regimes,
and especially those with predatory ambitions. American leadership is
equally essentially in the economic realm. It offers a currency of last resort
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and makes cooperation possible by example, coordination, and punish-
ment of those who do not cooperate or defect. For all these reasons, thought-
ful people around the world admire America, welcome its leadership, and
lament the current administration’s failure to exercise its essential role. They
also worry about those voices who demand isolationism or deviation of any
kind from the commitments American made throughout the postwar era.

The Emperor Has No Clothes

These authors and most of the security establishment believe that hege-
mony exists and is beneficial to almost everyone. They emphasize the
abiding value of US military might in resolving security and non-security
problems alike. I not only reject both claims but argue that the US con-
stitutes as much a threat to global order and stability as it is a pillar of its
preservation.”> My jaundiced view of the US is shared by much of the
world. Even among our closest allies—Canada, Britain, France, Germany,
and Japan—public and much elite opinion considers us a threat to world
peace, and this was before Trump assumed office.** The percentage has
shot up since. Around the world, 70 percent of those surveyed by the Pew
Research Center have no confidence in Trump. In Germany, only 10
percent have confidence in Trump, in France this figure is 9 percent.
Fully 81 percent think the US does not consider the interests of countries
like France when making foreign policy decisions.”

The national security establishment is blind to these realities and hostile
to those who dare to point them out. In 2015, at the University of Cambridge,
I debated the then-head of the Council on Foreign Relations, Richard Haas.
He was close to Hilary Clinton and many expected him to be given a high
post in the new administration if she had won the election. Haas gave the
audience an intelligent Cook’s Tour of the world’s trouble spots and problems
that any new administration would confront. I suggested that he had omit-
ted one of the bigger problems that the world faced: American arrogance,
sense of entitlement, confrontational policy toward China, and itchy trigger
finger that prompted interventions like those in Afghanistan and Iraq. He
looked uncomprehendingly at me and would not respond to my argument.
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Instead he told the audience that he did not know what planet this fellow
came from. The crowd being largely English smiled politely.

My criticism of the dominant hegemonic discourse is threefold: the
claim of hegemony is empirically false, and the US has not behaved the
way a hegemon should, and others do not recognize it as a hegemon. The
regional American hegemony of the immediate postwar period eroded
quickly. It was based on the extraordinary and short-lived economic and
military power of the US in comparison to the rest of the non-communist
world. In 1944, the US GDP peaked at 35 percent of the world total, a
figure that had dropped to 25 by 1960 and 20 percent by 1980.%¢ Western
Europe and Japan not only rebuilt their economies but also regained
much of their self-confidence; both developments reduced the need and
appeal of American leadership. The Korean War stalemate in the early
1950s demonstrated the limits of this supposed hegemony, as did the
failure of intervention in Indochina in the 1960s and 1970s and the
delinking of the dollar from the gold standard in 1971. In the 1980s, the
US systematically reneged on its own liberal trading rules by introducing
a variety of tariffs and quotas instead of bearing the costs of economic
adjustments.”” More recently, imperial overstretch was evident in the
interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq. In each instance, America’s capac-
ity was found wanting and its strategic objectives were frustrated. The
supposed “unipolar moment” of US power in the early 1990s was accom-
panied by an unprecedented number of intra-state wars, with the US
unable to impose solutions consistent with hegemony.*®

The US fared no better when it intervened through third parties, as it
is currently doing in Yemen. Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates,
and other Arab states, with US support, have been fighting since March
2015 against the impoverished Houthi rebels. They have been typecast as
Iran’s cat’s-paw. Only a highly publicized, completely over-the-top slaugh-
ter recently forced the Pentagon to finally do a little mild finger wagging.
On 7 August 2018, an airstrike hit a school bus with a laser-guided bomb
made by Lockheed Martin killing 51 people, 40 of them schoolchildren.
Conservative estimates by the United Nations and other organizations
are that 6475 civilians have been killed and another 10,000 wounded
since 2015. US weapons have been used to strike farms, homes, market-
places, hospitals, schools, and mosques, as well as ancient historic sites in
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the capital of Sana’a. Saudi Arabia and its allies have imposed a blockade,
which has led to a famine and cholera outbreak. President Trump stepped
up American support for those fighting the Houthis and the Pentagon is
now supplying them with additional weapons, including cluster bombs—
banned by 120 countries in a 2008 treaty opposed by Washington. The
US air force is refueling bombers in midair that are dropping these and
other weapons.”” In November 2018, the Trump administration stalled a
United Nations resolution calling for a ceasefire and the resumption of
humanitarian deliveries in Yemen after a lobbying campaign by Saudi
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates.”” The US role in Yemen is not so
different from that of Russia in Syria—that has so shocked and horrified
the world.*!

Hegemony rests on legitimacy as well as power, and here too, the US
position has seriously eroded. Public opinion in Europe was extremely
sympathetic to the US after 9/11, but reversed itself after the invasions of
Afghanistan and Iraq and came to regard it as a greater threat to world
peace than North Korea.? In Britain, those with favorable opinions of
the US dropped from 83 percent in 2000 to 56 percent in 2006. In other
countries, the US suffered an even steeper decline.*’ This evaluation had
not changed much by 2007, when an opinion poll carried out for the
BBC World Service in 27 countries found that 51 percent of respondents
regarded the US negatively—a figure surpassed only by their negative
evaluations of Iran and Israel, 54 and 56 percent respectively. By com-
parison, North Korea was regarded negatively by only 48 percent of
respondents. Since the onset of the Iraq War, the US has undergone a
shift in its profile from a status quo to a revisionist power.

While the election of Barrack Obama had a positive effect on these rat-
ings, the US still trailed other advanced industrial states in popularity.
Among Western countries, no country generated as many zegative responses
as the US (34 percent) in terms of global influence.”” The “Obama bump
did not last long, global opinion about his policies declining significantly
by the spring of 2012.”% With the Trump administration, these ratings
plummeted further. In October 2018, 70 percent of public opinion among
America’s closest allies had a negative view of the president and 50 percent
had a negative view of the US.”” The American media and academic litera-
ture either ignores or minimizes the significance of these events or seeks to
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explain them away as somehow aberrant to a general trend that has alleg-
edly sustained American power and its acceptance by others.

The US has abused its military and economic power. It has intervened
around the world, often to help overthrow popular regimes or keep
unpopular leaders in powers. Examples of the former include CIA-
sponsored or supported coups in Iran in 1953, Guatemala in 1954, Chile
in 1973, and, of the latter, support for right-wing dictatorships in South
Vietnam, Central America, Greece. Military interventions in Cuba,
Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Iraq all ended in disaster.

By the 1980s, the limits of US hegemony were just as evident in terms
of the global economy when it systematically reneged on its own liberal
trading rules, introducing a variety of tariffs and quotas against new
cheaper Asian and Latin American producers, rather than bearing the
costs of adjustment. Until the 1960s, when the dollar was the world’s
undisputed reserve currency, the US current account balance ran at zero
or a small surplus. That position dramatically eroded in the 1980s, and
the US current account deficit peaked at 6 percent in 2006, just before
the financial crisis.*® These imbalances were in part the result of deliberate
American efforts to foster greater financial integration among advanced
industrial economies in the 1980s. They were subsequently associated
with efforts to integrate emerging markets, including China.

All of this took place at a time when there was a consistent decline in
net US public and private savings.* The American public was no longer
prudent. Successive administrations abandoned fiscal discipline in favor
of consumption and defense expenditures. American policies accordingly
had the effect of making the US government and consumers increasingly
reliant on foreign capital to finance their expenditures. Runaway expen-
diture by Americans and their government, reflected in low personal sav-
ings rates coupled with increased government deficits, became important
causes of global imbalances.*

The growth in American personal debt has been unmistakable. It
reached a low of —0.5 percent in 2005, a negative rate not seen since the
Great Depression.’! As savings plummeted, debt increased. By 2005 total
US household debt, including mortgage loans and consumer debt, stood
at $11.4 willion.>® This growth in personal debt finds a parallel in
the US federal budget deficit. By 2018, these figures had ballooned to
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$15.6 trillion. Including intragovernmental holdings of $5.7 trillion,
they make a total “National Debt” of $21.4 wrillion. Debt held by the
public was approximately 77 percent of the GDP in 2017, making the
US the 43rd highest of 207 countries. The Congressional Budget Office
forecast in April 2018 that the ratio will rise to nearly 100 percent by
2028, perhaps higher if current policies are extended beyond their sched-
uled expiration date.”

Figures for the US trade deficit, a third indicator, are just as illuminat-
ing. According to the US Census Bureau, the US has run a trade deficit
in goods and services every year since 1969, with the exception of 1973
and 1975. Comparable to the budget deficit, these figures have worsened
over time and have grown since the turn of the century, peaking in 2006
on the eve of the financial crisis. The growing trade imbalance has been
exacerbated by US policy and a lack of regulatory mechanisms. Significant
tax cuts introduced by the Bush administration, liberal policies designed
to attract foreign funds, unregulated credit markets (that then made per-
sonal credit easier to obtain and led to a housing bubble) combined with
low savings rates with dramatic effects. In several decades the US has
gone from being the bulwark of the international economy to the princi-
pal source of its instability.

Liberals and realists contend that hegemony is legitimate in the eyes of
other important actors who welcome American leadership and enforce-
ment as beneficial to global stability and their national interests. The only
foreign support for these claims comes from conservative politicians and
authoritarian leaders, the latter for the most part direct beneficiaries of
US military and economic backing. There has been a noticeable decline
in pleas for US leadership since the end of the Cold War, and as previ-
ously noted, a corresponding increase in opposition to US military and
economic initiatives. Since the Iraq War, the US has undergone a shift in
its profile from a status quo to a revisionist power. Germany, Canada, and
Japan now top the list of respected countries, followed by France, Britain,
China, and India. Even pariah countries such as North Korea score better
than the US on some surveys. More recent surveys reflect a sustained
theme: the US is rarely perceived as acting in the interests of the interna-
tional community, and that whatever legitimacy its leadership once had
has significantly eroded.*
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American policymakers are invested in hegemony because their poli-
cies remain largely state-centered and predicated on US leadership. Of
equal importance, hegemony provides a justification for extraordinary
defense spending. For most members of the American foreign policy
elite, alternatives to US global leadership are, if not unthinkable, extremely
distasteful. For the general public, fed on a steady diet of American excep-
tionalism and superiority, they are unacceptable. Almost every major
policy speech on foreign policy invokes the superiority of American val-
ues, its messianic role in the world, and how responsible leaders every-
where welcome it.”> The only alternative to leading, the American people
are told, is following, and that is unpalatable. So US foreign policy
remains focused on retaining something that no longer exists and is not
welcomed by our closest allies.

Power Versus Influence

American “hegemony” eroded during the postwar decades as other
nations regained their economic strength and political stability. Of equal
importance, the postwar world witnessed movements and develop-
ments over which the US could exert little to no control, such as Third
World nationalism, decolonization, and the rise of China. Efforts by
Washington to maintain a puppet regime in South Vietnam and futile
efforts to block Beijing from taking China’s seat in the UN Security
Council darkened America’s image and publicized its impotence. The
decline of the dollar did not help either. Yet American foreign policy still
embraces hegemony and has not effectively adjusted to the long-since
different reality. The glaring discrepancy between America’s self-image
and goals and others’ perception of them, may explain one of the prin-
cipal anomalies of contemporary international relations that I alluded to
in the introduction: the extraordinary military and economic power of
the US and its increasing inability to get other states to do what it wants.
Examples of this phenomenon abound. In Iraq, the Bush administration
claimed to have created “a coalition of the willing,” but in practice the
intervention was opposed by some of America’s closest allies and the sup-
port of lesser states had to be purchased. In trade the US sought a critical
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G-20 consensus on how to manage the 2008 Great Recession only to be
rebuffed by Asians and Europeans alike.

To quote Alice, our story becomes “curiouser and curiouser.” Although
American hegemony has not existed for some time, prominent commen-
tators and scholars paradoxically worry that it is about to disappear. In
the aftermath of the Cold War, Charles Krauthammer famously pro-
claimed that the long-awaited “unipolar moment” had arrived and that
American hegemony was secure for decades. Optimistic realists in the
government, Congress, and the academy contend that America can
finesse China’s rise and remain dominant.’® Pessimists worry about the
challenge from a rising China. Some believe, as noted, that a power tran-
sition of this kind will almost certainly lead to war. Liberals share these
fears, but their greatest concern, pace realists, is that a global system with-
out a hegemon would become unstable and more war prone.”

Realists and liberals frame hegemony as a question of power. Realists
in particular assume that material capabilities constitute power and that
power confers influence. These categories are related but in more indirect
and problematic ways. Material capabilities are only one component of
power. Power also depends on the nature of a state’s capabilities, how they
are developed, and how they are used. Perhaps the most graphic illustra-
tion of this political truth is offered by the US and Soviet (now Russian)
nuclear arsenals. These weapons and their delivery systems were expen-
sive and all but unusable in any scenario other than retaliation to an
attack by the other—something neither side ever wanted to do. Attack
and counterattack would have constituted mutual, if not global, suicide.
Intended to deter the other superpower, nuclear weapons increasingly
became a cause of their conflict, and perhaps the principal one in the
1980s.%8 For the Soviet Union, its nuclear arsenal and conventional forces
became its principal claim to superpower status. Extravagant expenditure
on the military, despite a stagnating economy, is generally understood to
have been a contributing cause of the Soviet collapse.*

The utility of conventional forces also became increasingly restricted. In
an era of nationalism people are less willing to be coerced by foreign pow-
ers. Vietnam and Afghanistan became competitions in suffering, which
foreign powers were bound to lose. The ability to inflict pain—the mecha-
nism on which military power depends—can be offset by the ability of the
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militarily weaker side to absorb it. Disenchantment with the war in
Vietnam on the home front convinced Lyndon Johnson not to seek reelec-
tion and Richard Nixon to withdraw American troops. The same phe-
nomenon occurred in the Soviet Union and prompted Gorbachev’s
withdrawal from Afghanistan. The US-Mexican relationship offers another
example. Repeated efforts by successive American administrations to vio-
late its agreements with Mexico led to Mexican resistance and new agree-
ments that Washington had to make more concessions to obtain.®

Attempts to translate power directly into influence rest on carrots and
sticks. Such exercises, even when successful, consume resources and work
only so long as the requisite bribes and threats are available and effective.
More often than not they fail. Intervention in Vietnam and Iraq offer
only the most dramatic examples. Raw power was ineffective when
applied in a politically unsophisticated way and at odds with prevailing
norms and practices. It eroded, not enhanced, American influence,
involved the country in 15 years (and counting) of costly occupation of
Afghanistan and Iraq, and enabled the rise of ISIS. Failures in Iraq and
Afghanistan are anomalies for most realist and liberal understandings of
power but not for an approach that disaggregates influence from power
and directs our attention to its social as well as material basis. Such a shift
grounds the study of influence in the shared discourses that make it pos-
sible. It builds on Hobbes’ understanding that “the power of the mighty
hath no foundation but in the opinion and belief of the people.”®!

The Vietnam case is worth some elaboration because it set a pattern from
which American policymakers have not learned or deviated. I do this in the
next chapter. Here let me just note that it offers a powerful illustration of
the difficulties of equating material capabilities with power and power with
influence. It further demonstrates an unfortunate and counterproductive
disregard for ethics. Intervention and bombing on a large scale and the use
of chemicals like Agent Orange to destroy crops were for American policy-
makers and generals just another instrument of war. Hans Morgenthau, a
prominent international relations theorist and early opponent of interven-
tion, insisted that both the ends and the means of foreign policy had to be
consistent with the prevailing moral code—for ethical and practical rea-
sons. America’s brand of realism dispenses with all morality on the grounds
that it had no place in a dangerous world populated by cutthroat adversaries
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and frightened allies. In making this move, American policymakers have
lost sight of the limitations of power and the ways in which its exercise
when at odds with conventional understandings of ethics can diminish a
country’s standing and influence.

The conceptual confusion of realism stems from its tendency to con-
flate power and influence, and to reduce both to material capabilities.
This cramped and faulty understanding of power is not accidental. It
reflects and panders to a particular American approach to the world that
emphasizes power over persuasion and the material attributes of power
over moral and psychological ones. This orientation attempts to reduce
politics to a technical problem, in keeping with a longstanding American
tradition.

For these reasons many liberals emphasize institutional arrangements
and what Joseph Nye called “soft power.” Soft power supposedly derives
from the worldwide appeal of American culture and its way of life.*
Consumption of Coca Cola, wearing of blue jeans, and interest in
American TV and movies are expected—in unspecified ways—to make
foreign publics more receptive and supportive of US foreign policy.®> Nye
is quick to concede that soft power, like material power, is diffuse, reliant
on both local interpreters and a willing audience. Governments accord-
ingly find it difficult to exploit soft power or anticipate its outcomes.
Senior American policymakers nevertheless routinely invoke soft power
as another mechanism for enhancing US influence.*

The concept of soft power is soft in conceptualization and weak in
empirics. What is the leap of logic that leads from attraction to American
culture or its material products to support for American foreign policy?
The appeal of Japanese electronics, Chinese-made clothes, and Cuban
cigars has not made Americans any more pro-Japanese, Chinese, or
Cuban. Quite the reverse may be the case in response to the “invasion” of
Chinese products in European and American markets.® There has been
an equally negative reaction to some American exports, like McDonald’s
and fast food chains more generally. They have aroused anti-American
feeling in Europe and have become the target of attacks and demonstra-
tions. Most consumers seem capable of distinguishing between a coun-
try’s products and its policies. Every anti-American demonstration in
Europe and Asia features protesters clad in jeans. Many other popular
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American exports—Apple products, for example—neither support nor
oppose American foreign policy nor are seen as symbolic in this sense by
those who purchase them. Those few American goods that are distinctly
opposed to the American imperial project, like the widely acclaimed
South Park and The Daily Show, are extremely popular abroad. They may
build respect for American democracy and toleration of dissent, but cer-
tainly not for the country’s foreign policies.

In practice, material capabilities and power are related in indirect,
complex, and often problematic ways. Material capabilities are a princi-
pal source of power, but critical choices must be made about which capa-
bilities to develop and how to use them.® During World War II, military
power was the most important kind of power, and the US and USSR
wisely invested in it. In the postwar period, its utility declined and its use
undermined, rather than enhanced, the power of the two so-called super-
powers. The overreliance of the USSR on its military power made it inca-
pable of effectively building legitimacy for the communist regimes it
imposed in Eastern Europe. We should note that the term bipolarity was
developed and deployed in the US in the early 1950s and was part and
parcel of the effort to justify the continuing expenditure on the military
instrument. In today’s world, military power is only maintained at the
cost of other forms of power that are arguably at least as important.

Attempts to translate power directly into influence, even when success-
ful, consume resources, and often at a prodigious rate. They succeed only
so long as threats are available and effective. The same is true of bribes.
Every year the US provides more than $1.5 billion of military aid to
Egypt and $3 billion to Israel. It is not at all evident what, if anything, it
gets in return. The Mubarak regime, the recipient of this aid until 2012,
channeled much of it into the pockets of family members and regime
supporters and spent the rest on a largely useless military. The same is true
of aid to the current military junta.”” Israel continually flouts administra-
tion wishes, most consistently on the question of settlements on the West
Bank. In 2012, its leaders threatened to attack Iran’s nuclear facilities in
the face of US opposition.®® Here too, bribery did not bring compliance.

The most effective form of influence is persuasion. It consists of efforts
to convince others that it is their interest to do what you want. When
successful, other actors are often willing to contribute resources of their
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own toward a common goal. American efforts to rebuild allied industrial
economies after 1945, to encourage development and stabilize the world
economy through the World Bank and International Monetary Fund,
and strengthen European security by means of the North Adantic Treaty
Organization were successful institutional arrangements brought about
largely by persuasion. More recent examples include the nuclear agree-
ment with Tehran and the Paris environmental accords, both of which
Trump has done his best to undermine.

Persuasion must build on shared values and advocate policies that
involve accepted practices. If a state is asking other political units to
acquiesce in its leadership it must make a serious effort to convince their
leaders—and in some circumstances, their publics—that they will have
meaningful input in formulating and implementing policies and that ini-
tiatives will not go beyond commonly agreed upon goals. Material capa-
bilities can be critical, but so are the choice of goals others can support
and the political skill necessary to build and maintain coalitions.
Persuasion is greatly facilitated by prior instances of cooperation and
leadership because they create a degree of trust and propensity to cooper-
ate again. Of equal importance, cooperation helps to build shared, if not
common, identities that make cooperation and persuasion more likely in
the future. Coalition building and common implementation of foreign
policy initiatives require what is best described as political and moral
power, not only material capabilities. Depending on the nature of the
initiative, it also benefits from institutional and technical expertise.

Persuasion ultimately rests on legitimacy. Legitimacy “refers to the nor-
mative belief by an actor that a rule or institution ought to be obeyed. It is
a subjective quality, relational between actor and institution, and defined
by the actor’s perception of the institution. The actor’s perception may
come from the substance of the rule or from the procedure or source by
which it was constituted.”® Legitimacy facilitates authority. When other
leaders or peoples believe that a rule is legitimate, their compliance is moti-
vated by a sense of moral obligation at least as much as it is by calculations
of self-interest or fear of retribution.” Legitimacy should be considered a
long-run, low-cost, means of social control as compliance becomes habit-
ual when values are internalized. Where states, leaders, and peoples accept
a rule because it is perceived as legitimate, that rule assumes an authorita-
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tive quality. It then helps to shape behavior. Over time it contributes to the
definition of national interests, even the identity, by those who obey.

Persuasion is far more effective than coercion, but it requires self-
restraint and intelligent diplomacy. Both constitute a serious challenge
for a country that has been notoriously lacking in the former and fre-
quently unwilling to make the kinds of compromises around which con-
sensus and common policies can be formed.
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In the post-Cold War era, the US continues to devote a disproportionate
percentage of its wealth to developing and maintaining extraordinary
military capabilities. Most countries cut back on their armed forces in the
aftermath of the Cold War, but US spending went up. Between 2001 and
2010 the US defense budget increased by 128 percent.! In 2003, the US
spent $417 billion on defense, 47 percent of the world total.? In 2008, it
spent 41 percent of its national budget on the military and its two ongo-
ing wars.” In absolute terms this was zwice the total of Japan, Russia, the
UK, Germany, and China combined. On 16 March 2017, President
Trump submitted his request to Congress for $639 billion in military
spending, which represented a 10 percent increase over Fiscal Year (FY)
2017. With a total federal budget of $3.9 trillion for FY2018, the increase
in military spending is predicated on deep cuts to many other federal
agencies and domestic programs, as well as the State Department.* For
FY2019 Trump’s would boost military spending by $94 billion.

The Pentagon has used its funding to establish a global military reach;
it is the only state with this capability.” In 2018 the US military had troops
stationed in 177 countries, deployed 140,000 soldiers in Afghanistan, and
dropped over 20,000 pounds of ordnance.® Democratic and Republican
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administrations alike argue that off-scale levels of military expenditure will
sustain, if not increase, the standing and influence that traditionally comes
with military dominance. Is there any truth to this claim? In the previous
chapter I argued there is not. Military dominance encourages interven-
tions and all the major ones have ended in disaster. They have eroded
rather than enhanced American influence. This is true of Vietnam,
Cambodia, Afghanistan, Iraq, and the current proxy war in Yemen.

These wars have been fought without authorization from appropriate
regional or international organizations, most resulted in large numbers of
civilian dead—*“collateral damage” in the obfuscating jargon of the
American military—and most became increasingly unpopular at home.
In all these interventions American presidents and their advisors exagger-
ated—or invented—threats to mobilize public and congressional support
at the outset. O, as in the case of Yemen, waged war furtively and out of
the public eye as far as they could. They won military victories in Vietnam,
Afghanistan, and Iraq but could not translate them into political suc-
cesses on the ground because they intervened in support of unpopular
regimes or sought to install puppets with little in the way of local support.

Carl von Clausewitz, the famous Prussian theorist of war, rightly
observed that war is an extension of politics by other means. States use
military force to bend or break the will of adversaries to gain from them
what they cannot achieve by diplomacy. Military might permit America
to defeat the armed forces of their adversaries, but this is not victory in
the Clausewitzian sense. Victory can only be claimed when the state
going to war can translate success on the ground—or in the air or on the
seas—into political success; that is, use force to achieve the goals for
which it went to war. American political leaders and generals seem never
to have learned this most fundamental lesson. Military might encourage
false confidence and start wars they cannot win—even if they win every
battle, as they did in Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan.

President George Bush famously proclaimed victory on the deck of an
aircraft carrier not long after US forces had “liberated” Baghdad.” Fifteen
years later American soldiers continue to die in that country, the insur-
gency remains very much alive, and Islamic fundamentalists and Iran
have become more powerful. America is also increasingly hated. In 2013,
the Watson Center at Brown University estimated that the war had killed
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at least 134,000 Iraqi civilians and may have contributed to the deaths of
as many as four times that number.® In Afghanistan, a UN report said
that 3804 civilians were killed in 2017 and another 7189 wounded: the
highest toll since they began compiling statistics in 2009. The deaths are
attributable to suicide bombings and US airstrikes.” Up to 2013, three
successive administrations had spent a conservative total of $2 trillion in
Iraq alone.' By 2016, the estimated cost had risen to $5 trillion and there
is no end in sight. Critics have pointed to extraordinary waste in this
expenditure, with money, goods, and weapons being siphoned off by
crooked contractors or simply stolen or discarded."" The bigger picture
suggests that the entire enterprise has been a waste because it serves no
useful end—quite the reverse.

Our analysis is not complete without considering the opportunity
costs. What if the US had not intervened in Indochina, Afghanistan, and
Iraq? How else might this vast sum of money have been spent? How
might it have benefitted the economy in a productive way and perhaps
have improved internal security by encouraging employment and reduc-
ing drug dependency, crime, and other social problems? Consider the
grander counterfactual that throughout the post-Cold War era the US
had followed its European allies in cutting back on military spending
rather than increasing it? Suppose it had used this money to fund educa-
tion, scientific research, the creation and maintenance of infrastructure,
and the beefing up and enforcement of rules governing banking, invest-
ment, and income tax? This kind of outlay would almost certainly have
promoted a more robust and innovative economy, avoided the banking
crisis, and with it the most recent recession. It would also reduce the fed-
eral deficit and avoided costly loans from China. A stronger and more
independent American economy would have made the US a more pow-
erful arbiter of international economic issues and made others more will-
ing to accept its leadership. So too would have restraint in dealing with
Afghanistan and Iraq.

Military expenditure is also wasteful. We have all read stories of $900
toilet seats and other inexplicable costs run up by the Pentagon for all
kinds of goods and services. For decades, Department of Defense (DoD)
leaders and accountants have been perpetrating a gigantic and illegal
accounting fraud. They have cooked their books to mislead the Congress
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and drive their budgets ever higher, regardless of military necessity. The
DoD has literally been making up numbers in its annual financial reports
to Congress—representing trillions of dollars’ worth of seemingly non-
existent transactions—knowing that Congress would rely on those mis-
leading reports when deciding how much money to give the DoD the
following year.'” Congress ordered an independent audit of the DoD,
and in November 2018 Ernst & Young and other firms announced that
they could not complete the job because the financial records were rid-
dled with so many bookkeeping deficiencies, irregularities, and errors
that a reliable audit was simply impossible."

A Longer View

America has fought five wars since 1945: in Korea, Indochina, the Persian
Gulf, Afghanistan, and Iraq. The Persian Gulf War was successful, Korea
was a stalemate, and Indochina, Afghanistan, and Iraq were unmitigated
failures. This is not a very good record. Moreover, all these wars were
expensive, and with the exception of the least expensive and most suc-
cessful, the Persian Gulf War, resulted in loss of influence for the US.
Korea: The Korean intervention was a response to the invasion of South
Korea by North Korea in June 1950. President Truman and his advisors
put little value in South Korea but believed they had to make a stand
against communism lest the Soviet Union become more aggressive in
Europe. American forces were rushed across the Strait from Japan and
held a narrow perimeter at the bottom of the Korean Peninsula. In
September, General MacArthur landed troops at Inchon, not far from
South Korea’s capital of Seoul and the border with North Korea. They
almost trapped the North Korean army further south and left the North
all but defenseless. Political pressure grew on the president to invade the
North even though his UN mandate and the initial US war aim was the
liberation of the South. Truman reluctantly agreed to cross the 38th
Parallel and pursue the retreating North Korean army. MacArthur delib-
erately misled the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the president about the dispo-
sition of his forces and military intelligence indicating large-scale Chinese
troop movements into North Korea. In October, the Chinese army
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attacked and severely defeated MacArthur’s poorly positioned and largely
isolated army and marine units. The Americans retreated and ultimately
reestablished a front in South Korea. Two years of costly positional war-
fare followed until China and the US agreed to an armistice in July
of 1953.1

The Korean War preserved South Korean independence and would
have done so without the ill-fated attempt to liberate North Korea. An
American presence along the Yalu River, the border with Manchuria,
China’s principal industrial zone, was unacceptable to Beijing. Ironically,
the striking American success at Inchon created a power vacuum in the
North that generated the pressures on Truman to invade the North. Even
then, an invasion that overran the North Korean capital and stopped at the
narrow neck of the peninsula might have succeeded. The US pursued
instead a strategy that made both intervention seem necessary to Beijing
and its forces vulnerable to attack. MacArthur’s arrogance and ego, and
military planning unconnected to—and really at odds with—political
goals turned a stunning success into a catastrophe from which routed
American forces had to claw their way back at great cost to the 38th
Parallel. Not surprisingly, public euphoria with MacArthur’s success at
Inchon gave way to deep pessimism following Chinese intervention. Korea
was an extremely unpopular war, resulting in a sharp drop in President
Truman’s public support and a Republican presidential victory in 1952.1

The Korean experience did not deter Lyndon Johnson from interven-
ing in Vietnam, or the Nixon administration from expanding that war
into Cambodia despite mounting opposition to the war at home.'
Security was once again the motive, but security even more poorly con-
ceived than in Korea. On both occasions American leaders were prisoners
of erroneous lessons they had learned from World War II. They were con-
vinced that if the democracies had stood firm, Hitler would have backed
down and World War II could have been prevented. There was no evi-
dence for this belief at the time or since; the best historical evidence indi-
cated that Hitler wanted war and was furious at France and Britain for
backing down at Munich.'” Faith in the efficacy of deterrence neverthe-
less becomes something of an American mantra and makes deterrence—
the subject of the next chapter—the foundation of postwar national
security policy. Deterrence focused attention on credibility: the need to
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make adversaries believe that America would defend its territorial and
other commitments even if it meant war. American leaders from Truman
on worried about American credibility and believed, again without evi-
dence, that the Soviets doubted it. Evidence that became available from
Soviet archives after the Cold War indicated just how misplaced this
American fear was. Soviet leaders from Khrushchev on never doubted US
resolve but rather worried that their American counterparts—especially
Kennedy, Nixon, and Reagan—were aggressive, trigger happy, and difh-
cult to deter.'®

Vietnam: President Johnson and his advisors inherited the Vietnam
problem from their predecessors. At the end of World War II, the Truman
administration, convinced that communism needed to be opposed every-
where, provided the airlift, and later, many of the weapons, for French
forces to reimpose colonial rule in Indochina. They were resisted by local
communist-nationalists who initially bore no ill-will toward the US. Ho
Chi Minbh, political leader of the Vietnamese forces opposing the French,
had hoped for US support, which he sought as a means of offsetting
Chinese power and preventing encroachments against his country from
the North. Washington was blind to this dynamic because it erroneously
conceived of communism as monolithic with its headquarters in Moscow
and branch offices in Beijing and Hanoi. The Eisenhower administration
accordingly supported the French, and when they were defeated used its
political clout at the 1954 Geneva Conference to have Vietnam tempo-
rarily divided into two parts. The communist Vietminh would control
the North, and France’s former puppet, the Emperor Bao Dai, would rule
in the south.”

Free elections were to be held and Vietnam reunified. Eisenhower and
his Secretary of State John Foster Dulles refused to honor this part of the
agreement because they recognized that Ho Chi Minh and the commu-
nists would win any fair election. Their push for permanent independence
for the south triggered a civil war that pitted the North Vietnamese-backed
southern-based Viet Cong against the increasingly unpopular regime of
Catholic landlords that Washington supported in Saigon led by Ngo Dinh
Diem. The Kennedy administration backed a military coup against Diem
but the military junta that came to power grew shakier and the Viet Cong
grew stronger. Lyndon Johnson’s civilian and military advisors pushed him
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into intervention on the grounds that it was necessary to demonstrate
American resolve and prevent falling dominos. If the US “lost” South
Vietnam, the argument went that the rest of Southeast Asia might also fall
to the communists. President Johnson had a bad feeling about interven-
tion but did not have the self-confidence when it came to foreign policy to
oppose the nearly unanimous push for intervention from his civilian and
military advisors. As MacArthur misled Truman, so too did Defense
Secretary Robert McNamara and National Security Advisor McGeorge
Bundy mislead the president about the extent of local support for the
South Vietnamese government.*’

American intervention was gradual. It began with military training mis-
sions, advisors who went into combat, naval and air support, escalated to
insertion of “light” marine, and then “heavy” army divisions, and bomb-
ing initially intended as a signal of resolve to all-out efforts to punish
North Vietnam, interfere with its supply lines to the south in Vietnam and
then Cambodia, destruction of suspected Viet Cong strongholds in the
South by B-52 “carpet bombing,” and the defoliation of vast swatches of
territory with “Agent Orange” to deprive the Viet Cong of food and
cover.”! By April 1968, there were 543,482 US military personnel in
Vietnam, but the insurgency did not weaken. In the end the US was forced
to withdraw its forces when American public opinion went against the war.

There were two reasons for this outcome. Vietnam was a political
struggle as much as it was a military one, and US support for a repressive,
unpopular regime and its replacement by puppet rulers from the military
did nothing to win the hearts and minds of the Vietnamese people.
Neither did military escalation and indiscriminate bombing with its
growing civilian casualties. According to North Vietnamese strategic ana-
lyst Colonel Quach Hai Luong: “The more you bombed, the more the
people wanted to fight you.”?? Department of Defense studies confirmed
that bombing “strengthened, rather than weakened, the will of the Hanoi
government and its people.”” The Viet Cong and its North Vietnamese
backers, by contrast, were indigenous forces, represented nationalism,
introduced land reform, and successfully presented themselves a mass,
popular, and even Democratic movement.

The second reason is really an extension of the first. Clausewitz astutely
observed that war is a competition in sacrifice. What counts is not only
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the ability to deliver pain but the willingness to absorb it. The US with its
modern arsenal possessed the ability to inflict more pain on the Viet
Cong and North Vietnamese than they could on the US, but the reverse
was true when it came to absorbing it. The ability to accept punishment
and persevere derives even less from material capabilities and may even be
inversely related to them. Vietnam was less vulnerable to bombing than
Pentagon planners supposed because its economy was underdeveloped.
There were fewer high-value targets to destroy or hold hostage. With lictle
in the way of factories, highways, and railroads, the economy was more
difficult to disrupt, and the population was less dependent on existing
distribution networks for its sustenance and material support. It is appar-
ent in retrospect that the gap between the protagonists in material and
military capabilities counted for less than their differential ability to
absorb punishment, and that in turn was a function of the North
Vietnamese and Viet Cong to convince ordinary people that their victory
mattered and was worth fighting for. The US won every battle but lost
the war because its citizens would not pay the moral, economic, and
human cost of victory. Washington withdrew from Indochina after losing
58,000 American lives, a fraction of Viet Cong and North Vietnamese
deaths even at conservative estimates.

The war became increasingly unpopular because many Americans
could see no point to it. This was especially true of the many young men
who could be called up for military service, sent to Vietnam, and possibly
die there. The anti-war movement grew in strength the more bogged
down American forces became. President Nixon, who followed Johnson
in office, sought to end the war through negotiations and stepped-up
bombing toward this end. Nixon and Kissinger negotiated an agreement
with the North Vietnamese behind the back of South Vietnam and its
leader. It enabled the withdrawal of American ground forces, placating
domestic opinion in part, but the war continued as did American bomb-
ing. At a propitious moment, North Vietnam invaded the south, took
over the country, and the world was treated to film of the humiliating
spectacle of the remaining American diplomats and officers being evacu-
ated by helicopter from the roof of the American embassy.

Once again arrogance was the root cause of failure. Americans learned

nothing from France’s defeat at the hands of the Viet Minh; they blamed
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it on French incompetence and political weakness. Washington framed
the Vietnam problem in narrow military terms, not recognizing that any
number of military successes might not solve the political problem but
make it worse. In the absence of a regime with legitimacy and popular
support, no amount of bombing and search-and-destroy missions could
stabilize the country. Escalation of all kinds only alienated the Vietnamese
population and public opinion at home. Nixon’s “Vietnamization” of the
war eased the domestic pressure on him, but he was regarded as a sell-out
by his remaining supporters in the South, thereby creating the conditions
for a North Vietnamese takeover. Efforts to demonstrate American resolve
came close to undermining it. The war prompted legislation limiting the
president’s ability to send armed forces into action without prior congres-
sional support.?

Gulf War: Less than a generation later, President George H. W. Bush
put together an international coalition to expel Iraqi forces from Kuwait
after they invaded and overran the oil rich country in August 1990. Bush
and his advisors sought and gained international support for a limited,
Korea-like mandate for the liberation of Kuwait. Support from the public
and Congress was forthcoming in light of the obvious nature of Iraq’s
aggression, the United Nations’ authorization of a war of liberation, and
the formation of an international coalition that received financial support
from countries that did not participate in the fighting. The Persian Gulf
War of 1990-91 was welcomed by a large segment of the American peo-
ple as a vehicle for overcoming the trauma associated with the American
defeat in Indochina. It provoked a display of yellow ribbons on cars,
houses, and trees, many of them with a “Support Our Troops” logo.
Following the earlier lead of Ronald Reagan, right-wing revisionists
encouraged the myth that America would have won in Vietnam if public
opinion had only supported their forces overseas.”

The Gulf War produced a military victory and a qualified political suc-
cess. The Iraqi army was decisively defeated and expelled from Kuwait.
However, Republican Guard, the main tank army, was allowed to retreat
and Saddam Hussein, Iraq’s ruler, used them to carry out punitive wars
against separatist groups in the North and South of Iraq. President Bush
decided for strategic and domestic political reasons not to invade Iraq
and remove Saddam from power. He exercised the restraint that President
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Truman did not because he feared that an invasion would encourage cen-
trifugal ethnic and religious forces, break up Iraq, and strengthen the
power of Iran in the region.?

Iraq: The Anglo-American invasion of Iraq was arguably the dominant
military event of the first decade of the twenty-first century. Intended as
a lightning strike to remove Saddam Hussein from power and to “shock
and awe” friend and foe alike, it turned into an open-ended, increasingly
costly, and unsuccessful occupation whose consequences for the Middle
East will be felt for years to come. It transformed the US from a country
for which there was enormous sympathy in the aftermath of the terrorist
attack of 9/11 into an overextended, intensely disliked, quasi-pariah,
whose military power was still enormous but unusable for anything but
the most obvious defensive missions.”

When George Walker Bush assumed office in January 2000, Secretary
of State Colin Powell cheerfully admitted to reporters that his predeces-
sor’s Iraq policy was successful: “We have kept Saddam contained, kept
him in a box.”*® The president and his closest advisors were not satisfied
with mere containment or with the international constraints under which
they operated. Vice President Cheney, Secretary of Defense Donald
Rumsfeld, Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz, and
Undersecretary of Defense Douglas Feith wanted to remove Saddam
from power. Their neoconservative allies in the media and think tanks
had long been pushing for war against Iraq, and stepped up their cam-
paign after the terrorist attacks on 11 September.?’

The events of 11 September provided the much-desired pretext for the
American invasion, first of Afghanistan and then of Iraq. In the week fol-
lowing the attacks, Rumsfeld, CIA Director George Tenet, and Vice
President Cheney’s chief of staff Scooter Libby made the case for the inva-
sion of Afghanistan and Iraq.*® George Bush would ultimately be per-
suaded by their appeals, and not by the advice to proceed cautiously as
proffered by Secretary of State Colin Powell, James Baker, and Lawrence
Eagleburger—his father’s two secretaries of state—Republican Majority
Leader Dick Armey, former National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft
and retired Marine Corps General Anthony Zinni.' “Fuck Saddam,”
Bush told National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice, “We're taking

him out.”??
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The administration began a media blitz with the goal of connecting
Saddam to Al-Qaeda, the group responsible for the attacks on 9/11.%° In
his State of the Union Address on 28 January 2003, he described the
kinds of WMDs Saddam possessed, spoke of his efforts to buy uranium
in Africa, and accused him of harboring of Al-Qaeda terrorists.>* All of
these claims would later be discredited.?® Secretary of State Powell tried
unsuccessfully to win UN support for military action against Saddam.
On 20 March 2003, Anglo-American forces opened their campaign
against Iraq with massive air strikes directed against military and political
targets throughout the country. The following day, ground forces went
on the offensive, and three weeks later US forces entered Baghdad. On
1 May, aboard the aircraft carrier Abraham Lincoln, President Bush proudly
proclaimed victory.*® Little did he suspect that the real war was about to
begin. It is hardly surprising that Bush was blindsided this way. One of
the most striking aspects of the run-up to war in Iraq was the extraordi-
nary willingness of the Bush administration to embrace risk. Critiques of
the administration’s Iraq policy universally emphasize its failure to gather
and use available intelligence for any kind of serious risk assessment, to
employ a level of forces that would have reduced military risks or devised
in advance an occupation policy designed to achieve its political goals.””

To make sense of the Iraq fiasco, we need to understand why the Bush
administration was so committed to overthrowing Saddam that it was pre-
pared to act unilaterally, “cherry pick” and manipulate intelligence to sup-
port its claims that he possessed WMDs, and ride roughshod over the advice
and objections of high-ranking military officers concerning its on-the-cheap
invasion plans. It made no preparations for an occupation beyond protec-
tion of the oil ministry and well heads, was dilatory in responding to the
post-occupation insurgency, did so with tactics that only made the situation
worse, installed a corrupt, “puppet” émigré leader with no local support, and
was subsequently slow and ineffective in building a coalition representative
of Iraqi opinion. A large body of literature has developed to address intelli-
gence, military planning, and execution, the occupation and efforts to quell
the insurgency, and attributes these failures largely to hubris.*® The most
fundamental question remains unanswered: the administration’s reasons for
invading Iraq rather than continuing its predecessor’s policy of political,
economic, and military containment.
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Despite frequently voiced claims by Noam Chomsky and others that
the invasion was driven by the desire to control Middle Eastern oil, the US
had traditionally allowed oil companies, interested primarily in the flow of
reasonably priced oil, to make deals with all kinds of authoritarian regimes
in the Middle East.* If the administration wanted access to Iraqi oil, all it
had to do was end sanctions against Iraq, as many people were urging on
humanitarian grounds. Saddam would have been happy to sell oil to all
comers as he was desperate for income, and the price of oil would have
dropped as Iraqs production reentered the international market. The
Republican radical right would not consider ending sanctions and buying
Iraqi oil. Invasion and occupation were their preferred strategy.*

Security is an equally dubious motive. Saddam had been defeated in the
Gulf War, although he was able to reassert his authority within Iraq. Iraq’s
air force and air defense network were in a shambles and “no-fly” zones
had been imposed over the Shi'a and Kurdish regions of Iraq and enforced
by NATO with frequent sorties. The UN maintained economic sanctions
and interdicted any strategic materials that could assist in the development
of WMDs. Saddam repeatedly limited inspections and expelled United
Nations weapons inspectors, but there was never credible evidence indi-
cating that he had recommenced his pre-war efforts to acquire a nuclear
arsenal. A band of uncertainty nevertheless remained, and it was reason-
able, even prudent, to compel Saddam to readmit UN inspection teams
and give them unrestricted access. In the absence of WMDs and a useable
air force, and with a poorly equipped and trained army, Saddam was more
a nuisance than a threat to his immediate neighbors.

In the first weeks of the Bush administration, high-ranking officials indi-
cated to foreign officials and the media that they were deeply offended by
the survival of Saddam’s regime and were clearly on the lookout for any
pretext to invade Iraq.*! They confided to friendly listeners that Saddam’s
removal would allow Washington to remake the map of the Middle East
and dramatically increase its influence worldwide. They assumed Iraqis
would welcome their American “liberators” with open arms and accept émi-
gré puppet Ahmed Chalabi as their new ruler. A pro-American regime in the
heart of the Middle East was expected to provide significant leverage over
Saudi Arabia, Iran, and the Palestinians. Administration officials also rea-
soned that a high-tech military campaign of “shock and awe” that paralyzed
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Iraqi forces at the outset with precision bombing and missile attack and
overthrew Saddam with few American casualties would intimidate North
Korea and Iran. “Iraq is not just about Iraq,” a senior ofhicial confided, “but
about Iran, Libya and North Korea.”# Victory was expected to encourage
widespread “bandwagoning,” making countries around the world more
intent on currying favor with the US, while allowing Washington to put
more pressure on countries like France that opposed its vision of world
order.®® The US was king of the hill and the Bush administration was bask-
ing in its “unipolar” glory.*

Anger also played a role. The attacks of 9/11 wounded the US physi-
cally and psychologically, as Al-Qaeda killed a sizeable number of people,
although many less than initial estimates. They destroyed a major land-
mark—the World Trade Center—an icon of American economic
power—and damaged an even more hallowed landmark—the Pentagon—
the nerve center of American military might. The attacks were not con-
ducted by another state, but by a rag-tag cabal of terrorists, which made
the offensive more intolerable still. That such an unworthy adversary
could so successfully attack the US aroused strong desires for revenge. It
also soon became apparent that terrorist attacks had succeeded because of
refusal at the highest levels of government to take seriously the threat of
terrorism and the remarkable incompetence on the part of the Federal
Bureau of Investigation (FBI).* The administration successfully exploited
American anger, deflecting it away from itself and toward Saddam.

The history of American intervention suggests that to succeed, presi-
dents must sell it to the public on compelling grounds of national secu-
rity and win quick victories with low casualties. The First Gulf War met
these conditions and established the precedent that the subsequent Bush
administration tried and failed to emulate. It was unable to secure UN
authorization for intervention and could not put together an impressive
multilateral coalition. Britain aside, other major powers opposed inter-
vention, among them France and Germany, two of Americas closest
allies.“® After invading Iraq and overthrowing Saddam’s regime, the occu-
pying forces failed to find any weapons of mass destruction, which had
provided the public justification for American intervention. They were
also were unable to withdraw, as originally planned, because of a growing
insurgency. Although Obama won the presidential election in 2008, in
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part because of his promise to end the war in Iraq, he made it clear upon
taking office that American troops would have to remain in that country
for some time and ordered a build-up of forces in Afghanistan. These
moves antagonized the left wing of the Democratic Party but did not
generate any kind of widespread opposition.

Sonderweg?

German historians and the media have long debated the extent to which
Germany had a unique path (Sonderweg) of development that distin-
guished it from other Western countries, encouraged authoritarianism,
and was ultimately responsible for Hitler. We might ask a similar ques-
tion about the US: has it gone down a pathway different from other
Western democracies? Have its foreign wars and the effects of globaliza-
tion led to Donald Trump? And is he a passing phenomenon or the
beginning of a sustained assault on the constitution, the media, tolerance
of diverse opinions, respect for political opponents, and the willingness
to make the kinds of compromises that sustain democracy?

When we examine the record of war initiation since 1945, the US is
among the countries that have most often used their military instru-
ments. Of 31 wars fought in the postwar era, Israel was involved in six,
the US and China in five, Vietnam in four and India and Pakistan in
three. Israel and the US are tied in war initiation. Israel initiated four
wars and fought in two others (1948 and 1973) in which it was attacked
by Arab coalitions. The US initiated four of the six wars in which it
participated.?’

The US is unique in other ways. Prodigious wealth allows the US to
spend an extraordinary percentage of its GDP on its armed forces in
comparison to other countries. Democratic and Republican administra-
tions alike have bet that extraordinary levels of military expenditure will
sustain, if not increase, the standing and influence that traditionally
comes with military dominance. US defense expenditure also reflects the
political power of the military-industrial complex. Defense spending
encouraged dependence on the government by numerous companies and

helped bring others into being. In 1991, at the end of the Cold War,
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12 million people, roughly 10 percent of the US workforce, were directly
or indirectly dependent upon defense dollars. The number has not
changed significantly since. Having such a large impact on the economy
gives defense contractors enormous political clout.® Those who land
major weapons projects are also careful to sub-contract production across
the country, not infrequently offering something to companies in every
state. This too gives them enormous political leverage in Congress, often
enough to force reluctant administrations to buy weapons that the mili-
tary does not want.*’

Congress and presidents are witting participants to a vicious cycle.
Propaganda, sponsored by think tanks and so-called patriotic organiza-
tions, many with funding from defense contractors, creates foreign
enemies for the public and greatly exaggerates the threats they pose.
This process began with the Cold War and identification of the Soviet
Union as an enemy, but also China. In the post-Cold War era, North
Korea, Iran, and Islamic fundamentalism are the enemies, with China
perhaps on its way to becoming one again. Arms build-ups, forward
deployments, bellicose rhetoric, and military and diplomatic support
for countries more directly in the firing line exacerbate tensions with
these enemies, helping to make depictions of their hostility self-fulfilling.
In the Cold War, behavior of this kind by both superpowers helped to
provoke a series of war-threatening crises, culminating in the Cuban
missile crisis.”® In the post-Cold War period, the invasions of Afghanistan
and Iraq have escalated tensions with the Islamic world, seemingly
emboldened Iran and North Korea, and have probably made the US an
even more likely target of territorial attacks. It has certainly put
American soldiers and civilians in harm’s way throughout the Middle
East. These conflicts not only make American fears self-fulfilling but
provide justification for the kinds of arms build-ups and forward
deployments that helped to bring this situation about. It is a well-
known adage that people with hammers look for nails. With such a
large and capable military, there is a continuing temptation to try to
influence outcomes around the world and to rely heavily on the nation’s
military capabilities to do this.

In comparison to its peer group of democracies, the US is the only
country in which elements of a historical honor culture remain important.
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In Prussia and Wilhelminian Germany, the Junkers (East Elbian, land-
owning aristocrats) constituted a distinct class whose hold on power was
justified by the military service and legendary bravery. Their class values
and representatives helped to shape Prussian and German foreign and mili-
tary policy and contributed significantly to the outbreak of World War I.°!
The Junkers bled to death in World War I although enough survived to
provide proficient and compliant leadership of the Wehrmacht in Hitler’s
wars of aggression. Two world wars purged Germany and other European
countries of such elites and, more importantly, thoroughly discredited
their values. The Civil War did not do the same for the US.>* The South’s
honor culture continued to produce officers and enlisted personnel who
gradually came to dominate the American military and who are still over-
represented within it. Since the draft was abolished in 1973, the percentage
of military enlistments from the south and west has risen. Between 1985
and 2001, recruits from the South increased from 34 to 42 percent. In
2016, 44 percent of recruits for all the armed forces came from the South.>
The regional distribution of newly commissioned officers is roughly simi-
lar; the South accounted for 44 percent of new Army ROTC commis-
sioned officers in 2006 and 38 percent of West Point graduates in 2007.>4
Southern influence in the military is growing, making it an institution like
the Prussian officer corps, in the sense that it is cut off from the rest of
society by virtue of its very different values. In the case of the American
military this is true not only of officers but of enlisted men and women.
Fortunately, American officers differ from their Prussian counterparts in
that they have only indirect input into the policymaking process. As Leslie
Gelb and Richard Betts convincingly demonstrated, it is civilian officials,
not the military, who generally push for the use of force, although the mili-
tary prefers to use it on a more massive scale once a decision for war is
made. This was the case in Iraq, where the military was appalled by the
small size of the force Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld was willing to
commit to the operation.”® However, like its Junker counterpart, the US
military is on the whole a compliant tool of political authorities in its will-
ingness to sacrifice itself, even become spokesmen for, the most question-
able military adventures. Only one general resigned his commission when
the military was pushed into invading Iraq; the others bit the bullet and
prepared to attack with forces they believed inadequate for the task.>
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Equally striking is the willingness of the military and their families to
back wars like Afghanistan and Iraq despite the personal price they pay in
fighting them. Public opinion polls consistently reveal that there is more
support for ongoing wars and interventionist foreign policies within the
military than among civilians, and more among Southerners than people
from other parts of the country.” Southerners and the military are much
more likely to identify with the Republican Party, which is more likely
than the Democrats to support interventions and has a higher tolerance
for casualties. Pro-war attitudes also reflect the honor culture from which
many professional soldiers come or to which they are socialized.”® This
orientation makes it easier to sell wars to the public because the people
who have to fight and die in them are the least likely to oppose them. It
also makes it more difficult to oppose war because under the guise of
“Support Our Troops” dissenters who have never served in the military
must bear the onus of appearing unpatriotic.

The US further differs from Europeans and Japanese in the strength of
its religious faith. Gallup polls from 1947 to 1994 show that about 95
percent of Americans believe “in god or a universal spirit,” in contrast to
about 50 percent for Europeans and Japanese.” Gallup polls further
reveal that between 81 and 93 percent of Americans believe in heaven,
although, strikingly, only 54-85 percent give credence to hell.®* Belief in
a deity and in heaven is far more prevalent within the military than out-
side, and more in the south than the rest of the country.®! Both beliefs
soften the consequences of death and make it more acceptable, especially
if a military causality is understood as god’s will and family members
hope, even expect, to be reunited in heaven with departed loved ones.
The commitment to honor has the same effect by imparting important
meaning to loss of life in combat and conferring status on their families
within the community that shares these values.®

These unusual features of American political, economic, and social cul-
ture come together to produce what might be called the perfect national
security storm. Wealth provides the material capability for the US to
attempt to play a hegemonic role in the international system while its
parvenu status and military-industrial complex provides the means and
public support for such a policy. Southern honor sub-culture and the
pervasiveness of religious beliefs ensure willing agents to execute wars and
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interventions and quietly accept the human costs they entail. It is not
without reason that a significant percentage of the population in other
democracies considers the US the greatest threat to peace.

Starving the Beast

Republicans want to starve the beast, by which they mean the civilian
branches of the federal government. They are motivated by reinforcing
economic and ideological reasons. Government costs money and it is
raised from taxes. Many Republicans are well off, or at least in the higher
tax brackets, and want to keep as much of their income as possible. They
particularly resent that part of the budget that goes to social and related
services, which they condemn as income redistribution. They want to get
or stay rich at the expense of the poor. They are happy, by contrast, to
spend more and more on the military.

The country needs to pursue just the opposite policy. The beast that needs
starving is the defense establishment and equally bloated Homeland Security.
They waste money prodigiously in ways that spending on social services and
spending on infrastructure do not. Of equal importance, I have argued, an
expensive military needs justification and finds it in unsuccessful interven-
tions, support for proxy interventions—as in Yemen—and threatening for-
ward deployments. These actions occur because with such military might
US presidents and their advisors fell less need to compromise with foreign
actors and are more inclined to make maximum demands that they are
likely to reject. With the rare exception, these actions have been seriously
damaging to American security and prestige. They have undermined, not
strengthened, American influence in the world. Then there is the hidden
cost of wasting so much money, brainpower, and labor on the military when
it could otherwise be directed to economically productive and socially useful
activities. Less is more when it comes to military spending.

Any efforts to trim the military will provoke powerful opposition and
charges from the military, the right wing, and powerful lobby groups that
cuts border on treason. This veritable and inevitable storm of opposition
must be confronted head-on with reasoned arguments and incremental
cuts that reduce the military budget by 5070 percent over the course of
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an administration. This will mean laying off people and mothballing or
sending to the scrapheap planes, ships, and other weapons. These cuts
should be premised and justified by a strategic planning document that
makes reasonable estimates of security threats and identifies appropriate
ways of protecting against them.

The threat of budget cuts to the Pentagon and Homeland Security will
inspire the same kind of doomsday rhetoric that efforts to ban chloro-
fluorocarbons did in the run-up to the Montreal Protocol and subse-
quent agreements to reverse the hole in the ozone layer. The companies
that complained discovered that the alternatives they had to produce gave
them more market share and profit. The hoopla the right wing currently
makes about the costs of confronting climate change are also more ideol-
ogy than fact. European countries that have taken climate change seri-
ously have discovered that the costs are much less than imagined and that
it has inspired technical innovation and profit making. The same would
be true of drastic cutbacks in military spending. Richard Nixon punished
the state of Rhode Island for voting Democratic in the 1968 election by
relocating the fleet from Newport to Norfolk, Virginia. Newport feared a
serious economic downturn. The reverse proved true as the fleet’s disap-
pearance created the conditions for redevelopment and a tourist boom
that made the economy stronger than before.

The national security establishment will also raise the threat of Russia
and China, whom they will assert will see us as weak and act more aggres-
sively. At the same time, they will insist, our allies will lose faith in us and
bandwagon with our adversaries. These charges are readily deflected. If the
US cut its military spending by half, it would still be spending five times
more than the next ten military powers combined. Surely, this is enough to
guarantee our security! It is also premised on the belief that Russia and
China harbor aggressive designs against Western Europe or our Pacific
allies, and there is no evidence for this whatsoever. They are not nice
regimes, to be sure, and I will treat China in detail in a later chapter.

Change will require a committed, skillful, and courageous president
with strong support in the Congress and backed by an effective public
relations campaign. Even then the going will be tough. But then weaning
people off drugs to which they are addicted is never easy. Once they are
free of their addiction, most feel empowered and happier and cannot
imagine going back to it.
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Deterrence and Compellence

Deterrence and compellence were foundational strategies during the Cold
War. They have made a comeback in the light of widespread fears of an
aggressive Russia, more assertive China, and always troublesome North
Korea. There are notable differences between the present and the past.
Terrorism is the most immediate security threat to the West, foreign adver-
saries are increasingly non-state groups and movements, and chaos in North
Africa and the Middle East has brought a flood of refugees to Europe.
Globalization has significantly increased the mobility of pathogens, and
with it the possibility that a newly evolved virus in East Asia or Africa could
devastate populations worldwide. Most threatening of all in the longer term
is global warming and the economic dislocation, water shortages, and
domestic and international conflicts it is likely to provoke. Threat-based
strategies are not relevant to these problems. But they are pertinent to more
traditional kinds of conflicts—or thought to be—by those who make or
seek to influence policy—and to combatting terrorism as well. Arguments
in favor of them frequently invoke the so-called lessons of the Cold War or
other past conflicts. It is worth revisiting these lessons, and all the more so
because I think they are wrong. Toward this end I offer a critique of deter-
rence and compellence, based on the same cases but better historical evidence.
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Threat-based strategies have always been central to international relations.
Deterrence and compellence represent efforts to conceptualize these strate-
gies to make them more understandable in theory and more effective in
practice. Deterrence can be defined as an attempt to influence other actors’
assessment of their interests. It seeks to prevent an undesired behavior by
convincing the party who may be contemplating such an action that its cost
would exceed any possible gain.! Deterrence presupposes decisions made in
response to a rational cost-benefit assessment, and further assumes that this
assessment can be successfully manipulated from the outside by increasing
the cost of noncompliance. Compellence, a related strategy, employs the
same tactics to attempt to convince another party to carry out some action
it otherwise would not. Deterrence has always been practiced, but the advent
of nuclear weapons made it imperative for policymakers to find ways of
preventing catastrophically destructive wars while exploiting any strategic
nuclear advantage for political gain.

Scholars and policymakers became interested in deterrence following
the development of the atom bomb. The early literature began with the
assumption of fully rational actors and was deductive in nature. It stipu-
lated four conditions of successful deterrence: defining commitments,
communicating them to adversaries, developing the capability to defend
them, and imparting credibility to these commitments. It explored vari-
ous tactics that leaders could exploit toward this end, concentrating on
the problem of credibility. This was recognized as the core problem when
deterrence was practiced against another nuclear adversary—and the
implementation of the threats in question could entail national suicide.*?
One prominent theorist argued that it was rational for a leader to develop
a reputation for being irrational so his threats might be believed.* Richard
Nixon took this advice to heart in his dealings with both the Soviet Union
and North Vietnam.

Contemporary Deterrence and Compellence

The contemporary debate is more international than it was during the
Cold War. There are additional nuclear powers, and there are also more
targets for deterrence for existing one. Deterrence has been extended to
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non-state actors and to the new domain of cyber warfare.® Russia has
been modernizing its nuclear forces and even before he took the oath of
office President Trump insisted that the US should expand its nuclear
capability.” For me the big question is not whether deterrence helped to
prevent World War III, but why so many officials and academics believe
it did. Reputable scholars also routinely claim that nuclear weapons keep
the peace between India and Pakistan and promote more peace generally.®
As in the Cold War, what theorists and analysts say about deterrence
often reveals more about their ideological assumptions and national stra-
tegic culture than it does about the efficacy of threat-based strategies.

During the Cold War, the theory and practice of deterrence and com-
pellence focused on making credible threats on the assumption that they
were necessary to moderate adversaries. Self-deterrence—the reluctance
of actors to assume the risks of war independently of efforts by others to
deter them—received little attention or credence when it did. Post-Cold
War research suggests that self-deterrence was a more important source
of restraint than deterrence practiced by adversaries.” Successive leaders
of the superpowers were terrified of a conventional war, let alone, a
nuclear one.

Self-deterrence is equally evident in the post-Cold War era. In Somalia,
the US withdrew its forces after losing 18 US Army Rangers.'” In Rwanda,
genocidal Hutus deterred Western intervention by killing ten Belgian
soldiers."" In Bosnia, compellence clearly failed against Milosevic, who
continued his policy of ethnic cleansing of Bosniaks in Bosnia despite
Western threats. Pushed by Western public opinion, NATO finally
screwed up its courage to intervene, but then failed to go after known war
criminals because of the vulnerability of its lightly armed forces, whose
primary mission was the distribution of aid.'? Self-deterrence also kept
the Western powers from intervening in Syria or taking a harder line
against Russia in the Ukraine crisis.

In the aftermath of the Cold War, the focus of American deterrence
turned away from restraining large state actors with nuclear weapons to
smaller, so-called rogue states or non-state actors. Washington and its
European allies sought to deter Iraq, Iran, and North Korea from develop-
ing or testing nuclear weapons.'> Deterrence did not achieve its goal. Iraq
was invaded, Iran was persuaded to put its program on hold in return for
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concessions, and North Korea continues to build its nuclear arsenal. In all
three countries, there are grounds for arguing that deterrent threats might
make these weapons more attractive. There is persuasive research that sug-
gests countries are most likely to give up their nuclear programs when new
governments come to power that seem to them as inimical to their inter-
ests or values.' Neither deterrence nor compellence is very relevant to
these calculations, but the promise of recognition and acceptance is.

Since 11 September 2001, there has been an ongoing debate about the
applicability of deterrence to the problem of terrorism. Libya, North
Korea, and Iran have been the major target of US pressure because of
their support of terrorism in addition to their pursuit or funding of
nuclear weapons programs. Regional actors have attempted to deter non-
state actors, notably Palestinians, Kurds, and Islamic fundamentalists.”
One of the emerging conclusions is that it is impossible to deter groups
who are willing to give up their lives, but there it may be possible to
reduce overall terrorism by deterrence that promises other kinds of pun-
ishment and is coupled with non-coercive efforts to reduce some of the
incentives for this kind of violence.'®

Nuclear strategy has made a comeback in the academic and policy
world in response to a more aggressive Russia and China.'” Its advocates
claim it is a demonstrable successful strategy, and some claim that nuclear
weapons would be usable if the US had an effective counter-damage strat-
egy.'® The Obama administration, criticized by Trump, spent more on
nuclear weapons upgrades than the Reagan administration did during its
extraordinary build-up in the early 1980s." The Obama build-up spawned
numerous critiques that challenge the concept of first use, the feasibility of
limited nuclear war, and more fundamentally, the assumption that nuclear
threats, explicit or implicit, have value.?” It triggered a renewed debate in
the strategic community about the possible first use of nuclear weapons
against Russia, China, North Korea, or other adversaries.?' Those advocat-
ing first use seem not to grasp the possibly dangerous consequences of
encouraging others to believe that the US might act this way.

Three observations are in order with regard to the present and the past.
The first grows out of the record of deterrence and compellence during
the Cold War and its aftermath. These conflicts suggest that powerful
states focus on the punishment term of the Clausewitzian equation and
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less powerful ones on the absorbing cost side. This has the potential to
promote misleading conclusions about relative advantage. To date, the
more serious miscalculations have been on the part of the powerful. They
tend to assume an equal vulnerability to punishment and accordingly
consider their side greatly advantaged by its ability to inflict greater costs
to their adversaries. This helps to explain why highly developed industrial
powers are willing to consider military intervention against weaker, less
developed, more traditional countries, and also why they so often fail;
they, in fact, have a much lower tolerance for loss of life than countries in
which honor remains strong or nationalism is a more powerful motive
and source of solidarity. How many Westerners are willing to suffer
50-percent casualty rates in battle or volunteer for suicide missions?

The second concerns the general efficacy of deterrence as a strategy. Its
political and psychological drawbacks do not mean that it should be dis-
carded. Rather, scholars and statesmen must recognize its limitations and
make greater use of other strategies of conflict prevention and manage-
ment. I contend that the downside of deterrence can sometimes be mini-
mized when it is combined with reassurance and other diplomatic efforts
to reduce fear and resolve or finesse substantive differences.

Finally, there is a failure of strategists to take history seriously. Much of
the current debate about conventional and nuclear strategy shows lictle
cognizance of past debates or repeats many of the discredited Cold War
claims about the political and military utility of nuclear weapons. A case
in point is Paul Bracken’s 7he Second Nuclear Age, a book that has attracted
considerable attention. He contends that “nuclear weapons were very use-
ful weapons during the cold war,” and the nuclear threats were frequently
successful in preventing or stopping “Soviet expansion, coercion, and tyr-
anny.”* He repeats the old canard that preparations for war undertaken by
the Truman administration in 1948-49 prevented the Soviet Union from
invading Berlin or interfering with the airlifting of food and supplies to
the beleaguered city.® He cites two studies of the crisis conducted during
the Cold War that assume Stalin’s motives—incorrectly as it turns out—
and infer deterrence success on the basis of his restraint.?* This kind of
circular reasoning was endemic during the Cold War and applied to the
Taiwan Straits and Cuban missile crises, among others.”
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A Critique

During and after the Cold War, Janice Stein and I developed a critique of
deterrence and compellence that has three interlocking components:
political, psychological, and practical. Each exposes a different set of
problems of deterrence in theory and practice.

The political component examines the motivations behind foreign
policy challenges. Deterrence is unabashedly a theory of “opportunity.” It
asserts that adversaries seek opportunities to make gains, and that when
they find these opportunities they pounce. It accordingly prescribes a
credible capacity to inflict unacceptable costs as the best means to prevent
challenges. Empirical investigations point to an alternative explanation
for a resort to force, which I call a theory of “need.” The evidence indi-
cates that strategic vulnerabilities and domestic political constraints often
constitute incentives to use force. When leaders become desperate, they
may resort to force even when the military balance is unfavorable and
there are no grounds to doubt their adversarial resolve. Deterrence may
be an inappropriate and even dangerous strategy in these circumstances.
If leaders are driven less by the prospect of gain than they are by the fear
of loss, deterrent policies can provoke the very behavior they are designed
to forestall by intensifying the pressures on an adversary to act.

The psychological component is directly related to the motivations for
deterrence challenges. To the extent that leaders believe in the necessity of
challenging the commitments of their adversaries, they become predis-
posed to see their objectives as attainable. This encourages motivated
errors in information processes. Leaders can distort their assessments of
threat and be insensitive to warnings that the policies to which they are
committed are likely to end in disaster. They can convince themselves,
despite evidence to the contrary, that they can challenge an important
adversarial commitment without provoking war. Because they know the
extent to which they are powerless to back down, they expect their adver-
saries to recognize this and be accommodating. Leaders may also seek
comfort in the illusion that their country will emerge victorious at little
cost if the crisis gets out of hand and leads to war. Deterrence can and has

been defeated by wishful thinking.
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The practical component describes some of the most important obsta-
cles to the successful implementation of deterrence. They derive from the
distorting effects of cognitive biases and heuristics, political and cultural
barriers to empathy, and differing cognitive frames of reference that deter-
rer and would-be challengers use to frame and interpret signals. Problems
of this kind are not unique to deterrence and compellence; they are embed-
ded in the very structure of international relations. They nevertheless con-
stitute particularly severe impediments to these strategies because of
deterrer needs to understand the world as it appears to the leaders of a
would-be challenger in order to manipulate effectively their cost-benefit
calculus. Failure to do so correctly can result in deterrent policies that
make the proscribed behavior more attractive to challengers or the required
restraint less attractive in the case of compellence.

Our critique explains why deterrence is a risky and unreliable strategy.
The problems associated with each component can independently con-
found deterrence. In practice, they are often reinforcing; political and
practical factors interact with psychological processes to multiply the
obstacles to success. In this section I unpack this critique to offer some
observations about the conditions in which deterrence is most applicable
and the foundations for more sophisticated understandings of conflict
management.

Political Failings: A good strategy of conflict management should build
on a good theory of the nature and causes of aggression. Such a theory
should describe the causes of the malady it seeks to control or prevent.
Theories of deterrence make no attempt to do this. They finesse the fun-
damental question of the causes of aggression by assuming both the exis-
tence of marked hostility between adversaries and a desire on the part of
leaders of one of them to commit acts of aggression against the other.
Deterrence further assumes that these leaders are under no political or
strategic compunction to act aggressively but will do so if they see an
opportunity in the form of a vulnerable commitment of their adversary.
It accordingly prescribes defensible, credible commitments as the most
important means of discouraging aggression.

Case studies of international conflict contradict this depiction of aggres-
sion in important ways. They indicate that the existence of a vulnerable
commitment is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition for a challenge.
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At different times in history “vulnerable” commitments have not been
challenged and commitments that most observers would consider credible
have. The evidence suggests, then, that deterrence theory at best identifies
only one cause of aggression: outright hostility. It reflects a Cold War men-
tality. Deterrence theorist assumed that Stalin, Khrushchev, and Mao
Zedong were cut from the same mold as Hitler and intend on conquering
the world. This homology was a matter of belief, not the product of careful
analysis. They generalized from these cases to conflict in general, another
unwarranted leap. The theory and practice of deterrence are accordingly
rooted in and inseparable from a view of the Cold War subsequently
refuted by evidence.

Deterrence takes for granted that when leaders undertake a cost assess-
ment and conclude that they confront a credible commitment by a
stronger adversary to defend its commitment, they will not initiate a
challenge, at least not an irreversible one. However, there are many con-
flicts where the weaker side challenged the stronger one. Leaders con-
vinced themselves that they could design around their adversary’s
advantage, as the Southern Confederacy did in 1861, the Japanese in
1941, or Egypt in 1973.%

Deterrence mistakes the symptoms of aggression for its causes. It
ignores the political and strategic vulnerabilities that can interact with
cognitive and motivational processes to prompt leaders to choose force or
challenge and adversarial commitment. This can be attributable to hubris
but is more often the result of their perceived need to carry out a chal-
lenge in response to pressing foreign and domestic threats. In contrast to
the expectations of the theory and strategy of deterrence, there is consid-
erable evidence that the leaders considering challenges or the use of force
often fail to carry out any kind of serious risk assessment. This was true
of the French failure in 1897-98 in the Fashoda crisis between Britain
and France, the Austrian, German, and Russians in 1914 in the run-up
to World War I, India’s failure in 1962 border war with China, and the
Soviet Union’s in the 1962 Cuban missile deployment, and the Anglo-
American invasion of Iraq in 2003.# Other well-documented cases are
Israel in 1973 and Argentina and Britain in 1981.%

When challengers are vulnerable or feel themselves vulnerable, a deter-
rer’s effort to make important commitments more defensible and credible
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will have uncertain and unpredictable effects. At best, they will not
dissuade. They can also be malign by intensifying those pressures that are
pushing leaders toward a choice of force. Great power interactions in the
decade prior to World War I, and the US oil and scrap metals embargo
against Japan in 1940—41 illustrate this dynamic.?? Both helped to pro-
voke the confrontations they sought to avoid.

Once committed to a challenge, leaders become predisposed to see
their objective as attainable. Motivated error can result in flawed assess-
ments and unrealistic expectations; leaders may believe an adversary will
back down when challenged or, alternatively, that it will fight precisely
the kind of war the challenger expects. Leaders are also likely to become
insensitive to warnings that their chosen course of action is likely to pro-
voke a serious crisis or war. In these circumstances, deterrence, no matter
how well practiced, can be defeated by a challenger’s wishful thinking.
Motivated bias blocks receptivity to signals, reducing the impact of efforts
by defenders to make their commitments credible. Even the most elabo-
rate efforts to demonstrate prowess and resolve may prove insufficient for
discouraging a challenger who is convinced that a challenge or use of
force is necessary to preserve vital strategic and political interests.

Deterrence is beset by a host of practical problems. It is demonstrably
difficult to communicate capability and resolve to would-be challengers.
Theories of deterrence assume that everyone understands, so to speak, the
meaning of barking guard dogs, barbed wire, and “No Trespassing” signs.
This assumption is unwarranted. Signals only acquire meaning in the
context in which they are interpreted. When sender and recipient use
quite different contexts to frame, communicate, or interpret signals, mis-
judgments multiply. Receivers may dismiss signals as noise or misinter-
pret them when they recognize that they are signals. This problem is
endemic to international relations and by no means limited to deterrence
because of the different historical experiences and cultural backgrounds
of policymaking elites. It is, however, more likely in tense relationships,
where both sides use worst-case analysis, and are emotionally aroused.

If credible threats of punishment always increased the cost side of the
ledger—something deterrence theory takes for granted—it would be
unnecessary for would-be deterrers to replicate the value hierarchy and
preferences of target leaders. This convenient assumption is belied by
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practice. As we have seen, leaders may be driven primarily by “vulnerabil-
ity,” not by “opportunity.” When they are, raising the costs of military
action may have no effect on their unwillingness to tolerate what are
perceived as the higher costs of inaction. Even when motivated by oppor-
tunity, leaders may reframe their cost calculus in the opposite direction
than intended in the face of threats. They may conclude that giving in to
them is costlier than resistance, especially if they believe that compliance
will be interpreted by their adversary as a sign of weakness and give rise
to new demands.

Deterrence in the Long Term: Case evidence of deterrence failures and
successes indicates that deterrence is a risky and uncertain strategy.
Deterrence only works in a narrow range of conflicts: those in which
adversarial leaders are motivated largely by the prospect of gain rather than
by the fear of loss, have the freedom to exercise restraint, are not misled by
grossly distorted assessments of the political-military situation, and are
vulnerable to the kinds of threats that a would-be deterrer is capable of
making credibly. Deterrence must also be practiced early on, before an
adversary commits itself to a challenge and becomes correspondingly
insensitive to warnings that its action is likely to meet with retaliation.
Unless these conditions are met, deterrence will at best be ineffective and
at worst counterproductive.

These conditions apply only to deterrence in the short term, that is, to
immediate deterrence. My analysis of deterrence would be incomplete if
I failed to examine its implications for the management of adversarial
relationships in the longer term. Does deterrence facilitate or retard the
resolution of international conflict?

Deterrence proponents maintain that it can play a positive role by
convincing a challenger that its fundamental objectives cannot be met
through a use of force. It may give the parties to a dispute time to work
out an accommodation and, in so doing, reduce tensions and the poten-
tial for overt conflict.*® But deterrence can also retard conflict resolution
by exacerbating the causes of the conflict or by creating new incentives to
use force. Three different processes can contribute to this kind of nega-
tive outcome.

As noted, deterrence can intensify the pressures on adversarial leaders to
resort to challenges or the use of force. American deterrence did this for



4 Deterrence and Compellence 85

Khrushchev in the Cuban missile crisis and in the second Taiwan Straits
crisis. In the wake of the 1954—55 crisis, the US reinforced deterrence in
the Straits. President Eisenhower committed the US to the defense of
Taiwan and the offshore islands and, in 1957, authorized the deployment
of nuclear-tipped surface-to-surface Matador missiles on Taiwan. To the
president’s annoyance, Chiang Kai-shek began a major military build-up
on the islands and by 1958 had stationed 100,000 troops there, one-third
of his total ground forces. To leaders in Beijing, the increased military
preparedness and troop deployments indicated that Washington was pre-
paring to “unleash” Chiang. A series of provocative speeches by Secretary
of State John Foster Dulles, suggesting that Chinese Nationalist forces
might invade the mainland if significant domestic unrest provided the
opportunity, intensified the Chinese perception of threat. This led the
Chinese leadership to demonstrate resolve through a renewed artillery
assault on Quemoy and Matsu Islands.”!

Deterrence can also aggravate conflict by encouraging defenders to
develop an exaggerated concern for their bargaining reputation. Deterrence
does not attach great significance to the impact of the interests at stake in
influencing an adversary’s judgments of a commitments credibility. It
assumes—incorrectly that the most important component of credibility is
the defender’s record in honoring past commitments.*? Thomas Schelling,
author of one of the most influential studies of deterrence, emphasized the
interdependent nature of commitments; failure to defend one, he argued,
will make willingness to defend any commitment questionable in the eyes
of an adversary. “We tell the Soviets,” a prominent deterrence theorist
wrote in 1966, “that we have to react here because, if we did not, they
would not believe us when we said that we will react there.”*

Schelling and other deterrence advocates do not consider the possibil-
ity of escalation inherent in the connections among commitments. More
importantly, they ignored the likelihood that deterrence pursued this way
would make the state practicing deterrence look more aggressive than
defensive. This phenomenon was particularly striking in the run-up to
the Cuban missile crisis, where Soviet and American efforts at deterrence
convinced the other of its aggressive intentions and prompted them to
take a series of reciprocal actions that culminated in the Cuban missile
deployment.** Fears for credibility are in any case misplaced. Ted Hopf
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examined Soviet reactions to 38 cases of American intervention over a
25-year period of the Cold War and could not discover a single Soviet
document that drew negative inferences about American resolve in
Europe or Northeast Asia. Janice Stein and I demonstrated that neither
Khrushchev and his advisors nor Brezhnev and his ever doubted American
credibility but rather considered the Americans rash, unpredictable, and
aggressive.”

Concern for credibility gives rise to symbolic commitments like that of
John Foster Dulles to defend the Taiwanese occupied offshore islands of
Kinmen (Quemoy) and Matsu. Such commitments can easily become
entangling because they tend to become at least as important to leaders as
commitments made in defense of substantive interests. Their exaggerated
importance is probably due in large part to the pernicious effect of post-
decisional rationalization. Once a commitment is made, leaders, under-
standably uncomfortable about risking war for abstract, symbolic reasons,
seek to justify the commitment to themselves and to others. This need
motivates them to “discover” important substantive reasons for these com-
mitments—reasons absent in and irrelevant to their original calculations.

In the case of the Taiwan Straits, top-level administration officials, who
previously had questioned the importance of the offshore islands, subse-
quently came to see them as the linchpin of security throughout Asia.
Most senior policymakers subscribed in all solemnity to an astonishing
version of the “domino” theory. In a classified policy statement meant
only for internal use, Eisenhower and Dulles both argued that loss of the
islands would likely not only endanger the survival of the Nationalist
regime on Taiwan, but also that of pro-American governments in Japan,
Korea, the Philippines, Thailand, and Vietnam, and would bring
Cambodia, Laos, Burma, Malaya, and Indonesia under the control of
communist forces.*® The most far-reaching expression of this “logic” was
Vietnam. American leaders had no substantive interests in the country
but committed forces to its defense in large part because they were per-
suaded that failure to defend their commitment in Southeast Asia would
encourage Moscow to doubt US resolve elsewhere in the world.”

Finally, deterrence can intensify conflict by encouraging leaders to
interpret even ambiguous actions as challenges that require a response.
This exaggerated sensitivity to challenge is very much a function of the
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heavy emphasis that deterrence places on a state’s bargaining reputation.
Invitations to play chicken in the international arena, however, are rarely
direct and unambiguous. Challenges must be inferred from the context
of events, and given the inherent complexity of international affairs, poli-
cymakers have considerable leeway in determining their meaning. Leaders
are much more likely to perceive a challenge—and often falsely so—
when they believe damage to their state’s interests and reputation is the
principal goal of another’s actions, not just its by-product.

These three processes are important contributing causes of tension, mis-
understanding, and fear between adversaries. They point to the greatest
long-term danger of deterrence: its propensity to make the worst expecta-
tions about an adversary self-fulfilling. Threats and military preparations—
the currency of deterrence—inevitably arouse the fear and suspicion of
those they are directed against. As noted, they tend to provoke the very
behavior that they are designed to prevent. Over time, military prepara-
tions, initially a consequence of tensions between or among states, can
become an important cause. This kind of dynamic has operated between
the US and the Soviet Union, Israel and the Arab states, China and the
Soviet Union, and some fear is now operating between China and the
US. In all these cases, the misunderstanding and tension caused by deter-
rence, overlain on substantive issues that divide protagonists, made these
conflicts more acute, more difficult to manage, and less amenable to
resolution.

The outlines of the policy dilemma are clear. Protagonists may need
deterrence to prevent their adversaries from resorting to force, but the use
of deterrence can simultaneously make the conflict more acute and more
likely to erupt into war. Because deterrence can be ineffective, uncertain,
and risky, it must be supplemented by other strategies of conflict
management.

Thinking Holistically

Any sophisticated strategy of conflict management must combine deter-
rence—in muted form—with other strategies of conflict management,
most notably reassurance and diplomacy. The relative importance of each
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will vary from case to case and so too will the ways they are combined
or staged.

Diplomacy has long been recognized as the essential mechanism of con-
flict management and resolution. There are many classical works extolling
its virtues and achievements in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Europe,
and globally in the twentieth century.®® Diplomacy has diverse goals with
regards to conflict management. Diplomats seck to clarify national interests
and commitments to prevent misunderstandings. In a broader sense they
attempt to enlighten other countries and their leaders about the perspectives
of national leaders, their international and national goals, the constraints
under which they operate—although those may sometimes be downplayed.
This kind of information and education is intended to make it easier for
foreign leaders to understand or predict the likely responses to their initia-
tives. Diplomats and intelligence agencies serve the same function for their
own countries; they educate leaders about the interests, commitments, per-
spectives, goals, and reactions to the policies of the home country.

Mutual exchanges and education have the potential to lay the ground
work for finding ways of reducing, finessing, or resolving clashes of inter-
est or other points of contention between countries. Here too diplomats
are expected to play an important role. Not surprisingly, diplomacy was
central to every instance of successful conflict management or resolution
in the postwar era. A partial list includes the territorial dispute between
Italy and Yugoslavia over Trieste, the ceasefire that ended the Korean War,
the Geneva Conference and resulting peace treaty that allowed France to
withdraw from Indochina, resolution of the Cuban missile and October
1973 crises between the US and the Soviet Union, the Israel-Egyptian
peace brokered by the US, ping-pong diplomacy that broke the ice in
Sino-American relations, the Good Friday agreement that brought peace
to Northern Ireland, the end of the Cold War, agreement with Iran to
end its nuclear weapons program, and various ceasefires and regime
changes in Africa.

In most of these cases diplomats acted as agents of their respective gov-
ernments. They often had considerable leeway in how they present pro-
posals, to whom, when, and under what circumstances. Not infrequently
they exercise creativity in performing their assigned tasks, and benefit, as
does their country, from personal relationships they have established with
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their opposites and foreign leaders. Skilled diplomats who establish a rep-
utation for honesty and probity, who represent their country accurately
and effectively, who provide important heads-up to their foreign counter-
parts and own governments, and who exercise creativity and restraint in
appropriate circumstances are an asset of inestimable value.

The US has all but reduced the State Department and corps of skilled
diplomats to the role of pencil pushers who have little say in the imple-
mentation and formulation of policy. Presidents surround themselves
with people with whom they feel comfortable—people, that is, who
think like themselves or agree—or pretend to agree—with everything
they think, say, and feel. By doing so they often deprive themselves of
people knowledgeable about the problems they face and willing to put
forward another point of view. One purpose of government is to widen
the circle of expertise on which leaders can draw. The marginalization of
the State Department by the National Security Council and its diminu-
tion in authority in turn by a small circle of “friends” around the presi-
dent is not in the national interest.

In its heyday State still had to put up with many ambassadors given
their position on the basis of their financial contributions to the victorious
president’s campaign chest. Political appointments dropped from a high of
44 percent under Franklin Roosevelt to a low of 29 percent under Obama.
This pattern was reversed with Trump, climbing back to the Roosevelt
level. Not surprisingly, of the 119 ambassadors he has appointed, 94 per-
cent are white men.” More than any previous president, Trump has also
left important federal offices unfilled. In January 2018 he had no appoin-
tees for high-ranking 245 position, including ambassador to South Korea,
Austria, and the European Union. Other positions include deputy secre-
tary at Treasury and Commerce, director of the Census, director of Alcohol
Tobacco and Firearms, director of the Office on Violence Against Women
at Justice and commissioner of the Social Security Administration.*

Trump’s first Secretary of State Rex Tillerson was, in the opinion of many
of those who follow foreign affairs, the worst holder of that office in the
history of the Republic. Formerly CEO of Exxon Mobil, he failed to wield
any influence in administration debates over key issues like North Korea
and Russia and actively alienated the president. He happily went along
with cuts in the Department’s budget, sought to slash the so-called inefh-
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ciencies, surrounded himself with outsiders, and sidelined long-time staff
familiar with the Department’s workings and the problems it addressed and
even refused to spend money allocated to the Department. He reassigned
Department Staff from substantive postings to search for “dirt” on former
Secretary Hilary Clinton. On his watch, 60 percent of State’s top-ranking
career diplomats resigned and new applications to join the foreign service
fell by half. George Washington University’s Elizabeth Saunders alleges that
this “hollowing-out” of the foreign service has weakened the State
Department for a “generation.”!

Professional diplomacy gets short shrift because, Stephen Walt laments,
“Americans have long viewed it with a certain suspicion and disdain.
Instead of thinking of foreign policy as primarily the art of pursuing
arrangements of mutual benefit and adjustment—where we get most of
what we want while others get some of what they want as well—Americans
prefer the moral clarity of unconditional surrender.” That approach is
usually short-sighted, however, because it encourages others to fight
harder and longer and because losers who are not reconciled to their
defeat (such as Saddam Hussein after the first Gulf War or the Confederate
states after the Civil War and Reconstruction) will try to renege on what-
ever the United States forced them to accept.”*

Downgrading State has no doubt played well with Trump’s base. After
freezing hiring, the president proclaimed—and may even believe—that
most positions at the State Department are “unnecessary.” He repeatedly
told reporters “I'm the only one that matters.”* We are left with a presi-
dent who makes policy and even meets with foreign leaders—as he did
with North Korean President Kim Jong-un—without the benefit of pro-
fessional advice and input.

Diplomats and diplomacy must be resuscitated and diplomacy com-
bined effectively with deterrence and reassurance to manage international
conflicts in a sophisticated and successful manner. A political leader must
listen with an open mind—they do not have to agree—to those who have
spent their career studying and practicing foreign policy in the service of
their country.

Reassurance is the third component of conflict management. It seeks to
ease or alleviate causes of competition and conflict and induce accommo-
dation and cooperation by reducing fear, mistrust, misunderstanding, and
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miscalculation between adversaries. It does so by attempting to convince
adversarial leaders that you are not hostile to them and would prefer to
reach an accommodation. This is often difficult to do in any conflict with
a history. Leaders, and often peoples, on both sides have come to view the
other side as hostile, aggressive, and willing to exploit any opportunity to
weaken or humiliate them. Well-meaning words and gestures are often
discounted and viewed warily as efforts to entrap one into easing off or
making concessions.

Leaders, their advisors, and public opinion, have a tendency to rely on
worst-case analyses to adversarial relationships. They convince themselves
that the adversary is unremittingly hostile, constrained only by superior
force, and intent on achieving a decisive military advantage.* As noted,
deterrence operates on this assumption, and may help to confirm it. Fear
can readily become the central dynamic governing adversarial relations,
as it did for much of the Cold War. Reassurance aims to reduce fear so
that leaders can focus more on interests, and by finding common ones,
reduce conflict between them.

Successtul reassurance generally relies on more than words. It seeks
incremental changes in policy through reciprocity, thus minimizing the
costs of possible defection to both sides. It may break through mistrust by
means of an irrevocable commitment, as Egyptian President Anwar Sadat
did when he expressed willingness to come to Israel and address its parlia-
ment. He made a conciliatory speech that in effect burned his bridges
with Arab hardliners. Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev did more or
less the same thing when he withdrew Soviet forces from Afghanistan and
told Eastern Europeans they could choose their own governments.
Reassurance also benefits from self-restraint and efforts to develop
through diplomacy norms of competition.

In the most ambitious applications of reassurance, leaders attempt to
shift the trajectory of the conflict and induce cooperation through recip-
rocal acts of de-escalation and bargaining over substantive issues. They
may begin with unilateral and irrevocable concessions. If they are pessi-
mistic about the likely success of this approach, or politically constrained
from attempting it, they can pursue more modest variants of reassurance.
They can exercise self-restraint in the hope of not exacerbating the foreign
or domestic pressures and constraints pushing an adversary to act
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aggressively. They can try to develop informal “norms of competition” to
regulate their conflict and reduce the likelihood of miscalculated
escalation.

Leaders can attempt through diplomacy informal or formal regimes
designed to build confidence, reduce uncertainty, and diminish the prob-
ability of miscalculated war. Known as “confidence building measures,”
they were extensively used during the Cold War to reduce strategic anxi-
ety, especially in situations where misunderstandings might have pro-
voked a military incident.” Examples include advance notification of
troop movements, information exchanges on arms programs, inviting
officers from the other side to attend maneuvers, independent technical
means of verification, creation of neutral territorial zones, with third-
party observers always present to report any violations to both sides. This
last measure was key to the tension reduction and then a peace treaty
between Egypt and Israel.* These several approaches to reassurance are
neither mutually exclusive nor logically exhaustive.

Strategies of reassurance, like those of deterrence and compellence, are
difficult to implement successfully. They too must overcome strategic,
political, and psychological obstacles. Cognitive barriers to signaling, for
example, can just as readily obstruct reassurance as they can deterrence.?’
Other obstacles are specific to reassurance, and derive from the political
and psychological constraints that leaders face when they seek to reassure
an adversary. Nevertheless, reassurance can be used effectively and was a
significant component of all longstanding rivalries that were resolved.
Reassurance played a major role in facilitating accommodations between
Britain and France, France and Germany, Egypt and Israel, America and
China, and the Soviet Union and the West.

Conflicts have multiple causes, some of the follow-on effects of conflict.
Superpower nuclear build-ups are a case in point. They were a response to
their territorial conflict in the heart of Europe but soon became causes in
their own right. They continued to poison superpower relations for almost
two decades after the Helsinki Accords of 1975 resolved their territorial
dispute in Central Europe. There is no general rule about which cause to
address first. Opportunity must dictate strategy. Leaders should be guided
by their judgment of which cause of conflict is easiest to address. These
judgments are never scientific but reflect, or should, politically informed
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Hostility

Fear Interest

Fig. 4.1 Conflict triangle

understandings about the causes of conflict, their openness to resolution,
and all the conditions, noted earlier, for setting a process of accommoda-
tion in motion. Analysis is useful, but leadership is critical.

Different strategies are more appropriate to different causes of conflict.
We might represent these choices with the graphic of a conflict triangle
with each vertex representing a generic source of conflict (Fig. 4.1).
Hostility can be a source of conflict, as it was for Hitler's Germany vis-a-vis
its neighbors, if not the world. More often, hostility is a follow-on effect
of conflict. Leaders, and perhaps public opinion as well, become con-
vinced that their adversary is unremittingly hostile and committed to
their demise. We observed this phenomenon in the Cold War. Americans
believed the Soviet Union and China sought to destroy their political
system, a belief reciprocated by Soviet and Chinese leaders.

Deterrence is the appropriate strategy to use against a hostile adversary
whom it is believed only superior force can restrain from attacking. But
it is only likely to work when this perception is accurate, which, as we
have seen, is often not the case. Deterrence is only likely to succeed when
adversarial leaders are motivated largely by the prospect of gain rather
than by the fear of loss, free to exercise restraint, are not misled by rosy
assessments of the political-military balance and are vulnerable to the
kinds of threats a deterrer is capable of credibly making. If challengers do
not share these motivational, cognitive, and political attributes, the strat-
egy of deterrence is more likely to intensify conflict. The timing of



94 R. N. Lebow

deterrence is also important. Its effectiveness is enhanced if it is used
early, that is, before an adversary becomes committed to a challenge or
the use of force and becomes correspondingly insensitive to warnings
and threats.

Fear and hostility are closely related. To the extent that leaders believe
an adversary is hostile, they become fearful. Reassurance seeks to reduce
fear by changing this perception. It can be used duplicitously, as Hitler
did to encourage French and British appeasement. More frequently, it is
intended to reduce tensions by demonstrating benign or cooperative
intentions. As noted, attempts at reassurance must overcome disbelief on
the part of target leaders. They may believe, rightly or wrongly, that their
adversary is unremittingly hostile, and interpret communications and
behavior to the contrary as nefarious and designed to lull them or public
opinion into letting down their guard. Key members of the Reagan
administration felt this way about Gorbachev and tried to prevent and
then to sabotage arms control negotiations.*

The best historical example may be the coupling of reassurance with
compellence in the Cuban missile crisis. Compellence in the form of the
American naval quarantine of Cuba and the threat of an invasion of Cuba
and air strike against the Soviet missile bases on that island raised the risk
of war, and reassurance, as practiced by President Kennedy, reduced the
cost of concession to Khrushchev. The Soviet premier came to believe
that Kennedy was not a tool of the American military and Wall Street
bankers, but someone with a fair degree of independence and commit-
ted, as he was, to avoiding war. By withdrawing the missiles in Cuba, he
would not invite new demands but rather resolve the crisis and reduce the
likelihood of a future one. Khrushchev and Kennedy became partners as
much as adversaries in the end game and aftermath of the crisis, paving
the way for a subsequent détente.*’

Reassurance and diplomacy are the strategies relevant to the fear and
interest vertices of the triangle. Different readings of context and the his-
tory of the conflict in question lead to different assessments and perhaps
different strategic preferences. Most importantly, they lead to different
assessments about whether conflict can be reduced or resolved. People can
be deeply committed to their perspectives for motivated and cognitive
reasons. The former primes them to see the world in a manner consonant
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with the political and psychological needs. The more their worldview,
career, status, or wealth derives from or is associated with a particular view
of a conflict and its causes, the less open they are to information that sug-
gests another perspective. The latter leads people to see what they expect
to see, and the more developed their schema, the more resistant they are
to discrepant information.

Scholars are just as likely as policymakers, their advisors, and the media
to succumb to motivated and cognitive biases. This may help explain why
hardly anybody in the US or the Soviet Union thought the end of the
Cold War possible, or that Gorbachev and Reagan could do away with
theater nuclear weapons, that Gorbachev would allow Eastern European
states to reject the communist government and agree to the reunification
of Germany. It is exceedingly difficult to separate our analysis of politics
from our political beliefs and expectations. To break through motiva-
tional and cognitive barriers to meaningful change and accommodation
may take leaders who are not strongly committed to particular views of
the conflictor strongly motivated for other reasons to seek accommodation.
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China

Unbridled competition between America and China has serious conse-
quences for regional and international order. These two countries com-
mand the world’s largest economies, strongest militaries, and most
advanced industrial and technological bases. Their relationship is going
to determine the shape of world order in this century, especially in the
Asia-Pacific region. A military clash between these titans would be calam-
itous and tragic for the region, if not the world. Even a cold war would
be seriously damaging and certainly forestall the possible evolution of
China toward more Democratic forms of governance.

America and China have every good reason to live in harmony and
benefit themselves and the world by doing so. No territorial disputes
divide them the way they did other great power rivalries that led to war.
Neither power believes the other to be intent on attacking it. They dis-
agree on many substantive issues, but none that should cause a rupture,
and none whose effects cannot be addressed or softened, or even resolved,
by goodwill and effective diplomacy. Yet, in both capitals, there are offi-
cials and pundits who think that the two most powerful countries of the
twenty-first century are on a collision course. Why is this so and what can
be done about it?
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Tensions between America and China became more pronounced during
the Barack Obama presidency and have accelerated since Donald J. Trump
took office in January 2017. In December of that year, the Trump admin-
istration published its first National Security Strategy: it designated China
as a “competitor” and a “revisionist power.” This document frames tensions
in the relationship as a “geopolitical competition between free and repres-
sive visions of world order.”! The administration subsequently released its
National Defense Strategy that asserts that China, through its military
modernization, “secks Indo-Pacific regional hegemony in the near-term
and displacement of the United States to achieve global preeminence in the
future.”* These views are by no means limited to the Trump inner circle but
are widely shared in the national security establishment.

In 2018 the Sino-American relationship underwent a serious down-
turn. Old tensions over security, especially in the South China Sea,
Taiwan, and North Korea, continued to fester. China pressed ahead with
island building in the South China Sea, deploying anti-ship and antiair-
craft missiles and landing a long-range bomber there. An American
admiral fretted that “China is now capable of controlling the South
China Sea in all scenarios short of war with the United States.” The US
military ratcheted up its sea and air patrols, had warships sail close to
Chinese islands and B-52 bombers. Beijing froze high-level contact with
the pro-independence government in Taiwan, weaned away its diplo-
matic allies, and began “island-encircling” patrols.* In response, the
Trump administration tightened its ties with Taiwan. The Congress
passed the Taiwan Travel Act, approved two arms sales in less than two
years, and considered sending warships through the Taiwan Strait to stare
Beijing down.” On the Korean Peninsula, despite the reduction of ten-
sion partly due to his summit with the North Korean leader Kim Jong-un
in June 2018, Trump accused China of thwarting the progress of denu-
clearization.® His administration sanctioned the Chinese military for
buying Russian arms, a bewildering punishment that led China to cancel
a scheduled session of the Diplomatic and Security Dialogue, a high-level
security talk between the two countries.”

Meanwhile, new disputes over trade and political interference shot to
the top of the American agenda. Holding an antediluvian view on trade,

Trump had imposed tariffs on $250 billion Chinese imports by September
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2018, all the while threatening to slap levies on all the rest of Chinese
imports worth about $267 billion in 2017.% In September 2018, he
accused China—without evidence—of interfering in the coming mid-
term congressional elections.” His officials, think-tank analysts, and jour-
nalists claimed to have found a Chinese government-sponsored attempt
at political interference in America.'® Much of Washington believes itself
locked into a struggle for global hegemony with China. Competition
with China has become the battle cry; cooperation has been put largely
on the back burner.

Equally alarming is a general turn to the worse side of media and elite
American attitudes toward China. Few public discussions portray China
in a positive light; many see it as an aggressive, illiberal, and authoritarian
great power bent on challenging America in Asia and around the world.
Calls for smart engagement to reduce tension from a few prominent
holdouts in the policy and academic communities are snubbed for their
supposed naiveté."

Accommodating China is equated with rewarding bad behavior.
Competition, despite the risk of fearmongering and overreaction, is con-
sidered a lesser evil. Senior officials in the Trump administration, notably
John Bolton, a neoconservative firebrand and Trump’s second national
security advisor, and Steve Bannon, Trump’s former chief strategist,
would prefer winding down engagement and ratcheting up confronta-
tion."” Henry Kissinger saw “considerable merit” in some of Trump’s
positions, although he insisted on the importance of conflict manage-
ment and resolution.'® Frustration over China is so intense that many—
including seasoned “China watchers”—have turned to applaud Trump, if
for no other reason than for trying out a new approach of pounding
China." Underlying such vexation is a perceived failure to manage the
China challenge.

Chinese leaders and analysts watched Washington’s anti-China frenzy
with increasing alarm. Many were stupefied by the rapid downturn of the
relationship. In September 2018, Foreign Minister Wang Yi warned of its
“total destruction.”” In a rare self-reproach for failing to understand
Trump’s America, the Ministry of Finance organized a think-tank alliance
across China’s major research institutes to grapple with the new reality.'®
But the perception was already growing that Trump’s policies had finally
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proved that America was adopting a containment strategy toward China.
The suspicion of American containment had long lingered in Beijing,
and now Trump provided the clincher, although it was not yet the main-
stream view or official position.

Nevertheless, the Chinese leadership under President Xi Jinping stiff-
ened its resolve to stand firm and prepare for the worst. In March 2018,
when a trade war was still a threat, the Chinese ambassador in Washington
responded that “if people want to play tough, we will play tough with
them and see who will last longer.”"” After September, when it became a
reality, China retaliated with tariffs on $110 billion American imports.
Meanwhile, Beijing hunkered down on its industrial policy, the source of
many American grievances.'® Xi began to emphasize indigenous techno-
logical innovation and economic self-reliance, signaling that he too was
ready for disengagement and rivalry."”

Let me be absolutely clear that it takes two to tango. The US may be
overreacting to China’s political, economic, and military actions, but
there is no denying that some of them have been provocative. They
include China’s offshore territorial claims, and repression of dissent of all
kinds. The latter, the Chinese insist, is an internal matter. This may be the
case, but control of the Internet, arrest of dissidents and their detention
without any meaningful trial, and often violent suppression of Muslims
in China’s eastern provinces provoke opposition in the West. It also
arouses deep distrust of China’s regime and fear that a country that treats
opposition this way cannot be trusted. So too do efforts by the regime to
foster nationalism as a means of legitimacy. Chinas neighbors and
Americans worry that such a strategy, while it promises immediate
domestic political rewards, will end up by making the country’s leaders
prisoners of the very passions they have aroused.

Why Conflict?

If we restrict ourselves to foreign affairs, there are two underlying causes
of tensions between China and America. First and most importantly,
leaders and peoples of both countries seek self-esteem, as do most peoples
of the world. They do so in part through their respective country’s stand-
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ing in the world—and have been encouraged to do so by their leaders.
The Sino-American competition is more a clash of egos than of interests.
The symbolic nature of the competition makes it more, rather than less,
difficult to resolve. Max Weber, the famous turn of the twentieth century
sociologist, wrote in the context of Franco-German relations that “nations
will sacrifice their interests, but never their honor.”? It is now apparent to
prominent historians of the period that World War I was more about
honor than it was about security or material interests.*! It was also a major
component of the Cold War, and perhaps the major one after the 1975
Helsinki Accords recognized the European postwar territorial status quo.*

The second principal cause of conflict is the faulty conceptions that
leaders and intellectuals in both countries have of their national interests
and of each other’s motives and foreign policies. Classical realists such as
Hans Morgenthau understood that there was never such a thing as “the”
national interest, only differentand competing formulations. Conceptions
of national interest are all subjective and at best serve as a guide for for-
eign policy—and even then only incompletely. Even if leaders have devel-
oped a foreign policy theory guided by some notion of national interest,
very few of them will be able to conduct foreign policy without domestic
constraints.”® I contend that the ways in which American and Chinese
leaders have formulated their interests in Asia have created unnecessary
tensions. There is no fundamental or irresolvable conflict of interests
between the two sides, and when such conflict of interests arises, it is
more often the result of an inability to derive an enlightened and shrewd
understanding of mutual interests from complex and sometimes intense
strategic settings.

These conceptions of national interest are rooted in history, confirmed
tautologically, and make the other country more rather than less threat-
ening. A prime example on the American side is power transition theory,
which encourages the belief, some argue the near certainty, that rising
powers always challenge dominant powers for leadership of international
society and that this is the major cause of great power wars. There is abso-
lutely no evidence in support of power transition theory—quite the
reverse. The history of the last 500 years reveals that dominant powers
routinely accommodate rising ones, and the latter seek recognition and
accommodation, not dominance achieved by war.**
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The policies generated by the so-called historical lessons intensify Sino-
American tensions, just as they did Soviet-American tensions during the
Cold War. Deterrence is another offender. Each side believes it necessary
to restrain the other through arms build-ups, deployments, and initia-
tives intended to display resolve. The consequences are more often the
reverse of those intended. In the first instance arms build-ups are invari-
ably interpreted as evidence of offensive, not defensive, intentions. This
belief convinces leaders that they need to display resolve lest they be per-
ceived as weak. Deterrence in the Cold War was a principal cause of war-
threatening crises between the US and the Soviet Union, and the US and
China.” As practiced by both sides, it has the potential once again to
transform Sino-American relations.

This chapter and a recent book I coauthored with Chinese scholar
Feng Zhang are seriously at odds with the conventional wisdom in
China and America about how to manage their relationship.?® We
challenge many of the principal strategies both sides have pursued, and
not only the ways in which they have been applied. We question the
concepts on which these strategies are based, arguing that they are
based on superficial learning from the past or false historical lessons.
Our critique lays the foundation for an alternative set of conceptions
we think more appropriate to Sino-American relations, and whose
application would make it possible for both nations to buttress their
self-esteem in less threatening ways. In the pages that follow I sum-
marize our argument.

Mutual Misunderstanding

On the American side, the dominant analytical lens, as noted, is “power
transition theory.” It asserts that war is all but inevitable between a rising,
would-be, dominant power and an existing, if declining, one. Its propo-
nents contend that this has always happened in the past and is something
akin to a “law” of history. Power transition theory is so sharply at odds
with history that at least some of the policymakers, academics, and jour-
nalists who flog it do so because it suits their political or economic goals.
They use it to justify their Cassandra-like claims to a gullible and
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frightened public that war is likely, if not inevitable, and that the US
should maintain, if not increase, its military efforts to “balance” China in
the Pacific.

In China, there are diverse discourses. The dominant one depicts the
US as simultaneously engaging with and balancing against China. The
moderates focus on the US strategy of engagement and appreciate its con-
tribution to China’s integration with international society. They have been
losing influence. Most analysts now contend that Washington attempts to
balance Chinas rise to maintain its hegemonic position in the Asia-Pacific.
A vocal minority of hardliners, who describe this strategy as “contain-
ment,” argue that China must develop robust military capabilities and
strategic options to confront it. Whatever their policy persuasions, most
Chinese observers, including the moderates, believe that there is a struc-
tural contradiction in Sino-US relations, in the sense that China’s interests
as a rising power are bound to come into conflict with America’s interests
as an established power. They are much influenced by American interna-
tional relations theories, notably realist and power transition theories.
These theories reinforce pessimism in both countries and feed arguments
about the utility of coercive strategies for competition and conflict. Such
theories are intellectually dubious and dangerous for policy.

Escalating Competition

The Obama administration relegated the China policy to a management
issue. Its goal was simply to “preserve key national interests where neces-
sary while sustaining a workable and sustainable relationship with China
whenever possible.””” Under Obama, the China policy was a hodgepodge
of reactive and ad-hoc decisions, reflecting a contradictory, disorderly,
and confusing assortment of engagement, containment, balancing, com-
petition, and cooperation.” To the extent that the Obama administration
had a coherent policy, it was motivated by concern for credibility of the
US strategic commitments in Asia and sought therefore to reassure its
allies. Displays of US resolve only encouraged greater Chinese resolve,
especially when Washington was seen to challenge China’s regional stand-
ing in this era of growing Chinese power and confidence.”’
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Obama’s policies also triggered a series of indirect and unintended con-
sequences by stimulating a vigorous Chinese strategy toward countries on
its regional periphery.®® The so-called Belt and Road Initiative and island
building in the South China Sea—two of Beijing’s most significant moves
during the Obama administration—were indirect efforts to relieve its
strategic pressures.’’ But they were interpreted by Washington as evi-
dence of Chinese expansionism and its alleged intention to push America
out of Asia.’> Washington thus became all the more keen to check Chinese
power. In effect, Sino-American interactions for much of this century
have made both countries worse off by agitating Chinese assertiveness
and undermining mutual strategic trust. China and America increasingly
saw each other as security threats and strategic competitors. This made
cooperation on common security challenges less likely and the risk of
misjudgments and miscalculations more acute.?

American strategists are determined to engage China to dissuade it
from seeking hegemony in Asia. The primary means to this end is to “bal-
ance” rising Chinese power by increasing the combined power of the US
and its allies and partners in the region. American policymakers and ana-
lysts in the realist tradition focus on Chinese and American economic
and military power. Many sound the tocsin about China’s growing and
threatening military. China has indeed used some of its wealth to upgrade
its military forces, but primarily to provide the capability to deal with
sovereignty disputes, as regarding Taiwan and the islands in the East and
South China Seas, and to protect its expanding overseas trading inter-
ests.*® The US military alleges that China is developing capabilities to
thwart US power projection in the Pacific rim, perhaps with the eventual
aim of driving the US out of East Asia and imposing a Chinese hege-
mony in the region. This is an exaggeration based on a self-serving, mir-
ror image of America’s hegemonic strategy.

China’s recent military modernization efforts, especially the focus on
naval and air power, are consistent with its stated goals of near-seas
defense, especially those of protecting its territorial security, sovereignty,
and maritime rights. In the South China Sea, China maintains some
ambiguity in its positions for strategic and domestic political reasons.’
This highlights the importance of understanding Chinese leaders” assess-
ments of China’s interests in the region and the motives behind their
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policies. Those interests determine how China will invest its resources
and deploy its capabilities.

China’s strategic programs are also minimal. Only in recent years has it
begun to upgrade its nuclear deterrence force, which now includes road-
mobile intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs), improved nuclear-
powered ballistic-missile submarines, and multiple independently
targetable reentry vehicles (MIRVs)-capable silo-based ICBMs, as well as
the ongoing development of hypersonic-glide vehicles and MIRV-capable
mobile ICBMs. Nevertheless, it has stuck to the long-time policy of
maintaining a “lean and effective” deterrent capability.*® As of January
2018, its nuclear stockpile includes roughly 280 warheads, and only
40-50 of its ICBMs are capable of targeting the continental US.?

By contrast, the US has undertaken significant strategic upgrading
since the end of the Cold War. It maintains a stockpile of roughly 6550
warheads as of February 2018. Several hundreds of its land-based ICBMs
can hit China, in addition to a range of sea- and air-based missiles and
warheads. Trident I missiles were replaced with Trident IIIs with a GPS
navigation system and larger warheads. Greater accuracy and larger war-
heads make them deadlier to Chinese missile silos. Three warheads tar-
geted on each Chinese silo have a 99 percent chance of destroying all of
them while killing fewer than 6000 Chinese, with hardly any fallout.’® If
China decides to escalate nuclear competition, fearing that it is losing an
effective second-strike deterrent, it will most likely result from US provo-
cations in entrenching its nuclear superiority. The Trump administra-
tion’s 2018 “Nuclear Posture Review,” which calls for a significant
modernization of its nuclear forces, is an ominous step that will likely
elicit a Chinese response to upgrade its own nuclear forces.”

Chinese defense spending grew at double-digit annual rates between
1989 and 2015. Since 2016, however, it has declined to a single-digit rate
of around 7-8 percent. In 2016, the US spent $611 billion on its military
and China $215 billion on its military.*> China spends a higher propor-
tion of its GDP on the military than many developed countries at an
average of 2 percent between 2008 and 2012. This is a mere fraction of
the 4.7 percent spent by the US in the same period.*! In 2016, China
spent 1.9 percent of its GDP on the military, in contrast to the US figure
of 3.3 percent. Judging from this comparatively low proportion, China
is far from engaging in an arms race with America.
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China’s military modernization is accelerating rapidly, but still has a
long way to go. The much-hyped naval build-up offers a telling exam-
ple. Its first aircraft carrier, commissioned into the Chinese navy in
2012, is a remodeled Soviet-era Kuznetsov-class carrier, lacked the req-
uisite slingshot technology to launch technologically advanced fighter
planes. The second indigenously built carrier, launched in April 2017,
also derives from the old Soviet model and will not become operational
until 2020.# Although a mature carrier force—up to five more carriers
are planned—will eventually give China power projection capabilities
dwarfing those of its smaller Asian neighbors, the current carriers are
more a symbol of national power and a training instrument rather than
a combat platform.

The figures of Chinese military spending are debatable, as are
Chinese military capabilities more generally. What is indisputable,
however, is the fallacy of trying to reason from capabilities to inten-
tions. If any more evidence for this truth is required, one need only
look back on attempts to do this with regard to the Soviet Union.
Faulty conceptions played a large role in intensifying US-Soviet com-
petition during the Cold War. A constructive US-China relationship
in the twenty-first century would require a different, and productive,
set of strategic conceptions based on an appropriate mix of deterrence,
reassurance, and diplomacy.

The overarching American goal of preserving what it considers its
hegemony by limiting Chinese influence in Asia has been in place
since the mid-2000s.* The Obama administration, in only wanting
to sustain a workable relationship with China while upholding
the longstanding principle of US leadership, unwittingly inherited
the preceding Bush administration’s China strategy. Chinese critics
viewed the strategy as contradictory because America’s pursuit of
regional hegemony was at odds with its declaratory policy of welcom-
ing China’s rise. US officials saw no contradiction because the strategy
was designed to shape China’s rise in ways that would not challenge
US hegemony. This mismatch between Chinese and American views
about the coherence of US strategy helps in part to explain rising
bilateral tension.
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Yet some officials and analysts want to march in the other direction
and appear to have the ear of President Trump. His administration has
become more committed to hegemony, more confrontational toward
China, and less willing to recognize its legitimate interests in influenc-
ing developments in the region. Kurt Campbell, former assistant sec-
retary of state and the State Department official in charge of China,
insists that preventing hegemony in the Pacific is no longer enough to
achieve American interests. He would try to impose a set of American-
sanctioned rules, norms, and institutions that he refers to as “Asia’s
operating system.”* He advocates adding to the traditional hub-and-
spokes model of America’s bilateral alliance system in Asia “a tire that
links Asian allies to one another without interfering with their strong
ties to the US hub.”#

The Trump administration appears receptive to Campbell’s suggestion
of taking a “network approach” to its Asian alliance system without find-
ing a proper place for China in the evolving security order; Beijing is
likely to feel further besieged and more uncompromising in safeguarding
its perceived interests. Hardline voices decrying US containment will be
on the rise, and Beijing will be more compelled to respond assertively and
even aggressively. US-China relations during the first two years of the
Trump administration manifested these hazards.

Respected American scholars recognize the dangers of such an
approach. Tom Christensen points out that even the exaggerated lan-
guage about a pivot or rebalance could feed into Chinese conspiracy
theories about alleged US containment and encirclement.”” Robert Ross
argues that the rebalance “unnecessarily compounds Beijing’s insecurities
and will only feed China’s aggressiveness, undermine regional stability,
and decrease the possibility of cooperation between Beijing and
Washington.”#® A new US-China modus vivendi is needed to transform
their relationship, and that requires an effective strategy for competition
management and conflict reduction.

Such a strategy should address attempt to reduce or resolve the princi-
pal areas of tension between the US and China. In the pages that follow,
I identify and address four problem areas: Taiwan, North Korea, mari-
time disputes, and US alliances in Asia.
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Taiwan

Taiwan has been a bone of contention between China and the US since
the end of the Chinese civil war of 1946—49 and the proclamation of the
People’s Republic. Beijing has always insisted that Taiwan is an integral
part of China. The Nixon administration, eager to end war in Vietnam
and cement a tacit alliance with the PRC against the Soviet Union, rec-
ognized China’s claim. In the famous Shanghai Communiqué of February
1972, signed at the conclusion of President Nixon’s historic visit to
China, the US acknowledged the Chinese position that “there is but one
China and that Taiwan is a part of China.”*

Acknowledgment is not the same as endorsement and there is a crucial
difference between Washington’s “one China” policy and Beijing’s “one
China” principle. Whereas Beijing claims Taiwan as a part of China
whose sole legal government is the PRC, Washington acknowledges this
position but has “zor itself agreed to this position.”® Believing that the
sovereign status of Taiwan is yet to be determined, the US neither con-
firms nor denies Taiwan’s sovereignty.”" In his 1982 “Six Reassurances” to
Taiwan, President Ronald Reagan pledged that the US would not for-
mally recognize Chinese sovereignty over Taiwan as the sovereignty of
Taiwan was a question to be decided peacefully by the Chinese
themselves.>

Beijing insists on honoring the three PRC-US joint communiqués of
1972, 1979, and 1982 as the foundation for conducting bilateral relations
and policies toward Taiwan. Washington, especially when under
Republican administrations, hews more closely to the Taiwan Relations
Act (TRA) of 1979 and Reagan’s “Six Reassurances.” Maintaining a con-
tinuing, if weakened and nonbinding, security commitment to Taiwan as
compensation for its loss of official ties, the TRA requires the US “to con-
sider any effort to determine the future of Taiwan by other than peaceful
means, including by boycotts or embargoes, a threat to the peace and
security of the Western Pacific area and of grave concern to the United
States.”® It authorizes Washington “to provide Taiwan with arms of a
defensive character” and “to maintain the capacity of the United States to
resist any resort to force or other forms of coercion that would jeopardize
the security, or the social or economic system, of the people on Taiwan.”*
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American arms sales to Taiwan are a persistent irritant in US-China
relations. So too is the prospect of the US’s defense of Taiwan in the event
of a PRC attack. China and the US nearly came to blows in the Taiwan
Strait crises of 1954-55, 1958, and 1995-96.% They could do so again,
especially if they fail to moderate their mutual deterrence strategies by
effective reassurance and clever diplomacy.>

A US concession of ending its defense commitment to Taiwan would
mean abandoning deterrence as a strategy for managing cross-Strait ten-
sions. It is neither advisable nor feasible in the current environment. To
make it feasible and useful, China would have to demonstrate strategic
self-restraint and make a credible commitment to keep Taiwan’s political
system intact after unification. It has sought to convey such a commit-
ment through the “one country, two systems” proposal since the 1980s.
This formula was adopted in Hong Kong when the former British colony
reverted to China in 1997, but there is a widespread perception in Taiwan
and the US that Beijing has violated the terms of the agreement and is
reducing Hong Kong’s autonomy. No promise about Taiwan will be seen
as credible in Taipei or Washington until such time as Beijing honors its
agreement in Hong Kong.

Reassurance by means of trade-offs is the only strategy likely to succeed.
This demands mutual concessions from Beijing, Taipei, and Washington.
Beijing needs to make a credible commitment to Taiwan’s security and
autonomy to reassure both Taipei and Washington. Beijing’s greatest fear
is Taiwan’s permanent separation from the mainland and creeping move
toward independence.” These prospects would defeat the PRC’s goal of
national unification and call into question the legitimacy of the Communist
Party’s (CCP) rule of China or at least its competence in a vital area of
national policy. Taipei accordingly needs to reassure Beijing by renouncing
the goal of de jure independence and by opening itself to unification at
some future date on terms acceptable to both sides. Such cross-Strait
mutual reassurance would meet the US insistence that the status of Taiwan
be resolved in a peaceful manner by both sides of the Taiwan Strait.

Washington in turn needs a new declaratory policy to reassure Beijing
that its arms sales are contingent upon the dynamics of cross-Strait
relations, that the need for such sales will diminish, and that it will even-
tually cease with improvement of the Beijing-Taipei relationship. It must
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further make clear that its defense commitment is conditional upon
Taipei’s willingness to refrain from moving toward independence. This
would represent a significant adjustment of and improvement upon the
US-PRC joint communiqués of August 1982, in which the US pledges
to “reduce gradually its sales of arms to Taiwan, leading over a period of
time to a final resolution.”®

Continued improvement of cross-Strait relations, including but not
limited to the military dimension, is a more realistic and productive cri-
terion for assessing arms sales. Washington could propose to Beijing that
it will restrict its arms sales to Taipei if Beijing can place verifiable limits
on its military production and deployments against Taiwan and credibly
commit not to use force except in the extreme cases of Taipei’s declaration
of de jure independence or a significant enhancement of the US-Taiwan
security relationship, such as the deployment of US forces on the island.*
Such a move would signal a positive US intention while incentivizing
Beijing to improve relations with Taipei.

A declaration of linking its defense commitment to Taipei’s restraint
on independence would partially resolve America’s longstanding “strate-
gic ambiguity” over the prospect of its intervention in a Taiwan conflict.*
It would reassure Beijing because it provides a new constraint on Taiwan’s
independence; it would not harm Taipei since Washington has long
declared its opposition to Taiwan’s independence.®! Indeed, Washington
could go one extra step by reassuring Beijing that Taiwan’s independence
will not receive its consent and that it would welcome unification peace-
fully and voluntarily achieved by both sides.®? Since its Taiwan policy has
always been about a peaceful process of settlement between Beijing and
Taipei, not any particular outcome of that process, and since it opposes
unilateral attempts to change the status quo such as a de jure declaration
of independence by Taipei, which will almost certainly mean war across
the Strait, such reassurance does not violate the spirit of longstanding US
policy.® If cross-Strait relations stabilize and improve in the longer term
as a result of trilateral reassurance, political and military reconciliation
between Beijing and Taipei would deprive Washington of its justification
for continued arms sales.

These trade-offs give some indication of how the strategy of reassur-
ance might be used to defuse tension in the Taiwan Strait and promote a
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peaceful resolution. It is unlikely to result in a “grand bargain” fashion
given the degree of mistrust and the complexities in devising and gaining
acceptance of such proposals. More feasible is a reciprocal process in the
form of contingent, sequential trade-offs and agreements among the
three parties through a series of interlocking agreements. Measured suc-
cess could sustain the momentum of reassurance.®*

North Korea

Next to Taiwan, the ongoing North Korean nuclear weapons and missile
crisis is the other major flashpoint in Sino-American relations. From the
early 1990s when the crisis first broke out to 2017 when Trump threat-
ened to “totally destroy North Korea,” the risk of a new Korean War
never disappeared.®® Rapprochement between the two Koreas and
between the US and North Korea in 2018 brought about a dramatic turn
of events. Reassurance is now needed to sustain positive momentum and
would have some chance of success.

North Korea’s interest in nuclear weapons dates back to the Cold
War. The current cycle of crises started in 1992, when Pyongyang was
caught pursuing a plutonium-based nuclear weapons program.®® In
the first nuclear crisis of 1992—94, the Clinton administration consid-
ered surgical strikes, but the crisis was resolved by former President
Carter’s personal diplomacy in Pyongyang. In the Agreed Framework
of October 1994, North Korea agreed to freeze and eventually dis-
mantle its nuclear weapons program in return for the provision of two
light-water reactors, the interim supply of heavy fuel oil, some relax-
ation of sanctions, and progress in normalizing relations with the
US. The implementation of the agreement, however, was constrained
by a commitment problem that has plagued the crisis period since the
1990s. The US suspected North Korea of nuclear cheating at an
underground facility in 1999. Yet, the Clinton administration’s own
delay in oil delivery, the easing of sanctions and the construction of the
light-water reactors, and its ultimate failure to deliver the promise of
normalization reduced Pyongyang’s confidence in Washington’s com-
mitment to the agreement.



118 R. N. Lebow

The George W. Bush administration derided the Clinton administra-
tion’s engagement with North Korea as appeasement and, influenced by
neoconservative hawks, chose to aggravate tensions. President Bush was
also personally repelled by the North Korea leader Kim Jong-il, whom he
regarded as an evil tyrant. President Bush considered negotiations with
“rogue regimes” like North Korea as rewarding bad behavior and thus
immoral. Agitated by the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks, he quickly
dubbed North Korea a member of the “axis of evil.” It was in this context
that the second nuclear crisis broke out in October 2002, when
Washington confronted Pyongyang with alleged evidence of a clandes-
tine uranium enrichment program. Adopting preemption as a new
counter-proliferation strategy, and regarding pressure rather than induce-
ment as the key to altering North Korean behavior, the Bush administra-
tion refused to engage in meaningful bilateral negotiations, despite
repeated North Korean appeals for talks.

China found itself caught between Pyongyang’s escalation and
Washington’s intransigence. In August 2003, it brokered the Six Party
Talks—China, South Korea, Japan, Russia, the US, and North Korea.””
Two years of painstaking negotiations produced the landmark Joint
Statement of September 2005. It committed the parties to a series of quid
pro quos, including a North Korean promise to dismantle the nuclear
weapons program in return for security guarantees, future steps toward
normalization, and economic assistance.

The Obama administration pursued what it called “strategic
patience,” a combination of sanctions and prospective inducements.
Neither deterred nor lured, North Korea accelerated its weapons pro-
gram by conducting three more nuclear weapons tests—in 2013 and
2016—and launching longer-range road-mobile and submarine-based
missiles. By the end of its two terms in office, the Obama administra-
tion had realized that “strategic patience” had resulted in much greater
North Korean capabilities, estimated at ten or more nuclear weapons.
Implicitly acknowledging a colossal failure of American diplomacy
across three administrations, it advised the incoming Trump adminis-

tration that North Korea represented the biggest national security
threat to the US.
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President Trump took Obama’s warning to heart. In 2017, his first year
in office, he identified North Korea as the greatest security threat,
abandoning “strategic patience” in favor of a strategy of “maximum pres-
sure” through diplomatic and economic sanctions. Despite his threats to
destroy North Korea, Trump was open to engagement from the begin-
ning.®® He praised Kim as “a pretty smart cookie” and repeatedly
announced his intention to make a deal.®

Trump’s deal-making vanity helps to explain his acceptance of an invita-
tion from Kim Jong-un, the North Korean leader since 2012, to a summit
meeting. Their encounter in Singapore in June 2018 was historic in that it
was the first time a sitting American president had met with a North Korean
leader. Trump agreed to halt US-South Korea military exercises but refused
to consider reducing the number of American troops in South Korea. The
joint statement of the summit called for the “complete denuclearization” of
the Korean Peninsula, without providing a timeline or details about how
the North would go about relinquishing its weapons.”” As I write in
October 2018, attention is focused on Kim’s commitment to completely
abandon North Koreas nuclear and missile programs. Kim demands a
reciprocal, step-by-step process of mutual concessions. American ofhicials
worry that he may be using negotiation to ease sanctions in return for a
freeze—not dismantlement—of his nuclear weapons programs. They
demand that North Korea move quickly toward denuclearization by sub-
mitting an inventory of its nuclear weapons and fissile materials.

Any effective strategy toward North Korea must address the twin prob-
lems of coordination and commitment noted in the context of Taiwan.
The US continues to prioritize denuclearization and non-proliferation.
The Trump administration, pointing out that over 80 percent of North
Korean trade goes through China, has urged Beijing to curtail and cut oil
and other shipments to North Korea. In a pithy three-sentence state-
ment, China insists on the twin goals of denuclearization and regional
peace and stability and prefers dialogue and consultation to coercion and
conflict.”! In principle, China is committed to denuclearization even if it
involves some destabilization of North Korea. In practice, China has val-
ued the stability of the Korean Peninsula more than denuclearization for
a multitude of historical, political, and economic reasons ranging from
the profound to the parochial.”
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China has made clear its bottom line: whatever the approach to the
crisis, it should not result in major instability or military conflict. As the
Chinese put it, there should be no war and no chaos (bu sheng zhan, bu
sheng luan).” Beijing wants to maintain a minimum degree of stability on
the Korean Peninsula and keep North Korea a friend, however strained
that friendship may be. In the conventional Chinese view, a destabilized
or a hostile North Korea portends serious trouble. In desperation, it
might initiate military action against South Korea, reigniting the Korean
War. Alternatively, regime collapse could unleash a flood of refugees on
the Chinese border and result in a unified Korean Peninsula under the
control the US-South Korea alliance. This is an outcome Beijing averted
during the Korean War at the cost of close to one million casualties. A
hostile North Korea can wreak havoc now that it has developed nuclear-
capable missiles that can be trained on China. A friendly, or at least def-
erential, North Korea, the conventional wisdom goes, can serve as a
strategic buffer against American forces based in South Korea. Thus, in
response to the question of whether China would cut off oil supplies to
North Korea under American pressure, Chinese elites uniformly answer
“no,” for that would undermine the goal of stability.”* According to the
Chinese scholar Shi Yinhong, pressured too hard, Beijing could flip the
other way, deciding that Washington is the real threat to stability on the
peninsula and opposing it more strongly.”

The only way to resolve this problem of coordination is for the US and
China to bring their goals into convergence on the basis of an enlightened
understanding of their respective national interests. The two countries
share the goal of denuclearization, but each attaches a different priority to
it. Asking the US to emphasize peninsular stability over denuclearization
would mean the abandonment of denuclearization as a goal altogether,
with the momentous consequences for the nuclear non-proliferation
regime. This is not in China’s interest either and would be damaging to
regional security. China needs to reassure the US and other countries in
the region that it is serious about denuclearization. To take this step, it has
to be convinced that denuclearization will not destabilize North Korea.

The commitment problem is harder to overcome. Ever since the 1994
Agreed Framework, the US has tried to reassure North Korea that it is
not committed to regime change or economic strangulation. The 2005
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Joint Statement of the Six Party Talks represents the climax of such reas-
surance: Washington promised to guarantee Pyongyang’s security, nor-
malize political relations, and provide economic assistance, as long as
Pyongyang demonstrated its commitment to full denuclearization. The
Obama administration even offered to negotiate normalization and a
peace treaty without the longstanding precondition that Pyongyang first
take steps to curtail its nuclear arsenal.”® Rex Tillerson, Trump’s first sec-
retary of state, declared that the US does not seek regime change or an
accelerated reunification of the Korean Peninsula.”” However, 20 years of
diplomatic failure and broken promises, exacerbated by periodic calls of
military action from hawks, have significantly reduced the credibility of
US commitments. Trump veered from military threats to diplomatic
chumminess in 2018, but Kim and his advisors might well have doubted
his credibility in view of his impulsive vacillation.

North Korea is even more of a puzzle. Before 2018, it seemed all but
certain that it had moved away from accommodation. Its commitment to
denuclearize might have been more or less serious before the collapse of
the Six Party Talks in 2008. But in 2013, it rolled out the byungjin line,
which emphasized the simultaneous pursuit of economic development
and nuclear weapons. The Kim regime enshrined the pursuit of nuclear
weapons in its constitution, thus entrenching its resolve to achieving the
status of a full nuclear weapons state.”® But in April 2018, Kim Jong-un
declared that byungjin was over and that all efforts would now go to
“socialist economic construction.” Perhaps he was truly different from his
father Kim Jong-il, who used negotiation to stall for time. John Delury
argues that Kim Jong-un fits the model of an East Asian strongman who
sets his country on the path of economic development.” Many Americans,
recalling North Korea’s failure to honor commitments in the past, remain
unconvinced.

It seems likely that North Korea will at most accept a freeze, not com-
plete nuclear dismantlement. If so, direct US-North Korea negotiations
over complete denuclearization will reach a dead end.® Here is where
China can play an important role by means of reassurance and
commitment. Toward this end Washington needs to address relevant
Chinese concerns; the two most significant are the risk of an inadvertent
war and the role of the US-South Korea alliance in future Korean
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contingencies. Washington needs to convince Beijing that it will not
unleash a preemptive or preventive war against North Korea.®' More
importantly, it needs to make a credible commitment that can alleviate
China’s profound and historically generated strategic anxieties about
Korea, rooted as they are in the belief that stability on the Korean
Peninsula is an essential requirement for China’s national security. An
irrevocable commitment by the US to withdraw troops from South Korea
if Chinese cooperation delivers North Korea’s denuclearization would be
an important step in assuaging Chinese concerns and making it more
willing to cooperate with the US.%

For its part, China might offer a kind of “regime security assurance” by
committing itself to protect the North Korean regime centered on the
Kim family in return for denuclearization. North Korea may have wanted
this type of reassurance from the US, which, for political and ideological
reasons, is very difficult for Washington to contemplate.*> China, how-
ever, is already positioned to make such an offer by virtue of the 1961
Sino-North Korean alliance treaty. The treaty codifies a de facto Chinese
security guarantee to North Korea, and Beijing can clarify the new com-
mitment of regime security by amending its clauses. Although not essen-
tial, Chinese reassurance may go one extra step by offering extended
deterrence to North Korea in the case of a US invasion or preemp-
tive strike.®*

North Korea is China’s only treaty ally in the world today. It is a Cold
War leftover that often embarrasses Beijing. A regime security assurance
would constitute a Chinese reassurance to North Korea through an irre-
vocable commitment and thus a tightening of the alliance. Those Chinese
elites who are repelled by North Korea’s past intransigence and affronts
may find it objectionable. Yet, a closer alliance could be a counterintui-
tive mechanism for controlling a recalcitrant ally, if it makes possible
denuclearization and stability.*> Indeed, it promises to bring multiple
advantages, including placating conservative grievances about abandon-
ing North Korea, satisfying the policy bottom line of maintaining penin-
sular stability, avoiding the risk of turning North Korea into a hostile
country, increasing Chinese influence and leverage over Pyongyang, and
burnishing China’s reputation as a reliable and responsible ally. The long
existence of the Sino-North Korean alliance, the nature of China’s
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authoritarian political system nominally sharing the same communist
ideology with North Korea, and the Chinese fear of North Korean
collapse give credibility to such a commitment—a level of credibility
impossible for the US to attain.

Maritime Disputes and Tensions

Maritime tensions in East Asia involving China and the US operate at
three levels: disputes about territorial sovereignty and maritime rights
between China and its neighbors, disagreements over freedom of the seas
especially concerning US military activities in China’s exclusive economic
zones (EEZs) and the South China Sea, and geopolitical competition
between an established and rising power. Each level impinges on a core
aspect of the Asian maritime order critical to the role of the US in the
region. Recent Chinese approaches to sovereignty disputes, perceived as
coercive by the US and its allies, raise the question of Beijing’s commit-
ment to their peaceful resolution in a rules-based order. They also pose
challenges to the plausibility and credibility of US security commitments
to its Asian allies. Disputes over freedom of military action risk upending
the regional security order that the US has dominated since the end of
World War II. Maritime strategic competition may bring that dominance
to an end. Rising tensions in these areas will harden Sino-US competi-
tion in maritime Asia, produce war-threatening incidents and miscalcula-
tions, and generate instability and turmoil in regional security.

China has disputes with Japan over the sovereignty of the Diaoyu/
Senkaku islands in the East China Sea and with the Philippines, Vietnam,
Malaysia, Brunei, and Taiwan over the sovereignty of the South China
Sea islands. Each of these sovereignty disputes in turn has significant
implications for the distribution of maritime rights, including resource
extraction and military activities. The US position on these disputes is
principled neutrality: it takes no position on the competing claims but
supports the principle that disputes should be resolved peacefully, without
coercion, intimidation, threats, or the use of force, and in a manner con-
sistent with international law.*® China’s policy, consistently maintained
since the late 1970s and reiterated by a major speech that President Xi
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gave in July 2013, insists on Chinese sovereignty over the islands but
proposes to shelve the disputes in order to pursue common development
with other claimant countries.”

The US and China have no territorial disputes of their own but differ
in their interpretations of and approaches to disputes between China and
its neighbors. Similar to its Taiwan policy, the US stresses a peaceful pro-
cess of dispute settlement without staking out a firm position on the
merits of the competing claims or any particular outcome of the disputes.
But just as in cross-Strait relations, Beijing accuses Washington of hypoc-
risy and suspects its “real” intention of siding with other claimant states
against China. Chinese elites fault the Obama administration’s interven-
tion in the South China Sea disputes and its Asian rebalance strategy for
aggravating regional territorial disputes. They attribute Asian maritime
tension to the rebalance strategy while minimizing the role of Chinese
policy.®® American policymakers and media criticize Chinese coercion
toward its neighbors and lack of a serious commitment to a peaceful reso-
lution of the disputes.®” And indeed, just as in the case of Taiwan, while
Beijing emphasizes its peaceful intention, it has never renounced the use
of force as an option to settle disputes. China’s preference for peace, says
Xi, does not mean the abandonment of legitimate interests, much less the
sacrificing of core interests.”

The possibility of the Chinese use of force is deeply unsettling for the
US. Not only would this affect peace and stability in East Asia, it would
also pose major strategic dilemmas for Washington. Two of its treaty
allies—]Japan and the Philippines—are directly, and sometimes danger-
ously, embroiled in disputes with China. America’s security commitments
to Japan are codified in the 1960 US-Japan treaty, and both the Obama
and Trump administrations have reaffirmed their defense commitment to
the Diaoyu/Senkaku islands. The 1951 US-Philippines treaty commits
both parties to meet common dangers in case of “an armed attack in the
Pacific Area on cither of the Parties.” Washington has nevertheless
refrained from pledging defense of maritime areas disputed between the
Philippines and China, such as the potentially explosive Scarborough
Shoal.”! However, in March 2019, Secretary of State Mike Pompeo came
close to extending the defense umbrella to cover a Chinese attack in dis-
puted waters.”” Miscalculation by either side, not to mention by both
sides, could lead to some kind of military confrontation.
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A no less agonizing row is over the role of international law in dispute
settlement. The US criticizes China for refusing to clarify its legal claims
in the South China Sea and for failing to comply with the United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). It supports the Philippines
versus China arbitration ruling of July 2016 as the new legal framework
that should not only govern the bilateral disputes between these two
countries but also find wider applications in the region. Contending that
UNCLOS forms only part of the international maritime legal regime,
Beijing argues that its claims are also based on customary international
law and historic rights and practices not incorporated by UNCLOS. It
vehemently opposes the July 2016 arbitration ruling, berating it as a
US-backed plot to wipe out Chinese rights in the South China Sea.”

The satisfactory and defensible way to manage and resolve Asian mari-
time territorial disputes is for claimant states to clarify their claims, bring
them into line with prevailing international law and norms, and work
toward a negotiated settlement based on fair and reciprocal compromise.
Chinese approaches to the legal and diplomatic aspects of the East and
South China Sea disputes are different. In the East China Sea, China
asserts its claims to the Diaoyu/Senkaku islands and hounds Japan for
refusing to even acknowledge the existence of the territorial dispute.
Since 2012, Beijing has adopted a coercive strategy of asserting adminis-
trative control by dispatching coastguard and naval vessels to the area,
creating risks of maritime incidents escalating into conflicts.

A peaceful resolution to the dispute requires effective reassurance and
diplomacy between Beijing and Tokyo. Washington can contribute given
its leverage in the US-Japan relationship. Taking no position on the sov-
ereignty of the Diaoyu/Senkaku islands, the US nevertheless recognizes
Japan’s de facto jurisdiction over them and extends its security commit-
ment on that basis. In 1971, when the Nixon administration was delib-
erating a position on the islands, Kissinger considered the State
Department’s recommendation that the US remain neutral on sover-
eignty while returning administrative rights to Japan nonsensical and
demanded a more neutral position. Even the State Department officials
who made this recommendation privately recognized the superiority of
Taiwan’s—and thus Chinas—claims. They proposed the contradictory
position of neutrality on sovereignty but support for Japanese jurisdiction



126 R. N. Lebow

only because of the bureaucratic need for completing the Okinawa rever-
sion treaty then under negotiation and the strategic need of keeping
Japan as an ally.”

The US can reassure China of its constructive role in the Sino-Japanese
dispute by nudging Japan to acknowledge the existence of the sovereignty
dispute and start negotiations with China. It may further propose a quid
pro quo between Beijing and Tokyo to settle both the sovereignty dispute
and the historic issue—the other festering wound that has damaged the
Sino-Japanese relationship since the 1990s.” Japan could offer a conces-
sion of Chinese sovereignty in return for a Chinese settlement of the
historic issue. To allay Japanese concerns about resources and security,
China can propose to equitably share resources in the area in conjunction
with their negotiation over continental shelf and maritime delimitation
in the East China Sea, and to impose limits on its military deployments
around the islands. To ease both countries’ concerns, they could include
in any treaty settling the sovereignty dispute a final Japanese apology of
its invasion of China in the spirit of the 1995 apology offered by Prime
Minister Tomiichi Murayama. China in return would acknowledge this
apology as ending their historical dispute. The resolution of these two
conflicts would not only constitute a historic breakthrough in Sino-
Japanese relations but herald a new era of East Asian peace and stability.

In encouraging Japan to make such concessions, the US would be
engineering its own trade-off with China: negation of its commitment to
defend the Diaoyu/Senkaku islands in return for China’s strategic restraint
in the East China Sea and reconciliation with the US-Japan alliance. The
US considers this alliance the cornerstone of East Asian security; China
criticizes it as a destabilizing containment tool. A reconciliation between
China and the US-Japan alliance through quid-pro-quo reassurance
would remove a root cause of East Asian tension and contribute to healthy
Sino-Japanese and Sino-US relations at the same time.

China has partially clarified its legal claims in the South China Sea but
has deliberately maintained some ambiguity in order to preserve
diplomatic flexibility and bargaining leverage in future negotiations.”® In
a July 2016 statement, Beijing claims sovereignty over all South China
Sea islands; the internal waters, territorial seas, and contiguous zones
based on these islands; any EEZ and continental shelf based on these
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islands; and historic rights.”” This statement deploys internationally rec-
ognized concepts under the UNCLOS framework, suggesting an effort
to enhance legal clarity. Ambiguities nevertheless remain. Does the term
“islands” meet the definition of an island given in Article 121 of UNCLOS
that enables claim to an EEZ and a continental shelf in addition to ter-
ritorial sea and a contiguous zone? Or, is the term so loosely used that it
also includes “low-tide elevations,” which cannot claim territorial sover-
eignty under UNCLOS unless they are within 12 nautical miles of an
island? In claiming the various maritime rights, China leaves the geo-
graphical scope of these rights entirely undefined. And on the controver-
sial issue of historic rights, China fails to delimit the geographical
boundary of such rights or specify their content.”®

China is both unwilling and unable to produce complete clarity in its
claims, as a national consensus on Chinese claims to the South China Sea
is still being debated inside the country.” Beijing should reassure regional
countries and the US by clarifying its position on the contentious
U-shaped line, rejecting it as a national boundary which would make 85
percent of the South China Sea enclosed by China’s internal waters under
its exclusive sovereign control and jurisdiction.'” Even so, China’s vast
claims to maritime rights based on sovereignty over all of the islands
would still make its neighbors nervous, fearing that a powerful but impa-
tient China might resort to force to realize these interests.

China would still need to establish the credibility of any promises of
restraint in the South China Sea. This could be accomplished through an
irrevocable commitment to peaceful management and settlement of dis-
putes. It could take the form of a binding code of conduct to be negoti-
ated between China and the US and perhaps China and the ten
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) member states. Toward
this end, the US should pledge full support for diplomatic efforts between
China and its neighbors—whether bilateral or multilateral—to resolve
their outstanding disputes. It should no longer take advantage of the dis-
putes to build regional alignments against China.'"!

A sustained Chinese commitment to peace would lessen its neighbors’
fears of its power and reduce the need for the US to bolster military deter-
rence. The result would be lowered tension, enhanced trust, and greater
stability in the region. The disputes themselves will take a long time to
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resolve, necessitating careful management in the interim. But a region-
wide reassurance through a commitment to peace and restraint between
China and its neighbors and a US commitment to diplomacy rather than
deterrence will stabilize the interim situation, creating a favorable envi-
ronment for the eventual settlement of the disputes. As a salutary by-
product for the US, it would freeze the vexed question of whether its
alliance commitments would help its allies deter China or encourage
their risk-taking or brinksmanship behavior in their disputes with China.

The US Alliance System in Asia

The US alliance system in Asia was a product of early Cold War rivalry
between the US and the Soviet Union. The US negotiated five bilateral
alliances with the Philippines (1951), Australia (1951), Japan (1951),
South Korea (1953), and Thailand (1954) respectively. These pacts led to
the so-called hub-and-spokes bilateral alliance system, with the US as the
“hub” and its regional allies as separate “spokes.” The system has proved
remarkably resilient, able to strengthen itself in the post-Cold War era
despite the disappearance of the communist threat that was its original
raison détar. American scholars argue that it reflects a bargain whereby
the US provides security protection and access to American markets,
technology, and resources within an open world economy, while America’s
allies provide support for US leadership.'** By providing public goods to
the region in terms of military security, economic openness, and political
stability, it allegedly contributes to peace and progress in East Asia.'®
Tensions between China and the US alliance system center on three
issues. First, while America touts the stabilizing benefits of its alliance
system, China sees it as a thinly veiled, anti-China tool of encirclement
or containment and an unfortunate relic of the Cold War. Second,
the US finds value in the alliance system as a hedge against China.
Perceived Chinese assertiveness in territorial disputes with Japan and
the Philippines has generated a mounting sense of an American need to
buttress its strategic credibility by further strengthening the alliance sys-
tem. Third, untamed rivalry between China and the US alliance system
risks plunging Asia into a new competition reminiscent of the Cold War.
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Whether reconciliation and accommodation can be achieved between
the respective security orders of China and the US will determine Asia’s
strategic future. Reassurance strategies on both sides are necessary to
address the Chinese fear of encirclement and the American one of a
rising, seemingly aggressive China. Only then can there be accommoda-
tion between Chinese and American security orders.

China maintains a principled opposition to the US alliance system in
Asia, but its attitudes and strategies have undergone subtle changes. For
a time following the end of the Cold War, some Chinese elites developed
a reluctant appreciation of the system’s contribution to Asian security,
especially in containing the haunted specter of Japanese militarism.
Watching the progressive strengthening of the US-Japan alliance, how-
ever, they increasingly come to view it “as more of a security impediment
than security facilitator.”'® At the same time, Beijing has developed a
sophisticated appreciation of its limits and constraints. The US did not
come to the aid of the Philippines during the 2012 Scarborough Shoal
incident, after which China seized control of the area. Nor did it try to
prevent China’s island building after 2014. Beijing finds some satisfac-
tion in its ability to withstand pressure from the US alliance system.

Having accepted coexistence with the system, China focuses on man-
aging a tense relationship with it. Bemoaning its still-limited role in
regional security, it hopes to create more strategic space in the institu-
tional architecture of East Asian security. With respect to the US alliance
system, China’s goal is to reduce its exclusivity by preventing its further
tightening. The exclusivity of the system suggests a US intention to
squeeze China’s strategic influence. It also produces the pernicious effect
of indiscriminately channeling all of China’s tensions with either the US
or its separate allies to the alliance system, even though they may only
concern bilateral matters between China and individual countries in the
system, not the system as a whole. The US alliance system thus risks mag-
nifying strategic tensions in Asia by turning individual disputes between
China and its neighbors into a region-wide contest between Chinese and
American security orders.'”

A US strategy of giving China some institutional space in its alliance
system can ease the Chinese fear of exclusion and encirclement. Such
reassurance through limited security regimes can draw on Asia’s burgeoning
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“minilateralism”—multilateral security cooperation among small groups
of states informally pursuing common security interests.'® So far, these
institutional practices are confined to arrangements among US treaty
allies and security partners, such as US-Japan-Australia, US-Japan-India,
and US-Japan-Australia-India strategic dialogues. It would, however, be
counterproductive to make the new minilateralism directed against
China as the US alliance system has been. In fact, an opening minilateral-
ism can usefully serve as a strategic bridge between China and the US
alliance system. Bringing China in will both satisfy its desire for a greater
strategic role and achieve the larger purpose of building trust and reduc-
ing tensions in the region. China, for its part, need not unduly fear exclu-
sion, for Asia’s complex security architecture means that some space can
always be found to offset challenging initiatives from the US alliance
system.'?”

Among the five US alliances in Asia, the US-Japan alliance gnaws at
China the most. A trilateral US-Japan-China minilateral strategic dia-
logue to address all three countries’ concerns about East Asian security is
thus a promising first step. Such an idea has been broached before but has
never had a life of its own due to mistrust and tensions in both Sino-
Japanese and Sino-US relations. It must be taken more seriously now.
The US bears no small responsibility in promoting Japan’s reconciliation
with China and other Asian neighbors.'”® For 70 years, its exclusive alli-
ance with Japan and the penchant for controlling Japan’s strategic choice
have undercut the motivation for Japan and the region to reconcile and
build trust with one another.'?”

The US alliance system, with the US—Japan alliance as its cornerstone,
is an organic part of Asia’s security landscape. The crumbling of this alli-
ance, with the possible consequence of an independent and assertive
Japan-seeking nuclear weapons, would not be in China’s best interest.'°
But it would also not be in America’s best interest to tighten it further.
The closer it becomes, the more expansive America’s commitments, the
greater its credibility worries, and the more onerous its security burden.
The US needs to give more agency to regional allies and partners in pro-
viding for their own security. Capable of standing up to China collec-
tively when necessary, Asian countries do not always need America at the
forefront.'!!
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Decrying the US alliance system as an anachronistic relic offensive to
contemporary realities, China proclaims an opposing strategy of part-
nership diplomacy. President Xi announced in a 2015 speech that a new
approach of “dialogue not confrontation, partnership not alliance” must
be developed to build “global partnership relationships.” China’s new
security concept of “common, comprehensive, cooperative, and
sustainable security” must replace all forms of Cold War mentality.!'? In
practice, China is slowly and cautiously building up a regional order
conducive to its interests and centered on itself. China is now member
to a dozen regional institutions, including ASEAN+1, ASEAN+3, the
ASEAN Regional Forum, the Conference on Interaction and Confidence-
Building Measures in Asia (CICA), the Shanghai Cooperation
Organisation (SCO), the East Asia Summit (EAS), the Regional
Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), the Asian Infrastructure
Investment Bank (AIIB), and the ASEAN-China Defense Ministers’
Informal Meeting (ACDMIM). In the ASEAN-centered institutions of
ASEAN+1, ASEAN+3, the EAS, RCEP, and the ACDMIM, China
acknowledges ASEAN centrality and plays a supporting and facilitating
role. In CICA, the SCO, and the AIIB, however, it seeks a central, if not
dominant, role, and challenges US influence accordingly. Xi’s 2014
speech to CICA, in which he called for Asian approaches to Asian prob-
lems, was read by many as a call to exclude the US and assert a greater
role for China. A more significant strategy is the “Belt and Road
Initiative,” a massive infrastructure building and economic cooperation
program across Eurasia and beyond. These Chinese initiatives feed the
speculation that “a semi-hierarchical arrangement with individual states
or subregions tied to Beijing as the central hub” is emerging in Asia.'"?

America’s longstanding order in Asia confronts an emerging China
that also seeks to impose a hierarchical order. The American order is pre-
dominantly security focused, although economic openness is also a major
aspect of it. Traditionally composed of a series of bilateral relationships
centered on the US, it is increasingly taking on “networking” characteris-
tics as a result of closer security cooperation among the “spokes.” Having
renounced alliances as a security strategy since the 1980s, China’s order
building is predominantly economy focused. While capitalizing on its
economic strength to orient the regional agenda toward development, it
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nevertheless wants to expand its security influence through partnership
diplomacy, institution building, and a more proactive security policy.

The US should consider reassurance strategies to ameliorate competi-
tion and promote accommodation between the Chinese and American
orders. One is based on security regimes and the other on authority shar-
ing. Reassurance through security regimes can draw on active institution-
alism that is already an integral part of the regional security architecture.
China and the US could moderate their competition in the ASEAN-
centered multilateral institutional framework, credited by so many
scholars and officials as a major contributor to regional stability and
development in the post-Cold War era.!'* ASEAN-centered institutional-
ism, especially the ASEAN Regional Forum, the EAS, and the series of
enlarged ASEAN foreign and defense ministers’ meetings, has created an
indispensable diplomatic platform that regularly brings all regional pow-
ers together. As the only party trusted by all regional countries, ASEAN
is uniquely positioned to provide a neutral geopolitical platform for great
power engagement, playing “a kind of ‘lubricating’ role by ‘softening’ the
interactions among the great powers.”'”® In helping to soothe competi-
tion and promote reconciliation, ASEAN is a felicitous strategic cushion
between the Chinese and American orders.

Reassurance through authority sharing is based on insights from both
Western and Chinese traditions in statecraft and is especially useful in
light of the hierarchical qualities of the American and Chinese orders in
Asia. A surprising parallel exists between ancient Greek and traditional
Chinese conceptions of ordering relations between great and lesser politi-
cal units. Drawing on Homeric portrayals of honor, Greeks developed
the concept of hégemonia. Our contemporary idea of hegemony derives
but is different from this concept, as hegemony suggests domination
through material power."'® Hegemonia described an honorific status con-
ferred on a leading power because of the services it has provided to the
community. It confers a right to lead, based on the expectation that this
leadership will continue to benefit the community as a whole. Hégemonia
represents a clientalist approach to politics: the powerful gain honor in
return for providing practical benefits to the weak. The latter willingly
accept their inferior status in return for economic and security benefits
and the constraints such an arrangement imposes on the powerful.
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Clientalist relationships are hierarchical. Its principle of fairness
requires rule packages associated with different statuses in the hierar-
chies. The higher the status, the greater the honor and privileges, but
also the more demanding the role and its rules. Clientalist hierarchies
are designed to restrain selfishness and its consequences by embedding
actors with resources in a social order that requires them to protect and
support those who are less advantaged and feel shame if they do not
meet their responsibilities. Robust clientalist hierarchies satisfy the
spirit of those with high status and the security and appetites of those
with low status.'"”

Imperial China drew on Confucian ethics to develop a similar con-
cept of wangdao, literally meaning “the kingly way” but more usefully
translated as “humane authority,” to describe clientalist relations hierar-
chically centered on the centrality and authority of the Chinese
emperor.''® The purpose of such hierarchy was to promote a universal
ethical world order based on Confucian propriety and underpinned by
China’s relational authority. In its ideal form, it should provide politi-
cal, economic, and security benefits for all units involved in such a
Sino-centric order.'”” Like hégemonia, wangdao confers the right to
lead, but only if the powerful leads by providing benefit to the com-
munity as a whole.

Both the Greek concept of hégemonia and the Chinese concept of
wangdao denote legitimate leadership based on clientalist authority
relationships. As such they can be shared by great powers in search of
accommodation and cooperation—unlike hegemony based on mate-
rial power. Both the US and China should reject hegemony as a strate-
gic goal and instead focus on hégemonia or wangdao. As long as they
share their hégemonia or wangdao in Asia and maintain their respective
rule packages in relationships with regional countries, no conflict
should arise between the two countries or their respective networks of
alliances and partnerships in the region. For the US, this means dis-
charging its responsibilities to its regional allies and partners while
encouraging them to improve relations with China. For China, it
means doubling down on its neighborhood policy by improving
relations with neighboring countries without compelling them to
choose between Beijing and Washington. Rather than a binary strategy
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dividing Asia between Chinese-led and US-led spheres of influence or
opposing blocks, a common hégemonial wangdao strategy leads to an
intermeshing community of regional countries friendly to both
powers—or, in the words of President Xi, “a circle of friends common
to both countries.”'?

Moreover, sharing authority in this way can be practiced on a global
scale, with both countries seeking honor—that is, the respect of others
and the influence it confers—in a cooperative, even collaborative man-
ner. Acting this way, China and the US would both gain influence and
reduce tensions between them, while collectively contributing to global
governance. Indeed, that would be the ideal for the most important bilat-
eral relationship in the twenty-first century.

Conclusion

Several caveats are in order. Conflict management is no silver bullet.
Even the most sophisticated and best-coordinated strategies can fail,
and for multiple reasons. Target leaders can be obtuse to signals, miscal-
culate the costs and risks of cooperation or competition, subordinate
avoidance or resolution to other foreign and domestic goals, or cor-
rectly conclude that continued competition is in their national or polit-
ical interest. Leaders attempting to reduce tensions can miscalculate the
effects of their initiatives on key foreign or domestic constituencies.
Many conflicts are simply not ready for serious amelioration, let alone
resolution, because leaders do not have sufficient authority or control
over their governments or armed forces, fear losing control if they
appear weak or compromising, or believe the risks and costs of any
move toward peace greater than those of enduring the status quo. Good
prospects for Sino-American relations will present themselves over
time, but timing and overcoming domestic and organizational con-
straints will still be essential.

Strategies of conflict management generally take time to produce
positive effects. General deterrence aims to discourage an adversary in
the long term from considering the use of force as a viable option, and
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immediate deterrence to prevent a specific use of force when a challenge
appears likely or imminent. Ideally, the two strategies work together to
prevent challenges, but also to convince adversarial leaders that the
military option is fruitless and that their national and political inter-
ests are best served by some kind of accommodation. When successful,
deterrence can not only forestall armed conflict but also provide an
incentive for adversaries to seeck accommodation. Reassurance and
diplomacy also take time but have the potential to produce more
rapid results.

This empirical reality further highlights the importance of context.
The most sophisticated and cleverly applied strategy of conflict manage-
ment can fail when adversarial leaders are unreceptive or fearful of the
consequences of grasping the olive branch. Less sophisticated and clev-
erly applied strategies can succeed when they are well disposed to accom-
modation. As the old song has it, it takes two to tango. Leaders on both
sides must be open to accommodation and willing to accept some of the
risks movement in this direction is likely to involve.

We must distinguish conflict management from conflict resolution.
Conflict management is a general term applied to efforts to keep stra-
tegic competition contained. This can mean preventing its military
escalation (e.g., the use of armed force or development, the deploy-
ment of new weapons, or the forward deployment of existing weap-
ons) or political escalation that extends existing competition to new
regions or participants. The goal for the Sino-American relationship is
conflict management in the short term but also conflict resolution in
the longer run.

My final point is a conceptual one. Any perspective is merely a starting
point for a narrative that builds in context. This assumption informs my
holistic strategy of competition management based on a judicious com-
bination of deterrence, reassurance, and diplomacy. I cannot provide
rigid guidelines about how they should be combined or which areas of
tension should be addressed first. Leaders can assess the relative impor-
tance of contentious issues and decide the order in which they should be
addressed. There is no general rule because behavior and outcomes are
ultimately determined by context.
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6

Democracy and the Rule of Law

President Donald Trump’s cozying up to dictators makes almost daily head-
lines. He seems comfortable with and anxious to please such strongmen as
Vladimir Putin of Russia, Rodrigo Duterte of the Philippines, Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman of Saudi Arabia, and Kim Jong-un of
North Korea. Rather than condemning their violence, he validates it—as
he did violent neo-Nazi demonstrators in Charlottesville, Virginia. He
praised Republican Representative Greg Gianforte, who violently assaulted
a Guardian reporter at a rally.! In October 2018, the world was treated to
photos of Trump embracing the Saudi ambassador and publicly accepting
his explanation that “rogue killers” had broken into the Saudi embassy in
Turkey and dismembered dissident journalist Jamal Khashoggi.* Under
enormous pressure, Trump backed away from his outright support for the
Saudi regime but defended his action with reference to a $100 million arms
deal with the US.? Like many Trump claims, the arms deal and the American
jobs it would generate turned out to be fictitious.* When his lies were
exposed, Trump accused the media of being “enemies of the people”™—a
phrase taken out of the Soviet and Chinese communist playbooks.’
Trump has always acted as a bully in his personal and professional life
and appears to feel more at home—as we all do—with people like himself.
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He seems to revel in the friendship and seeming support of dictators.
There is also some suspicion—as yet unsubstantiated—that he owes
favors to Putin and the Saudis for earlier financial backing. Whatever the
explanation, there can be no doubt that Trump has little regard or respect
for democratic values, practices, or leaders and has attempted to reorient
domestic and foreign policy away from them. When he took his oath of
office, he knew little to nothing about the constitution and workings of
the American government and seems to have thought he was elected dic-
tator and could run the country the way he did his real estate business.
There is little evidence that Trump’s approach to government has changed
in the two years in which he has been in power.®

Trump is unlike any previous holder of his office, as are many of his
policies. So it is comforting to think that he and they are aberrations that
will disappear if and when he is replaced by a more responsible president.
In this chapter I argue that Trump’s deplorable excesses are not so much
novel in kind as they are in degree. Previous presidents, Democratic and
Republican alike, have supported right-wing dictatorships and their lead-
ers, undermined and even toppled democratic governments, and have
sold arms to the most retrograde regimes knowing they would use them
against their neighbors or own people for the most nefarious of purposes.
If Trump is the most disliked and disrespected president in the eyes of
non-Americans, America as a whole has suffered a precipitous loss of
standing and respect by virtue of the policies noted above and some of
the interventions or coups associated with them. Anger and dismay at
Trump and his behavior should not blind us to the deeper, endemic, and
ultimately self-defeating pattern in US foreign policy.

The same is true for the rule of law. The cornerstone of democracy is
respect for law that allows governmental and private institutions to func-
tion but also limits their power and makes them to varying degrees trans-
parent and responsible to those of whom they govern through elections
and legal challenges. Democracy also requires equal treatment of all citi-
zens before the law, and fair access to citizenship and the ballot box, an
impartial and fair judiciary, and governmental and legal tolerance of civil
society and its institutions, especially the media. To function effectively, a
democracy must have not only laws but people who respect and comply
voluntarily with them. Laws are only enforceable when 90 percent or
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more of those subject to them obey them. Think about Prohibition in the
1930s or present-day speed limits on the highway. No alcohol beyond 3.2
percent beer was the law, but people drank like fish. Today’s 65 miles per
hour speed limits on highways in many states mean that in most jurisdic-
tions you can drive up to 74 without getting ticketed. Police and politi-
cians would meet a fierce outcry if they pulled over and fined people
driving 66 mph.

Most of us obey laws out of habit, but if we stop and think about it we
recognize the value of compliance. Laws make behavior predictable, facil-
itating everyday life, as well as commerce, trade, education, and a host of
other activities. In democracies, they protect people in a myriad of ways,
which is why there is an outcry when they are abused. In the US, the
greatest violations were always against African-Americans. They were
legally slaves for the first 70 years of the Republic’s existence and segre-
gated in education and housing for much of the twentieth century. They
are still subject to de facto discrimination in school, shopping, employ-
ment, and perhaps most blatantly so in stop-and-searches on streets and
highways.” In democracies, unfair laws can be challenged, violations of
the law publicized, and sometimes corrected.

As we all know, fair laws, fair enforcement, and voluntary compliance
remain an ideal. There is always a gap between theory and practice even
in the most robust democracies. In 2017, a total of 987 people were shot
dead by police, and 788 people in the first nine months of 2018.% There
can be little doubt that many of the police responsible for these shootings
are breaking state and federal laws and will continue to do so as long as
juries refuse to convict policemen of murder in circumstances where vio-
lence was clearly unjustified. African-American and Hispanic men, teen-
agers, and children were killed by police in greater numbers than their
proportion of the population. Of the 788 people shot dead by police up
to October 2018, 250 of the victims, or 31.7 percent, were either Black
or Hispanic. These groups represent only 24.5 percent of the population.

Democracies always struggle to live up to their norms and laws.
Leadership is crucial in this regard, as it was in facilitating greater civil
rights for African-Americans, women, and other minorities. Courts were
helpful, but the biggest breakthrough came in the form of legislation shep-
herded through the Congress by President Lyndon Johnson. President
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Trump and his administration have been marching in the other direction.
Trump encourages racists and neo-Nazis. In the towns nestled in Oregon’s
south Willamette Valley, neo-Nazis and assorted other far-right actors
have been operating in the open throughout the Trump era—hate crimes
in the area have doubled in the year following the 2016 election.” In
October 2018, Trump intensified Republican efforts to frame the mid-
term elections as a battle over immigration and race, warning that
“unknown Middle Easterners” were marching toward the border with
Mexico. He and Republican candidates hold Democrats responsible for
unfettered immigration and violent crime and have attacked minority
candidates and minorities more generally in nakedly racial terms.'* Many
people believe that dotted lines connect the president to the pipe bombs
mailed to prominent politicians and George Soros and the murderous
assault on Pittsburgh’s Tree of Life Synagogue in October 2018.

President Trump’s outright lies, encouragement of racism and violence,
gutting of enforcement of rights for ordinary people, and appointment of
unqualified people to federal courts threaten democracy in fundamental
ways.'! In the words of pro-Republican columnist David Brooks, “He’s
challenged basic norms of honesty, decency, compassion and moral con-
duct. He unabashedly exploits rifts in American society.”'* American
democracy is likely to survive, but only if the electorate returns to office
representatives, senators, and presidents committed to the rule of law.
Regional and international societies are much less robust. They are more
easily unsettled by rogue leaders and states. Trump’s opposition to the
European Union (EU), free trade agreements, longstanding alliances,
international law and norms, and, worse still, his explicit support for
dictators and states that violate them can destabilize these orders and
make his fear of a chaotic, disordered world self-fulfilling. Historical
analogies can be misleading or overstated, but it is well within reason to
identify parallels with the 1930s where dictators, often supporting one
another, resorted to lies and violence to gain and maintain power and
then to destroy regional orders by subversion, threats, and war.

Here too it would be reassuring to know that Trump was a radical
departure from past presidents. And indeed he is. His goals are destructive
of regional and international order, his rhetoric is unrestrained and often
downright confrontational, and his foreign policy is unrelievedly unilat-
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eral. But there is precedent for this behavior. Previous administrations
have violated international law and norms in pursuit of short-term, ill-
considered gains, insisted on special privileges for America, and cozied up
to some of the worst postwar dictatorships, even supplying them with
economic and military aid.

Trump is more an extreme expression of past policies than he is a pio-
neer of new ones. He is not initiating, but accelerating, a process by which
the US seeks to gain advantages by placing itself above and beyond the law.

I document these claims so far as space permits and show just how
counterproductive, if not self-defeating, these policies have been.
American interests are enabled and sustained by robust regional and
international orders and it is in the country’s interest to strengthen inter-
national norms and laws, not to violate and erode them. I conclude the
chapter by returning to tragedy and Thucydides’ account of the collapse
of the Athenian Empire. It offers sobering insights into the explanation
for, and likely outcome of, America’s increasingly unilateral approach to
the world.

Friend or Foe of Democracy?

In August 1941, President Franklin D. Roosevelt and British Prime
Minister Winston Churchill held a secret meeting in Placentia Bay, off
the coast of Newfoundland. Together they wrote what came to be known
as the Adantic Charter. Although America had not yet entered the war, it
declared the goals of Atlantic allies: no territorial aggrandizement; no ter-
ritorial changes made against the wishes of the people (self-determination);
restoration of self-government to those deprived of it; reduction of trade
restrictions; global cooperation to secure better economic and social con-
ditions for all; freedom from fear and want; freedom of the seas; and
abandonment of the use of force, as well as disarmament of aggressor
nations. Supporters of the Atlantic Charter signed the declaration by the
United Nations on 1 January 1942, which became the basis for the
United Nations, created at the end of the war in 1945.13

The Charter was a sophisticated mix of self-interest and idealism. It
aspired to open the world up to American trade and investment, and at a
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time when local production was everywhere depressed because of war-
time damage and exigencies. It reaffirmed self-determination—and here
Roosevelt had British, French, Portuguese, and Spanish colonies in mind,
not only countries to be liberated from German, Italian, and Japanese
occupation. Freedom from fear and want was a radical agenda that
required not only self-rule but economic assistance. Disarmament of
aggressor nations and the abandonment of force were equally radical, and
the latter, which harked back to the idealism of the 1920s, would cer-
tainly require some supranational authority.

Roosevelt died in April 1945 and the Truman administration had a
mixed record in implementing the principles of the Charter. It made a
series of policy choices at the high point of American power and prestige
that would shape American policy throughout the Cold War. Some of
these choices were consistent with the Charter and aimed at rebuilding
war-ravaged countries and strengthening Democratic forces within them.
The occupation and Democratic restructuring of Japan and Germany
were notable accomplishments in this regard as was the Marshall Plan.

The Marshall Plan (officially, the European Recovery Program) was an
American initiative to aid Western Europe, in which the US gave over
$12 billion (nearly $100 billion in today’s dollars) in economic assistance
from 1948 through 1952 to help rebuild Western European economies.
It encouraged the removal of trade barriers and many internal regula-
tions, modernization of industry and business procedures, and trade
union membership. It was intended to strengthen Democratic forces in
Western Europe, prevent the spread of communism, and create markets
for American goods.'* Self-interest and idealism combined in a way they
would in few postwar initiatives.

In other domains, the Truman administration made trade-offs between
the commitment to democratization and freedom of domestic choice on
the one hand and their opposition to the Soviet Union and communism
on the other. The de-Nazification of Germany was put on hold and for-
mer Nazis allowed to hold political office, judgeships, university posts,
and important positions in business. Implementation was lukewarm
once the Cold War began and the program was terminated in 1951. The
Nuremberg trials were quietly shelved so as not to antagonize any further
the German population. The US actively intervened in European domes-
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tic politics, funding anti-communist unions and political parties and
anti-communist propaganda. The American, British, and French occupa-
tion sectors of Germany were given a common currency and then united
to form the Federal Republic of Germany, which was then rearmed and
incorporated into the NATO alliance."

American leaders, advisors, and much of the media came to view the
world in stark binary terms: as a Manichean struggle of good and evil
between the West and communism. Communism was regarded as mono-
lithic and expansionist. It had to be opposed by military as well as politi-
cal means and the US began a military build-up that would accelerate at
various times during the Cold War. This was accompanied by political
hysteria that led to witch hunts against domestic communists and black-
listing in Hollywood and television.'®

Outside of Europe the US did an about-face on colonialism. Many
liberation movements were communist affiliated or at least left wing in
their politics and the widespread belief of communism as a worldwide
conspiracy prompted the US government to aid European countries
attempting to reimpose colonial rule by force in Africa and Asia. In
Vietnam, the Americans provided the airlift for French troops to return
to the country where they and their puppet regime met with intense
resistance. The US gradually became drawn into the conflict. It supplied
the French military with arms and some American generals wanted to use
atom bombs to stave off French defeat at Dien Bien Phu in 1954.
Following the French surrender, the US used the 1954 Geneva Conference
to prevent a full communist takeover of Vietnam. The collapsing French
Empire in Southeast Asia was divided into four states: North and South
Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. A general election was to be held in
Vietnam in 1956 and the two countries reunified.

Recognizing that the communists were likely to win in the South, the
US prevented any such election and reunification from taking place.
President Eisenhower and Secretary of State John Foster Dulles increased
military and political aid to the regime in the south that they had inherited
from the French. Under President Kennedy, this commitment would
escalate to include more American military advisors, the beginnings of a
destructive herbicidal program, and support for a bloody coup against
unpopular and ineffective southern leader, Ngo Dinh Diem. President
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Lyndon B. Johnson would carry out air strikes against the North, commit
US troops to the South, and, in effect, begin a full-scale war against the
Viet Cong in the South and an aerial war against the North. President
Richard Nixon and his National Security Advisor, then Secretary of State
Henry Kissinger, would extend the war to Cambodia."”

The Department of Defense estimated that the Vietham War cost
approximately $168 billion (over a trillion in 2018 dollars).'® It resulted
in 58,220 Americans dead, 153,303 wounded, and 1643 missing. After
the war, more than 70,000 Vietnam veterans committed suicide and
another 700,000 suffered psychological trauma.'” As for Vietnamese mil-
itary and civilian casualties, estimate vary from a low American academic
estimate of 1.3 million, an official North Vietnamese estimate of upwards
of 2 million, and a high estimate of 3 million made by the British Medical
Journal *®

Vietnam was America’s longest, most expensive, and most costly—in
terms of lives—Cold War intervention. It ended in abject and total fail-
ure. Ironically the worst-case scenarios that motivated American inter-
vention never came to pass. Southeast Asia did not fall like dominos to
“the communists.” Neither the Soviet Union nor China began to doubt
US resolve. The monolithic nature of communism was decisively dis-
proven when communist China went to war with communist Vietnam.
And Vietnam as a whole has been transformed into almost the kind of
country President Johnson and his advisors hoped the South might be. It
has a communist government to be sure, but one that is committed to the
territorial status quo, does not attempt to subvert its neighbors, and is
development oriented and has a largely capitalist economy. It is open to
foreign visitors and investment and is legitimate in the eyes of most of its
citizens. The Vietnam War was fought for naught.

There were numerous other American anti-Democratic interventions
and coup attempts, some of them against popularly elected governments.
In 1949, under US President Harry Truman, a coup overthrew an elected
parliamentary government in Syria, which had delayed approving an oil
pipeline requested by US international business interests.”! In 1953, the
CIA, with President Eisenhower’s authorization, helped Mohammad
Reza Pahlavi of Iran remove the democratically elected Prime Minister

Mohammed Mosaddegh.** In 1954, the CIA deposed the democratically
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elected President Jacobo Arbenz of Guatemala.? In 1962, the CIA armed
Cuban exiles and with US military support landed them at the Bay of
Pigs in an abortive attempt to overthrow Cuban President Fidel Castro.
In 1965, in the Johnson administration, the US invaded the Dominican
Republic.?*? In 1970, President Richard Nixon ordered the CIA to
cooperate with Chilean generals to depose the popular and freely elected
Marxist President of Chile, Salvador Allende.?® In 1975, the Church
Committee Senate investigation revealed that the US had begun covert
intervention in Chile from as early as 1962.” Under President Reagan,
the CIA supported the Contra rebels in Nicaragua against the elected
Sandinista government.”® In 1986, the US bombed Libya in response to
Libyan involvement in international terrorism.”” A 2016 study found
that the US intervened in 81 foreign elections between 1946 and 2000,
with the majority of those being through covert, rather than overt, action.”

To be fair, the US has also intervened in support of democracy on
occasion, to repel invasions of Korea and Kuwait, and to remove dicta-
tors, as in Libya and Iraq. Even successful interventions and coups did
not necessarily advance American interests, and often did the reverse. In
Korea, as noted, it tempted, perhaps compelled, the Truman administra-
tion to invade the North, triggering off a costly and stalemated war. The
Gulf War succeeded in expelling Iraq from Kuwait, but allowed Saddam’s
still functioning army to wage genocidal wars against opponents of his
regime. It encouraged a groundswell on the American right in support for
what would prove a second, and disastrous war to remove Saddam from
power and occupy Iraq. The Libyan intervention, conducted with
European NATO partners, also succeeded in its short-term goal of a
removing an unpalatable dictator, but created conditions of near anarchy,
triggered large-scale violence among competing factions for power, and
encouraged wave after wave of refugees to Europe.

Seemingly more successful interventions and coups often created longer-
term problems for the US. Iran provides a classic illustration. The 1953
coup placed Mohammed Reza Pahlevi in power, who declared himself
Shahanshah (King of Kings) and ruled with an increasingly iron hand until
overthrown in the revolution of February 1979. Pahlevi became the US
cat’s-paw in the region as he bought billions of dollars’ worth of US weap-
ons, opened his country to US businesses, and with Washington’s conniv-
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ance, sought to become the dominant power in the Gulf region. The US
helped Iran create its nuclear program starting in 1957 by giving Iran its
first nuclear reactor and nuclear fuel and after 1967 by providing Iran with
weapons grade enriched uranium.’® Iran’s nuclear program would come
back to haunt Washington when its Islamic regime sought to build nuclear
weapons. So too would the close political relationship between Pahlevi and
the US. In Iranian eyes, he was regarded, if not as a puppet of the US, cer-
tainly as someone who did their bidding. Public opinion also connected
the US, perhaps incorrectly, with Pahlevi’s hated secret police. American
leaders never spoke out against it or condemned its brutal interventions in
the country’s domestic life. The US was widely hated by the persecuted
opposition. Not surprisingly, the country’s new “supreme ruler” Ayatollah
Ruhollah Khomeini, condemned the US as “The Great Satan” and autho-
rized the takeover of the US embassy by radical students in November 1979.%
In 1945 the US was the most admired country in the world. It was seen
as a liberator by people in Europe and Asia and a beacon of democracy and
source of generosity in a war-ravaged world. A decade later that reputation
was badly tarnished. In the struggle against communism, America aligned
itself with the declining colonial powers in Africa and Asia, supported right-
wing dictators around the world, backed Apartheid South Africa, and tried
to impose de facto imperial rule on Central and South America. For many
in the developing world, its support of Democratic Israel was also anathema.
Its reputation was further damaged by involvement in multiple coup
attempts and interventions, in none of which could Washington effectively
mask its involvement. In subsequent decades its standing declined further.
There was an upward bump at the end of the Cold War, especially in Eastern
Europe, but that did not last long, and respect for the US declined precipi-
tously with the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq. The standing of the US
rose in the Obama administration but plummeted again under Trump.
The US seems to have learned little from what should have been a series
of reinforcing lessons from its coups and interventions. Instead, a self-
descriptive script is played out again and again. During the Cold War, when-
ever a A left-wing leader came to power, often as the result of an election.
American business interests feared increased taxation or ending of sweet-
heart deals that were the product of corrupt deals with American-supported
leaders. They would press the panic button and claim, generally without
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evidence, that the new leader was a communist, agent of the Soviet Union,
or extreme nationalist inimical to American interests. Otherwise reasonable
reporters, academics, and policymakers repeatedly gave credence to these
claims. The right-wing media manufactured evidence in support and the
testimony of ambitious local politicians or generals hoping to gain power at
home backed by American money or military action. In the post-Cold War
era the charge is linked to religious extremists and terrorists. As often as not
American leaders respond positively to calls and the CIA steps up efforts at
subversion and the military to intervene.

Post-coup or intervention rulers are invariably hailed as progressive and
a breath of fresh air for their country. In 1954 the New York Times rejoiced
after the Iranian coup that “Oil is flowing again into the free markets of
the world,” Mosaddegh, the overthrown leader was “where he belongs—in
jail,” and Iran under Shah Pahlevi was open to “new and auspicious hori-
zons.”? A year later, the Atlantic Monthly hailed the Shah as “an articulate
and positive force.”* In Irag, Saddam Hussein, who came to power in
1979, was perceived by American leaders as a strongman who might help
offset Iranian power in the region. During the Iran-Iraq War (1980-88),
the US supplied him with weapons and intelligence and turned a blind
eye to his efforts to develop chemical weapons and the use of poison gas
against Kurdish villagers. Relations with Iraq were cordial until Saddam’s
invasion of Kuwait in 1990.%° The monster cultivated and encouraged by
the US became sufhiciently emboldened to act in a way that his erstwhile
supporter could not tolerate.

This adulation is also offered to leaders not put into power by Western
coups or bayonets. Up until the 2011 NATO intervention in Libya, Seif al-
Islam el-Gaddafi, son of Libya’s dictator, was hailed as a liberalizing modern-
izer by prominent members of the Anglo-American establishment. Former
British Prime Minister Tony Blair spoke favorably of his largely plagiarized
and ghost-written doctoral thesis at the London School of Economics.*® This
illusion remained until the Berlin nightclub bombing of 1986 for the US and
for Britain until Gaddafi sought to suppress by violence opponents of the
regime during the Arab Spring uprisings. British-educated Syrian President
Bashar al-Assad and his British-born wife were initially described in the
Western media as committed modernizers. As the Arab Spring got underway
in 2011, Vague published a fawning profile of Ms. Assad, depicting her as
“the very freshest and most magnetic of first ladies.”
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The most recent example of this misplaced enthusiasm is the American
response to the accession of Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman of
Saudi Arabia. He was almost uniformly praised by investors and journal-
ists. In the Atlantic, Editor Jeffrey Goldberg proclaimed that he and his
wife were “wildly democratic” and that his rise to power would equal the
collapse of the Soviet Union in its impact! Writing in the Washington Post,
David Ignatius wrote that the prince, who let Saudi women drive, sing in
public, and join sports teams, would usher in “a more modern, more
entrepreneurial, less hidebound and more youth-oriented society.”*

Prince Charming quickly revealed his true nature. He went to war in
Yemen to suppress the Houthi rebels. His indiscriminate bombing and
naval blockade of that country has put its entire population at risk of
disease and starvation.*” The CIA concluded that he was behind the mur-
der and dismembering of critical journalist Jamal Khashoggi in October
2018 in the Saudi embassy in Istanbul, Turkey.* Vogue did its best to
scrub the story from the Internet once Assad was exposed as a cold hearted
killer willing to use barrel bombs and poison gas against his own people.
Bin Salman’s erstwhile cheerleaders, including President Trump, are
doing their best to distance themselves from him.

As in China, Vietnam, and Iran, there is inevitably a price to pay for
such public association with leaders who oppress their own citizens.
American intervention in China’s civil war and backing of Chiang Kai-
shek created mistrust and antagonism between the victorious commu-
nists and the US in the aftermath of their 1949 triumph on the mainland.
It encouraged the perceived need in Beijing to intervene in Korea—where
the US suffered 128,000 casualties—and poisoned relations between the
two countries for three decades. Intervention in Indochina also had nega-
tive long-term consequences, including tremendous loss of US prestige.
Support for the Shah’s Iran made its successor government anti-US.
Interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq further damaged US prestige,
standing, and influence, destabilized the region, facilitated the rise of
ISIS, encouraged terrorism, and made the US more dependent on Saudi
Arabia. Washington’s backing of the Saudi royal family has already begun
to have negative consequences, which could become more dramatic if
and when the current regime loses power.
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Rule of Law

At the First Hague Peace Conference in 1899, the US delegate, Andrew
Dickson White, the founder of Cornell University, pushed for the cre-
ation of the Permanent Court of Arbitration and persuaded Andrew
Carnegie to build the monumental Peace Palace at The Hague as its
home. At the Second Hague Conference in 1907, Secretary of State Elihu
Root urged that future international conflicts be resolved by a court of
professional jurists, an idea realized when the Permanent Court of
International Justice was established in 1920. Woodrow Wilson con-
ceived of the League of Nations and Franklin Delano Roosevelt the
United Nations. Both presidents were committed to the rule of law and
wanted to make international relations resemble domestic relations
between Democratic states more closely.

Roosevelt and his advisors recognized that law to be effective must be
enforceable. For that to happen, states and peoples had to see the law as
in their interest. Only then could coalitions of status-quo powers, acting
with the authorization of appropriate regional and international organi-
zations, successfully isolate violators and enforce legal commitments. The
Atlantic Charter and postwar treaties extended laws and commitments
beyond the economic realm to economic and physical security and
human rights. In the early postwar era American governments initiated
and backed a series of measures to extend and strengthen international
law, create institutions to foster development and address economic
shocks, and encouraged regional organizations that fostered economic
and security cooperation. The US was an active and enthusiastic sup-
porter of early steps toward European integration.

During much of the Cold War, but more so during and after the
Reagan administration, the US underwent a reversal in its approach to
the rule of law. It has opposed and refused to sign important treaties and
routinely violated international law in pursuit of short-term, often ill-
considered interests. This obstruction and violation has been close to
across the board and has affected war and intervention, arms control,
economics, and human rights.41 Diminishing respect for international
law can be linked to the rise of the US as a military power after World
War 11, to the domination of US foreign policy by realists who emphasize
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US military might and the right to use it to advance national interests.
American leaders and their spokespersons have consistently claimed spe-
cial privileges in this regard by virtue of their self-proclaimed status as
a hegemon.

Since the end of the Cold War, the US has increasingly violated inter-
national law or resisted its extension. Among other things, it invaded Iraq
in defiance of the UN Security Council, resorted to torture, secret deten-
tion of suspected terrorists without trial, Guantanamo rendition of oth-
ers to third countries where they could more readily be tortured, tried to
derail and refused to sign treaties banning land mines, ignored or under-
mined international efforts to limit climate change, and made repeated
efforts to weaken international institutions by violating their rules.”?

Torture is without doubt the most egregious violation of domestic and
international law, although not responsible for nearly as many deaths as
invasions, bombing, and illegal drone attacks in the Middle East and
Africa. Washington had earlier been responsible for torture indirectly
through its support of authoritarian regimes in Iran, Vietnam, Egypt,
and Central and South America. The US military trained special local
military and security forces in these countries and provided them with
up-to-date equipment to combat domestic opponents. By 1971, it had
trained more than a million policemen in 47 nations, including 85,000 in
South Vietnam and 100,000 in Brazil.#

After invading Afghanistan and Iraq, the military flew people of inter-
est to Guantanamo, where they would not be subject to US laws, had no
access to counsel, and could be waterboarded and sleep deprived to soften
them up for interrogation. The CIA arranged for other suspects to be
“rendered” to foreign prisons, or “black sites,” even more beyond the
reach of any court or legal authority. With the outlawing of piracy and
slavery, abolition of torture had long been a priority of international law.
In 1984, the U.N. General Assembly unanimously adopted the
Convention Against Torture, which Washington only signed a decade
later. In 1995, in the shadow of President Clinton’s signing of the con-
vention, CIA agents kidnapped terror suspects in the Balkans, some of
them Egyptian nationals, and sent them to Cairo to be interrogated by a
regime that routinely used extreme forms of torture. Former CIA director
George Tenet testified that in the years before 9/11, the CIA sent some
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70 individuals to foreign countries by means of “extraordinary rendi-
tion,” a procedure explicitly outlawed by Article 3 of the Convention
Against Torture.*

President Obama’s most questionable behavior was the extended use of
drone missile strikes against suspected terrorists. Obama authorized ten
times as many strikes as his predecessor, President Bush, and an increas-
ing number of them in countries where the US was not engaged in com-
bat. Some of these attacks were not authorized by local governments.
Obama instituted new procedures to make drone use more transparent,
reduce civilian damage, and compensate innocent victims or their fami-
lies. Many international lawyers nevertheless thought his use of drones a
violation of international law on the grounds that extra-judicial of civil-
ians has been unlawful since the late eighteenth century.® Critics have
also objected to the collateral damage drones cause, with some estimates
claiming that nine children have been killed for every one targeted adult.*

President Donald Trump accelerated the use of drone attacks and has
been more flagrant in his violations of international law than any of his
predecessors, with his military actions in Syria, “zero tolerance” immigra-
tion policy, unilateral sanctions against Iran, and separation of children
from their parents along the Mexican border.” In October 2018, the UN
Commission of Inquiry on Syria crimes held the US culpable of trans-
gressing international humanitarian law when it launched airstrikes the
year before on a school in Syria that killed at least 150 civilians. The
investigators rejected the claims of the US military that 30 ISIS fighters
had been targeted and killed in the attack.®

Trump removed the US from participation in trade and security trea-
ties. He dumped the North American Free Trade Area Treaty (NAFTA),
only, under pressure from businesses, to negotiate a new agreement with
Canada—Mexico was excluded—that was more or less similar. He has
repeatedly threatened to pull out of the deal the US and Europeans pains-
takingly negotiated with Iran to halt its development of nuclear weapons.
Most recently, he has withdrawn from the Intermediate-Range Nuclear
Forces Treaty, signed in 1987 by Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev.
He did so, egged on by National Security Advisor John Bolton, on the

grounds that the Russians were violating the treaty.’
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Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Sergei Ryabkov condemned Trump’s
withdrawal from 1987 Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF)
“as a very dangerous step.” Mikhail Gorbachev, Soviet general secretary at
the time it was signed, worried that “it would undermine all the efforts
made by the leaders of the USSR and USA to achieve nuclear disarma-
ment.”® The Treaty bans land-based missiles with a range of 500-5500
kilometers. It was an important step toward an 85 percent reduction in
the nuclear weapons of the two superpowers. Republicans Senators Rand
Paul and Bob Corker also worried about the consequences of unilateral
termination. Paul told Fox News that it would be “a big, big mistake to
flippantly get out of this historic agreement.”' Trump’s ambassador to
NATO threw further fuel on the fire by warning Russia that if it did not
terminate development of its new cruise missile, the US would “take out”
the missile.”> The INF Treaty is not the first victim of American desire to
free itself from treaty obligations and limitations. In 2002, the US with-
drew from the Antiballistic Missile Treaty and, in 2018, from the Iran
nuclear deal. According to Gorbachev, the Trump administration, by
withdrawing from two important international agreements “has in effect
taken the initiative in destroying the entire system of international trea-
ties and accords that served as the underlying foundation for peace and
security following World War I1.”%

Nazi jurist Carl Schmitt infamously declared that “The sovereign is he
who decides on the exception.”* Powerful states could and would deter-
mine which laws they would obey or violate. His claim made a mockery
of international law and was strenuously opposed by American lawyers
inside and outside of government. Well before 9/11, but dramatically so
in its aftermath, the US conforms more and more in practice to Schmitt’s
account of international law. It has justified repeated claims for special
privileges and exclusions on the basis of its claim to be a hegemon. It has
used the War on Terror, which poses at worst a limited threat to American
security, as the excuse for a widening scope of illegal behavior that includes
illegal killings, often at the cost of considerable collateral damage; incar-
ceration without charges, trail, or access to legal counsel; drone surveil-
lance and air strikes over countries who have not given permission to
enter their air space; and protection of all those involved in these extra-
legal activities on the grounds of national security.
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Tragedy Redux

I noted earlier that Thucydides structures his account of the Archidamian
and Peloponnesian Wars as a tragedy. Athens commits a double hamartia
—a Homeric word that originally meant missing the mark in archery and
later came to describe major miscalculations. It responds positively to
Corcrya’s plea for an alliance, setting in motion a chain of events that
make its expectation of war with Sparta self-fulfilling. Two decades later
the assembly foolishly votes to invade Sicily, sends an expedition against
Syracuse whose destruction sets the stage of Athens’ defeat and loss of
empire. Power has gone to the head of its leaders and people. They think
they can violate international norms with impunity, control others suc-
cessfully through bribes and threats, and extend their empire without lim-
its. They prove their own worst enemies and are defeated by their hubris.

Thucydides described his account as a gift for all time because he
expected history to repeat itself in the most general kind of way. The
powerful, whether individuals or political units, would confuse them-
selves with gods, become convinced of their invulnerability, ignore con-
ventional norms and restraints in search of money, power, or sex, and
ultimately meet their comeuppance. Tragedy may be an art form, but it
is also a description of life.

Modern international relations validate Thucydides” pessimistic expec-
tations. Spain under Philip II, France under Louis XIV and Napoleon,
Germany under Kaiser Wilhelm and Hitler, all followed the trajectory of
Athens. They became powerful, expanded, increasingly violated the con-
ventions of the day, expanded to the point where they seriously threat-
ened others, and fatally overextended themselves through their military
commitments.

Postwar American behavior conforms in large part to this pattern.
Americans believe they and their way of life is superior to all others, and
that other people recognize this, envy them, and would emulate them
given half the chance. Through trade and investment, but also by means
of violence, they extended their formal and informal “empire” in the
course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and continued to do so
after 1945. Like the Athenians, they repeatedly use force to overthrow
leaders who might prove inimical to their political or economic interests
and maintained pliant leaders in power. They retained democracy at
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home while often preventing its development abroad, or even snuffing it
out when it was too independent. They overextended themselves militar-
ily in Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Iraq, although they were so powerful
relative to other states that they managed to survive these disasters with-
out being bled white. Their power, prestige, and influence nevertheless
suffered. Rather than retrenching, they responded by acting even more
aggressively.

Athenian prestige and standing were the result in the first instance of
its courageous stand against Persia. Athens repelled the Persian invasion
and liberated the rest of Greece but over time imposed its own yoke over
those it liberated. It exploited their resources by using money intended
for the common defense to enrich its own citizens and beautify its city.
The US makes its own citizens bear the financial burden for its bloated
military. However, it exploits its allies, and the rest of the world, by bor-
rowing from them to sustain a higher living standard than it could other-
wise afford.

Athenian democracy remained institutionally robust but became cor-
rupted from within. Demagogues replaced responsible leaders, appealed
to the baser instincts of the people, encouraged what today would be
called fake news, and used their offices to advance their economic and
political interests at the expense of the state. The most transparent, self-
serving, and psychologically disturbed politician—Alcibiades—became
the most revered by the least educated part of the people. Here too there
is an uncanny resemblance with the US.

Under its most responsible leader, Pericles, Athens pursued its most
unrealistic foreign policy by attacking powerful and peaceful Syracuse,
the dominant city of Sicily. It could easily have continued to live at peace
with it and profited from even closer trading relations. The final chapter
of America’s bid for hegemony has yet to be written.
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7

The National Interest

Realists foreground the national interest as the benchmark for intelligent
foreign policy. They are certainly correct in thinking that there should be
some general principles in terms of which policy is formulated and against
which the goals it seeks and the means used to achieve them can be evalu-
ated. In their absence policies are more likely to be formulated from a
short-term perspective, in response to inappropriate criteria like organi-
zational concerns and special interests, and more likely to be implemented
in ways that have the potential to embarrass the country.

This said, the concept of the national interest is a deeply problematic
one. Many realists think they know what it is and support or criticize
policies on this basis. Their judgments are arbitrary because there is no
objective way of formulating the national interest. Any conception of it
inevitably—and quite properly—reflects the values and goals of those
proposing it. As people differ in their values and goals, at best, their con-
ceptions of the national interest are logical expressions of their commit-
ments and may or may not constitute realistic guidelines for policy. Given
the often pronounced differences among people, there will be contrasting
understandings of the national interest. In practice these formulations
constitute rationalizations to advance and defend particular political
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projects. If we define America as an immigrant nation whose openness to
and assimilation of hard-working and upwardly mobile newcomers is the
primary source of national strength and pride, we are encouraged to con-
struct the national interest in a manner supportive of continuing immi-
gration. If we attribute American success to the values and practices of
the white Northern-European stock that constituted a majority of the
population from the settlement until quite recently, we will define the
national interest very differently and probably attempt to restrict immi-
gration and citizenship.

As the above example suggests, formulations of the national interest
are inward looking. People are primarily concerned with their own life
worlds and values and want the country to reflect and support them.
They are more alert and attentive to perceived domestic threats than for-
eign ones and want their elected representatives to address these threats.
This is not to suggest that there are no foreign threats, and very occasion-
ally they are grave enough to warrant priority. The last time this occurred
in the US was before and during World War II, where the growing power
of the German-Italian-Japanese axis threatened the territorial status quo
on a worldwide basis, the survival of democratic governments in Europe,
and if successful, the independence of the US. Cold Warriors made simi-
lar claims from 1947 until the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991.

Many realists stand the national interest on its head when they pro-
claim that foreign or security interests are paramount and have first claim
on our attention and resources. Many further assert, again without merit,
that the national interest should be above party politics. Some, like for-
mer Ambassador George F. Kennan, claim that its formulation should be
left in the hands of professionals.! This is a conceptual error because, the
rarest and gravest security threats aside, the national interest is properly
about our domestic values and goals. Domestic concerns override foreign
ones, and foreign policy should respond to these goals, not the other way
around. It is also enormously arrogant because it suggests some elite
should have the rights to determine our foreign policy goals and imple-
ment them—often behind closed doors. Finally, it is unacceptable
because it prompts policies and resource allocations that are for the most
part inimical to the goals most Americans seek.
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The Cold War, the so-called War on Terror, and current hysteria about
China illustrate these problems all too well. They allowed foreign and
defense policy to be hijacked by a group of people and industries who
stood to profit politically or economically from acute conflict and the
threat of war it raised. When they were able to impose their definition of
the national interest on the country, opposition to it came close to being
branded as treason, and in the McCarthy era certainly was. Foregrounding
security and exaggerating the threat posed by the Soviet Union during the
Cold War, Iraq in its aftermath, and today, terrorism, and China, is to
make a claim for directing resources away from social and infrastructure
spending and toward the military and security establishment. Formulations
of the national interest are not arcane statements of interest only to schol-
ars and specialists in foreign policy; they have profound practical implica-
tions for how much we pay in taxes and where our tax dollars go.

Threat assessments within and outside the government are critical for
resource allocation. During the Cold War, and arguably even more now,
non-profit organizations, many of them supported by defense contractors
or right-wing sources, produced alarming threat assessments. They also
sponsored speakers to advocate their point of view and lobbied Congress
and other influential people to gain support for defense spending. The
same process occurs within government. When I was a scholar-in-residence
in the Central Intelligence Agency in the Carter administration, I observed
first-hand how strategic assessments of the Soviet Union were prepared.
They invariably incorporated worst-case analyses (e.g., everything would
go right for them and badly for us when it came to weapons, trajectories,
warheads). Not surprisingly, methods and analyses of this kind greatly
exaggerated the Soviet threat. The military in turn flogged these estimates
behind closed doors in the House of Representatives to shake loose the
sugar plums they desired from the congressional budget tree.” After the
Cold War it became evident that the Soviet Union had done the same.?

Any progressive Democratic government needs to wrest control of
threat assessments from those with parochial interests in propagating self-
serving formulations. They need to encourage a meaningful discussion
about the national interest. Toward this end political leaders and those
who advise them must give some serious thought themselves to what they
think constitutes the national interest. This is important for three reasons.
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First, as noted, to stimulate public debate. Debate is an essential require-
ment of democracy, but debate about the national interest needs an
important catalyst. In recent years the most active propagators of it have
been white nationalists on the Internet. Their growing influence needs to
be offset, if not negated, and this is only possible by open, tolerant discus-
sion in the mainstream print, television, and social media.

Second, policymakers and their advisors need to free themselves from
the glib, ill-considered, conceptually and empirically questionable
assumptions of the national security establishment. It is the dominant
discourse and widely shared across the political spectrum. George H. W.
Bush, Bill Clinton, George Bush, Hilary Clinton, and Barrack Obama all
operated in terms of its assumptions. Hilary Clinton is a true believer in
American hegemony, big military budgets, and drop-of-the-hat military
interventions. George Bush and Obama were largely ignorant of foreign
and defense policy when they assumed office and were socialized into
thinking and acting in terms of the assumptions and goal of the national
security establishment. There is a striking parallel here to Lyndon Johnson,
who felt in his gut that intervention in Vietnam was not in his or the
country’s interest but lacked the self-confidence to oppose the men who
had considerable foreign policy experience and appeared to have won the
Cuban missile crisis. The next Democratic president—and especially one
committed to domestic reform—must not be captured, as his predeces-
sors were, by the national security establishment.

Finally, leaders and their advisors must stimulate public debate to
build support for policies at odds with traditional ones. Starving the mili-
tary beast—even putting it on a mild diet—will meet enormous opposi-
tion from large corporations and smaller businesses who drank at the
Pentagon and Homeland Security’s troughs. They and their congressional
allies and right-wing think tanks and journalists will produce papers,
talking points, speeches and advertisements, and engage in extensive lob-
bying to show how the country’s security will suffer if these budgets are
cut. Their campaigns for defense spending will rival the conservative
Republican and healthcare industry’s assault on the Patient Protection
and Affordable Care Act (Obamacare). Cuts in the military and Homeland
Security budgets will need a compelling rationale and it will inevitably
rest on a different set of assumptions than those accepted by those who
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push for even more military spending. People accept and reject argu-
ments largely on the basis of their assumptions and the people making
them. So any move to cut military spending must be preceded by an
attempt to educate the electorate not only about the costs and dangers of
a military the size of ours but about ways of looking at our country and
the world that make them receptive to the idea of these budget cuts.

Just how do we think about the national interest? As I noted there is no
“correct” formulation of the national interest, only ones consistent with
the values and goals of those who construct them. So the first step is to
think about our values and goals. What kind of country do we want? How
do we preserve and nurture what we think good about it? What foreign
threats are there to these values and goals, and how do we best protect
ourselves against them? Formulations of the national interest and policies
intended to serve it must meet the additional test of being practical. They
must be politically feasible at home and have some reasonable chance of
success abroad. For this latter reason, any formulation of the national
interest must be conscious and respectful of the interests of other nations.
It must be made compatible as far as possible with those with whom we
have close associations. It should also take into account the interests of
other states, even adversaries with whom it is better to live in peace.

Values

My starting point is democracy because it is a value in its own right and
enables most, if not all, of the other values in my list. Democracy is notori-
ously hard to define but certainly includes a set of institutions and proce-
dures (e.g., free and frequent elections, independent judiciary, trial by jury,
free press, and federalism), and various norms that sustain them. The latter
are critical because some authoritarian regimes, the Soviet Union for one,
had all the trappings of democracy, including a written constitution, elec-
tions, judiciary, federalism, but these documents and institutions were a
public relations fagade. Democratic institutions only serve their intended
ends when the norms on which they rest are internalized and honored by
government officials and the wider citizenry. We accordingly need to pro-
tect and foster these norms, but this is not the task of government.
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Bad leaders and corrupt officials, however, can do much to undermine
them, as many of us believe the current president is doing.

The survival of democracy at home is very much connected to the suc-
cess of democracy abroad. This linkage, as previously noted, was recog-
nized in the Adantic Charter and, in theory, became a central goal of
postwar American foreign policy. In practice, it was honored more in the
breech as successive administrations, Democratic and Republican alike,
supported right-wing dictatorships around the world and intervened,
directly or indirectly, to prevent or overthrow left-leaning governments.
Early postwar efforts to democratize Germany and Japan were, by con-
trast, notable successes even if de-Nazification was halted and former
Nazis were allowed to occupy prominent positions in politics, the judi-
ciary, and business. American efforts fared less well in Italy because
Washington was willing to ally itself openly with the Christian Democrats
because they opposed communism.

Despite their mixed postwar record, American leaders and most mem-
bers of the national security establishment took for granted that a pri-
mary American interest was the preservation of democracy in Western
Europe. Successive presidents supported the European project as a means
toward this end and after the Cold War and collapse of the Soviet Union
encouraged democratization in Eastern Europe and successor states to
the USSR. Americans belatedly came to the recognition that democracy
was also important all along the Pacific Rim and supported its emergence
consolidation in South Korea, Taiwan, and Southeast Asia.

The reasons for this support are practical as well as ideological.
America benefits in numerous ways for a world in which other power-
ful states are also democracies. Such states, by definition, share more in
common with America than their non-democratic Democratic coun-
terparts. These common interests make them more likely to adopt
similar positions on a range of political, economic, security, and
humanitarian issues. This in turn facilitates collaboration with them.
Democracies encourage the exchange of people and ideas, build respect
and tolerance across borders, and reduce or eliminate the possibility of
war between and among such states. These interactions create a sense
of shared destiny and community and predisposition to come to one
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another’s aid. Friends count in international relations and democratic
states are our closest friends.

For all of these reasons it was terribly short-sighted of Cold War admin-
istrations to spurn Democratic movements and leaders in favor of right-
wing, authoritarian regimes. The argument in favor one of so-called
Realpolitk maintains that ethics are irrelevant to foreign policy, even a
hindrance, and that their support of these unpalatable regimes was neces-
sary during the Cold War to oppose communism. Politicians like Henry
Kissinger and scholars like John Gaddis prefigured Donald Trump in
their desire to collaborate with the Soviet Union against Europeans. They
were keen to recognize and sustain Soviet domination of Eastern Europe
and suppression of dissent throughout the region because they believed
that a condominium with the Soviet Union was in America’s best interest.*

This is a real irony here. We gave up the real benefits of supporting
democracy for the putative benefits of supporting dictatorships and these
expected benefits rarely, if ever, materialized. Most authoritarian regimes
took American economic and military aid, often using the latter against
their own citizens. Some behaved in aggressive ways— Taiwan vis-a-vis
China in the 1950s, Turkey in Cyprus in the 1960s and 1970s, Pakistan
more recently in its support of terrorists; actions directly inimical to
American interests. None of these countries were really needed to check
the Soviet Union. The US gave up the high ground by supporting these
regimes and got little to nothing in return. Egypt is a quintessential exam-
ple. In 1973 Nixon and Kissinger sought successfully to separate it from
its reliance on the Soviet Union and encouraged Sadat and his successors
to become dependent on American aid. Under the dictator Hosni
Mubarak, in power from 1981 to 2011, a high percentage of the $2 bil-
lion yearly aid from the US went directly into private pockets. Mubarak
adhered to the Camp David accords but fostered a culture of vicious anti-
Semitism, looked the other way when fundamentalists attacked Christian
Copts, used violence and mass terror against his domestic opponents. He
was totally unresponsive to American requests for domestic reform.’

The Trump administration has marched double-time away from sup-
port for democracy in favor of dictators. The president is clearly drawn to
strong men for many reasons, but the national interest does not figure
among them.® He has also distanced himself from democratic leaders,
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saying nasty and often factually incorrect things about them and the
European Union. Some of his closest advisors and former advisors are
hand-in-glove with the Alt Right and European nationalists, many of them
overtly racist and neo-Nazi, who seek to destroy the EU by having their
countries secede. This alignment is directly contrary to the national interest.

The US should be supportive of democracy everywhere, and regional
projects that attempt to transcend historical rivalries encourage trade and
deal collectively with security and other issues like immigration. It should
not sacrifice these commitments for the sake of imagined gains. The past
70 years had demonstrated that the benefits of supporting right-wing
dictatorships are entirely illusory. They are also costly, as the US generally
becomes the enemy of successor regimes that overthrow dictators with
whom it was closely associated. The conflict with Iran is arguably entirely
attributable to this phenomenon.

Support for democracy prompts the corollary of opposition to racism
and extreme nationalism abroad. This is important for foreign and
domestic reasons. Regimes of this kind are more likely to seek closer ties
with one another and with Vladimir Putin of Russia, as have Hungary’s
Orban, the Five Star Movement in Italy, Erdogan in Turkey, and Marine
Le Pen’s Front National in France. Their collective goal is to weaken
democracy everywhere and escape, at home and abroad, from the norms
and constraints it imposes. These movements and governments are
increasingly linked and mutually supportive. The Alt Right has close ties
to racist groups in Europe; Nigel Farage of Britain is a frequent visitor to
the US, and Steve Bannon goes to Europe in efforts to create a common
front of right-wing nationalist groups.”

At home, the Alt Right and related white nationalist and racist groups
threaten serious disruption in the coded or even open calls—for violence
against Jews, Muslims, and immigrants. In 2018, in the aftermath of the
shootings at Pittsburgh’s Tree of Life Synagogue, the Anti-Defamation
League reported that anti-Semitic incidents had risen in the previous
nine months by a whopping 60 percent.® Dutch Prime Minister Mark
Rutte compared his country to “a fragile vase” held by 17 million ordi-
nary and exceptional citizens who “do not only want a good life for
themselves and those around them, but also want to contribute to the
happiness of others.” Fighting over the vase or gripping it too tight
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threatens to break. This is the danger posed by violence and anti-Demo-
cratic yearnings of the right and some evangelicals.’

Equality: 1 consider equality another fundamental American value. It
includes equality before the law, equal access to education, employment,
and opportunities for upward mobility. America has always been the land
of opportunity and proud of it. Much progress has been made in remov-
ing barriers to equality for Catholics, Jews, African-Americans, other
minorities, and women, but here too the Trump administration has done
its best to turn back the clock. It has sought to undermine gender equality,
deny healthcare to poor people or those with preexisting conditions, sup-
ported measures that unfairly keep people—many of them poor or minor-
ities—from voting, limit the rights of accused to counsel and fair trials,
and reduce enforcement of laws intended to promote racial equality. His
speeches appear to embrace, and have certainly encouraged, neo-Nazis,
white supremacists, and other racists responsible for violence against
Blacks, Muslims, Jews, and immigrants. He wants fewer immigrants from
“shithole” countries and more from places like Norway.'® Senator Lindsey
Graham, to whom Trump made this remark, had the courage and pres-
ence of mind to reply; “Time out. ... A lot of us come from shitholes.”"!

The competing principal of justice to equality is fairness. Its core claim
is that those who contribute the most to society should get the most
rewards. It was the traditional justification for elitist hierarchies in the
premodern era. Equality is far and away the preferred principle of justice
in America.'? Since the 1970s surveys and experiments have been carried
out in diverse domains (e.g., business, pensions, healthcare), with indi-
viduals and small groups, and with people of different gender, age, class,
and nationalities. They indicate that the triumph of the principle of
equality is far from total. Americans opt for equality in making certain
kinds of distributions, but for fairness (generally called equity by experi-
menters) in making others." Depending on what is at stake, they may go
with a different principle. An everyday example is a group of friends pay-
ing the bill in restaurants. They generally opt for tab splitting, but not if
there is big variation in what people have consumed.

A number of other studies have people make society-wide rather than
individual distributions. When asked if “the fairest way of distributing
wealth and income would be to give everyone an equal share,” about
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one-third of Americans concur. This percentage drops markedly when
people are presented with a statement to the effect that “under a fair
economic system people with more ability would earn higher salaries.”™
On the whole Americans consider fairness the most applicable principle
to income distribution. However, they also think equality germane
because they favor income distributions less unequal than they are in
practice.”” Occupation turns out to be the single most important vari-
able; people favor greater rewards for those in high-status professions.'®
However, 2 2016 Gallup poll found that 63 percent of Americans think
that rich Americans pay too little in taxes, down from a high of 77 per-
cent in the 1990s."

The 2016 presidential election was very revealing with respect to equal-
ity and fairness. Hilary Clinton couched and defended most of her cam-
paign promises in terms of equality and spoke to and about people who
have been traditionally at a disadvantage: African-Americans, other
minorities, women, immigrants, and the gay community. Donald Trump
repeatedly deployed the language of fairness with respect to domestic and
foreign policy. His campaign slogan “Make America Great Again” when
elaborated on the campaign trail meant restoration of the white, male,
Protestant hierarchy at home, on the grounds that they made the country
great, and restoration of America’s position as top dog on the world stage.'®

Trade-offs among these principles of justice are always possible but dif-
ficult to make and defend politically, and some people or groups are left
unhappy. Trump and Republicans more generally favor fairness in domes-
tic and foreign affairs. They support “tax reform,” a codeword for reduc-
ing taxes for the wealthy, which increases inequality in income distribution.
Democrats are more likely to support higher taxes for the wealthy and use
some of this income for the redistribution of wealth through social pro-
grams. This is the major difference between the two parties and pits fair-
ness against equality.

Equality and fairness also have implications for foreign policy. Trump’s
understanding of “Make American Great Again” is a more extreme ver-
sion of the national security establishments assertion of hegemony.
Trump envisages America as close to a world dictator whom others should
obey and somehow define their interests in ways that do not clash with
ours. It is even more unattainable and dangerous that the pursuit of
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hegemony. Both goals rest on the principle of fairness, although neither
is a “fair” enactment of that principle. Supporters of hegemony claim that
the US makes sacrifices in order to provide and sustain security and eco-
nomic wellbeing to the rest of the world. It is a self-proclaimed Atlas
holding up the globe. In practice, I have shown, it is nothing close to a
hegemon, its interventions are often against the interest of global security,
and its economic policies are exploitative.

The principle of fairness has always been central to international affairs.
Great powers—a status that achieved something of legal recognition at
the 1815 Congtress of Vienna—receive honor and special privileges in
return for assuming the responsibility of maintaining international soci-
ety and its ordering principles.”” The United Nations, established in
1945, enshrined this principle in its Charter with the creation of the
Security Council. Its permanent members, five states deemed to be great
powers, were given responsibility for the security of the world. Many
subsequent international organizations, like the Group of Five, estab-
lished in 1970, continue this principle. The Group of Five was later
expanded to seven and eight, to include the largest economies of the
world, countries that assumed responsibility for the maintenance of eco-
nomic order.”* Equality has also become increasingly important in inter-
national relations. The General Assembly of the United Nations includes
all members and each has one vote. Some nations want the Security
Council to be enlarged to include developing nations and nations of the
southern hemisphere. The Group of Five evolved and in the current cen-
tury has come to describe the five largest emerging economies of the
world: Brazil, China, India, Mexico, and South Africa.?!

In practice, hierarchy and even more so the imposition of a more rigid
hierarchy with the US at the top have become increasingly indefensible.
International hierarchy is widely regarded as an atavism: an attitude and
structure from the past that is long past its use-by date. Even those
countries like Brazil, Japan, India, and Germany, who seek permanent seats
on the Security Council, advance their claims for hierarchy—superior sta-
tus and privileges vis-a-vis their neighbors—in the language of equality.*?
The US needs to follow suit in lieu of its until-now blatant use of the lan-
guage of hierarchy. American proponents of hegemony claim that it is
widely valued and welcomed by others. This is another self-propagated
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myth. Others put up with, work around, attempt to finesse, or attempt to
exploit American power for their parochial ends. The only people happy
with American claims of hegemony are dictators who receive billions in US
aid and do little to nothing in return.

The language of leadership is more than a rhetorical matter. It reflects
beliefs about how the world should be ordered and run. I will return to
this question at the end of the chapter, when I take up the question of
America’s proper role in the world. I make the case for a more multilateral
approach and one in which key security and economic responsibilities are
more diffused among major and even minor actors. Paradoxically, the
US, I contend, will end up wielding more influence this way, although
influence is limited to projects for which there is wide support.

Immigration: Openness to newcomers is another time-honored
American value, although it has been controversial since the mid-
nineteenth century. The nativists know-nothings of the 1850s felt threat-
ened by Irish Catholic newcomers. The populists of the 1890s mobilized
political support from the rural poor on the basis of tirades against Blacks
and Jews. Immigration laws were put into place in the Johnson-Reed Act
of 1924 that sought to exclude Asians and limit immigration of so-called
inferior racial types of southern and eastern Europe. The right wing con-
tinues this tradition with Muslims, Central and South Americans, and
anyone with a dark skin is the focus of its irrational hostility. It finds vali-
dation in Donald Trump’s promises to build a wall along the Mexican
border, ban visits and immigration from certain Muslim countries, and
do away with the constitutional guarantee of birthright citizenship.

The current swing against immigration defies economic logic, as it
does in Britain and countries of Eastern Europe where it has become
increasingly important, if not the hottest political issue. In the US and
Europe people greatly exaggerate the percentage of the immigrant popu-
lation and falsely believe that immigrants take jobs from native workers.
Trump and other nativists encourage them to believe—falsely again—
that immigrants are disproportionately responsible for crimes.?

Immigration is a longstanding American practice, and contrary to the
claims of Trump and nativists it is what has made America great. Immigrants
have swelled the population over the centuries and made the US and Canada
different from most of Europe and Japan, where aging and declining
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populations do not bode well for their economic future. Immigrants have
not only provided a good percentage of the American labor force over the
last several centuries, they have contributed in major ways to the country’s
economic, scientific, medical, and cultural development. Immigration is the
national rite of passage and efforts to stem it, or limit it to those with white
skin, challenge a fundamental value of America. Trump’s opposition to
immigration became the centerpiece of his appeal to nativist voters. He
promised a wall with Mexico to stop immigrants from crossing. His early
efforts to ban immigrants from certain Muslim countries by executive order
was initially overturned by the federal courts and had to be reformulated
and narrowed to make it acceptable.” After the 2018 midterm elections,
Trump announced new rules that assume his authority to deny asylum to
virtually any migrant who crosses the American border.”

The Trump administration’s measures against immigrants, most of
them of questionable legality, must be reversed. Here too, a responsible
administration needs to strike a balance between our tradition as an
immigrant country and the current wave of popular opposition to immi-
gration. Much of this opposition is a product of the earlier economic
recession and fake news that exaggerates numbers of immigrants and
falsely claims that they take jobs from Americans, and are more respon-
sible for crimes and terrorism. The public needs to be educated about the
facts, especially about the economic benefits of immigration, but also
reassured that immigrants and asylees will be properly vetted.

The US has long supported free trade and it has been in the American
interest. So too are the many bi- and multilateral agreements that facili-
tate trade and investment and the flow of ideas and people. Trump not
only opposes free trade but has pulled out of existing agreements, includ-
ing NAFTA (North American Free Trade Agreement) that governs rela-
tions with our closest neighbors, Mexico and Canada. It was renegotiated,
as was a separate agreement with Mexico, and Trump was all but pre-
vented by his advisors from canceling KORUS (US-South Korea Free
Trade Agreement), regarded as essential for economic, political, and secu-
rity reasons.”® Returning from the G-20 summit in Hamburg in July
2017, Trump edited a speech and inserted the words: “Trade is bad.”*” In
effect, Trump and his economic nationalist advisors are hostile to any
country that has a favorable trade balance with America. South Korea was
a target and China even more so0.?
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The Trump-initiated trade war with China seriously affected the world
economy and was damaging to American consumers and many American
businesses, especially those who rely on overseas production.”” The
Chinese imposed tariffs on American goods, Trump imposed more tariffs
on China, and they retaliated in turn. We are at the early stages of this
conflict as I write, but its effects are already being felt in the agricultural
sector. China has all but stopped buying soybeans from the US—pur-
chases were down by 94 percent in 2018—and those soybeans harvested
are being left to rot in silos in the Middle West.*® The Trump administra-
tion has had to provide subsidies to farmers, which adds to the deficit,
and, ironically, this is covered by foreign borrowing, principally
from China.

In January 2017, Trump pulled the US out of the Trans-Pacific
Partnership, negotiated by previous administration. Trade agreements
and rule-setting now go on in the Pacific without US participation or
influence. Eleven Pacific countries have joined the Comprehensive and
Progressive Agreement for Tran-Pacific Partnership; the most recent
member is Australia. The most immediate impact for the US is selling
products of all kinds to Japan as members of the partnership alone receive
tariff cuts. In the longer term, US intellectual property rights will suffer.
Rules that American pharmaceutical companies lobbied heavily for, and
with success, have now been dropped. Something similar is likely to hap-
pen in Europe, where Google, Facebook, and other I'T companies benefit
greatly from US clout in rule making.*'

International law: As noted in the previous chapter, Republican and
Democratic administrations throughout the twentieth century have
declared their support for international law and defined this commit-
ment as central to American security and economic interests. They have
also routinely violated international law and failed to sign on to impor-
tant treaties like the international criminal court and the Paris climate
accord. The US appears to want its cake and eat it too. It routinely con-
demns states for violating international law as it pertains to trade, money
laundering, human rights, intellectual property, and other domains. Yet,
successive administrations have felt free to violate international law as it
suits their convenience. In earlier chapters I highlighted some of the
most important of these violations. This duplicity is not lost on foreign
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audiences and does nothing to enhance international law or respect
for the US.

American violations of international law are for the most part an abuse
of its power. Successive administrations since Ronald Reagan have rou-
tinely chosen to violate international law or not sign on to treaties when
they think it will limit their freedom in any way. The US opposed the
landmines treaty, for example, because it could only think of the benefits
of its own munitions of this kind planted along the Demilitarized Zone
(DMZ) in Korea. It did the same with the International Criminal Court
of Justice, not wanting it to have any possible jurisdiction over American
citizens. If everyone acted this way, there would be no international law
and everyone would be poorer and more insecure. On the whole, the US,
like other democracies, would be better off adhering to the law, not seek-
ing exceptions, often by fiat, and acting to make international law more
robust. Most other democracies act accordingly.

Finally, we come to the question of truth. There is an old adage that a
diplomat is an honest man who lies for his country. Most diplomats
would reject this characterization outright. They depend very much on
their reputation and that of their country’s for telling the truth—even
when it is uncomfortable. To be sure, they do their best to soften uncom-
fortable truths and to put the best spin on all events, statements, and
policies. The US has increasingly played fast and loose with the truth in
its public statements and diplomacy. This does not speak well of the
country and undermines its influence—once again in pursuit of often
ill-considered short-term interests.

President Trump is not known for his commitment to the truth. In the
course of his first 650 days in office, that is, up to October 2018, he had
made more than 6400 false or misleading claims.’” This is an average of
30 whoppers a day! Most of these “misstatements” pertained to domestic
affairs, but not his numerous tweets and speeches during the 2018 off-
year election campaign about an alleged caravan of Central Americans
snaking its way through Mexico where Democrats would welcome them
at the American border.”® He ordered units of the Army to reinforce the
border and to shoot illegal immigrants, if necessary—a promise the Army
not so quietly made known was contrary to its rules of engagement.*
Trump’s fictions play well with a certain segment of the electorate but not
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at all with foreign governments and opinion. Trump’s ill-considered
tweets, about such matters as dumping NATO, attacking North Korea,
and support for dictators around the world give the US a reputation for
unilateral behavior, often at odds with existing laws and norms, as well as
unreliability and lack of predictability. None of these perceptions enhance
American influence but rather diminish it.

Trump’s behavior is extreme in this and other ways but is useful for this
reason in highlighting the differences between the kinds of behavior that
is in the country’s interest and that which is distinctly opposed. It is not
enough for a future president to avoid the excesses of Trump and return
to the patterned behavior of the national security establishment. He or
she must depart from their practices as well and reorient American for-
eign policy in a more fundamental manner. In the conclusion I will sug-
gests some of the ways in which this might be done.

Threats

Threats like values are subjective in nature. Our values and the projects to
which they support or give rise determine what we consider a threat. The
Alt Right and Trump regard immigrants as a threat because they are seen
to challenge white Protestant dominance in America. So too is free trade
because they frame economics in old-style mercantilist terms where
countries compete for trade and markets, a notion no respected econo-
mist would accept. For libertarians and isolationists alliances and other
foreign entanglements are anathema because they can drag the US into
wars that are contrary to the national interest. Libertarians also oppose all
kinds of government programs because they are seen as wasteful and
undue interference in the freedoms of citizens. Members of the national
security establishment favor an active, if not interventionist, foreign pol-
icy. This is because they frame threats to the US largely in terms of secu-
rity and see them as emanating from foreign actors. At present they are
focused on Russia and China.

Tragedy teaches us that great powers are their own worst enemies. I
have tried to document the wisdom of this insight in the course of the
book. Throughout the Cold War the US has unquestionably behaved this
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way. It expended a lot of blood and treasure in the Vietnam War and even
more in maintaining its vast nuclear and conventional land, sea, and air-
based arsenals. Defenders of this profligacy insist this war was necessary to
protect against the Soviet Union, and further contend that Reagan’s arms
build-up, especially his Strategic Defense Initiative (Star Wars) brought
that conflict to an end. There is no evidence in support of these claims.*
They can be dismissed as early and successful examples of fake news.

Russia and China: American interests conflict with those of both coun-
tries in some important respects. However, they also coincide and do so
more fundamentally than they diverge. Both countries are just as keen to
avoid any kind of continental war or military contest with the US as
Washington is are with them. The US, Russia, and China share many eco-
nomic interests. Russia is a net exporter of energy and raw materials to the
West, especially to Western Europe. China trades with the world, and
US-China trade in 2017 amounted to $636 billion. The US trade deficit
with China was $375 billion because US exports to China were only
$130 billion while imports from China were $506 billion. From America,
China imported $16 billion in commercial aircraft, $12 billion in soybeans,
and $10 billion in autos.*® China is also the largest creditor of the US; in
2017 the Treasury estimated that it held at least $1.2 trillion of US debt. It
is in everyone’s interest to maintain and even expand these relationships.?”

I do not have space to address the various substantive disputes the US
has with these nations. With regard to Russia, Americans worry about
Putin’s commitments to make it once again a great power and a country
that must be listened to on a range of international issues. Some believe
that his use of force in the “near abroad,” including Ukraine, might pres-
age further use of force in the Baltic. Others worry more about China, its
aggressiveness regarding islets disputed with Vietnam, the Philippines,
and Japan, and its growing military capability. This is not the place to
discuss Russian and Chinese ambitions other than to say it is always dif-
ficult to fathom the motives of foreign actors but very easy to project one’s
fear on to them. It is also true that countries rarely speak in single voices;
there are generally multiple voices with different takes on foreign affairs
that compete for influence. What I will speak to are appropriate ways of
responding to countries that may be envisaged as adversaries, but with
whom there are powerful reasons to work out some kind of modus vivendi.
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One of my goals in the chapters on deterrence and China was to show
how overreliance on this coercive strategy during the Cold War made
conflict more likely and to argue it was having the same effect today with
regard to China. Deterrence prompts target states to apply worst-case
analysis to the motives of their adversary, almost invariably exaggerating
their evil intentions and plans. Leaders who are targets of deterrence do
not want to appear weak lest they be taken advantage of by their adver-
sary. They may act in ways that unintentionally appear to confirm worst-
case analysis. Those advocating military build-ups and deterrence and
compellence are generally oversensitive to threats and insufficiently atten-
tive—or even blind—to their costs.

The arms race was largely initiated and sustained by the US, which
consistently outspent the Soviet Union. There is no evidence that the
Soviet Union ever considered attacking the US or its allies. Both sides
prepared for war and frequently updated their war plans but did so in
large part because they feared the intentions of the other.’® The “security
dilemma” drove the arms race far more than the search for unilateral
advantage, although that too played a part. What is indisputable is that
leaders on both sides were fearful of any kind of a war between them. As
the Cuban missile crisis indicated, they were prepared to back down at
considerable cost to themselves to preserve the peace.

The military lessons of the Cold War are clear but political, and mili-
tary leaders seem not to have learned them. They have defined Russia and
China as threats and are responding to them the same way they did to the
Soviet Union. As noted earlier, deterrence has the potential to be pro-
vocative and to make more, rather than less, likely the kinds of challenges
it seeks to prevent. This is precisely what happened in the Cold War,
where I offered the Berlin and Cuban missile crises as examples. Deterrence
needs to be practiced in the most moderate way, with a careful eye out for
the kinds of deployments and associated rhetoric that are more likely to
provoke than restrain. It needs to be yoked to strategies of reassurance
that seek to reduce perception of hostile intent and those of diplomacy
that attempt to resolve or finesse substantive differences between would-
be adversaries.

Donald Trump withdrew from the 1988 Soviet-American treaty elimi-
nating intermediate and short-range missiles from Europe. The treaty was
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a giant step in the reassurance and ending of the Cold War. Withdrawal
has the potential to trigger a new arms race and encourage the kind of
worst-case analysis that led to Cold War crises. Mikhail Gorbachev, who
signed the treaty for the Soviet Union, insists that whatever compliance
problems there are can be overcome through diplomacy and should be
given the dangers that will certainly arise for any unilateral exit from an
arms control treaty. It will threaten the arms control regime in general
and stimulate further militarization of international affairs.’”” Trump’s
successor must find a way of managing relations with Russia and of pre-
serving arms control agreements that promote transparency and restraint.

Terrorism: American media pundits and some academics asserted that
we lived in a different world after the terror attacks of 9/11. To the extent
this is true; the US has made it so. The terrorist attacks were emotionally
shocking, in large part because of the targets selected and the ease with
which they were attacked. The American response was in no way propor-
tional to the challenge but a gross overreaction. Terrorism on this kind of
limited scale is best treated as a police matter, at home and abroad. Good
intelligence, surveillance, and arrest of those planning or responsible for
terrorist acts are generally the best course of action. Even when effective,
it still leaves countries vulnerable to terrorist attacks, as the recent experi-
ence of Britain, France, and Germany demonstrate. This is inevitable as
there is no solution to the threat of terrorism. The best countries can do
is attempt to limit its effects and reduce in the longer term the incentives
of the disenchanted to resort to it.

The US pursued a strategy all out of proportion to the threat. The so-
called War on Terror justified draconian policies at home and abroad. It
was allegedly the reason for invading Afghanistan, although surprisingly
little effort was made by American forces in that country to hunt down
Osama bin Laden. The Bush administration offered it quite duplicitously
as a justification for the follow-on invasion of Iraq, along with the equally
false claim that Saddam had weapons of mass destruction. It provides the
raison d’étre for continuing drone strikes in a spreading number of coun-
tries. Successive administrations have argued that these actions were nec-
essary to protect the American homeland from terrorism. A compelling
argument can be made that they have made the US and its allies more
vulnerable.
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In the post-9/11 era, conventional wisdom holds that the jihadist
threat is foreign. But 84 percent of terrorist attacks on American territory
since 9/11 have been carried out by US citizens.®” Most of them were
white Christians, as was the case of the 2018 pipe bomb mailings to a
number of elected officials and George Soros and the deadly attack on the
Tree of Life Synagogue in Pittsburgh. Efforts to limit immigration, espe-
cially from Muslim countries, have little to no impact as terrorism is
overwhelmingly homegrown. The War on Terrorism has played into the
hands of the nativist right, even though they are largely responsible for
the majority of attacks against individuals, governmental buildings, and
places of worship. It has allowed the government to intrude into many
areas of American life, infringe civil liberties in important ways, and
impose largely ineffective but time-consuming constraints on the transfer
of money. It has also justified huge expenditure on security, much of
which has gone to security-focused businesses, and is responsible for the
new, bloated, and largely ineffective Department of Homeland Security.
The War on Terror is estimated to have added $2 trillion to the national
debt as 0f 2018.4

For all these reasons a new administration needs to rethink the coun-
try’s approach to terrorism. The so-called War on Terrorism should be
terminated and expenditure on it dramatically reduced. Greater efforts
should be made to study and gain intelligence on domestic nativist ter-
rorism. Even though it is the dominant source of terrorism, state and
federal governments have largely ignored the threat, adopting an attitude
the New York Times describes as “willful indifference.”** The real source
of terrorist attacks in America needs to be publicized, and police and
other efforts be made to address it.

The invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq were the most dramatic and
counterproductive expressions of the War on Terrorism. The US has drawn
down most of its forces in both countries but is still deeply involved. As
early as 2005 hawkish analysts in conservative think tanks began writing
about the “Long War” and how it could be won. West Point's Combating
Terrorism Center has produced monographs on the subject, as has the
RAND Corporation.”® These analysts envisage a war lasting another 10,
even 20 years with continuing US participation. In November 2018,

Donald Trump appointed retired Army General John Abizaid as ambassa-
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dor to Saudi Arabia. Abizaid is a proponent of “the Long War,” as, of course,
are the Saudis, desperate to keep the US military engaged with its adversar-
ies. Michael O’Hanlon of the Brookings Foundation insists that we must
stay the course in Afghanistan and Iraq, as ISIS and other terrorists would
get stronger if we withdrew.* These wars are lost; the US loses influence
every day it continues to engage in them, and even more as a result of its
more recent involvement in Yemen. A long war that continues to bleed the
US of blood and treasure is also a threat to democracy at home.

Environment: In the opinion of almost all serious climate scientists, the
greatest threat to our physical security and way of life is global warming.*
Increasing carbon dioxide in the atmosphere has already led to rising sea
levels, more acute storms of all kinds, and warmer temperatures that are
beginning to wreak havoc with ecosystems. In my home state of New
Hampshire, the moose are dying off because the ticks that feed on their
blood are not being killed off by cold winters. There is no doubt that
much of the change in carbon dioxide levels is human in origin, and that
its consequences will be catastrophic if these levels are not reduced.
Coastal cities like Baltimore, Miami, and New Orleans risk inundation,
if not total drowning, the heartland will suffer major crop failures, and
California will face far more serious droughts and fires.*® The Fourth
Annual National Climate Assessment—an official coordinated publica-
tion of US government climate scientists and agencies—estimates that by
the end of the century the economy would suffer by as much as 10 per-
cent from the effects of climate change.”

The US has recognized this danger when Obama was President. Under
Trump it has declined participation in almost all international efforts to
grapple with climate change. Governments, especially Republican-led
ones, have listened to ignorant corporate naysayers instead of well-
informed scientists. These businesses—not at all representative of the
business community as a whole—prefer short-term profits to long-term
survival. They indulge their owners and shareholders at the expense of
future generations. As with earlier corporate denial and then initial oppo-
sition to legislation to reverse the hole in the ozone layer, they greatly
exaggerate the costs of reversing carbon dioxide levels in the atmosphere.*

The Trump administration has taken this ostrich-like policy to a new
level. Scott Pruitt, Trump’s first administrator of the Environmental
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Protection Agency, publicly denied climate change. He weakened the
Obama-era program that would shift energy production away from coal,
one of the major sources of heat-trapping carbon dioxide in the atmo-
sphere. The EPA are currently loosening standards for how companies
discard coal ash, and in the face of evidence that it is spilling into water-
ways in North Carolina following Hurricane Florence. They are freezing
mandates that new cars use less gasoline and expel fewer pollutants into
the air and are reducing the limits on methane gas released during oil
refining. The EPA is also rejecting science that shows some pesticides
make people sick.*” In 2016 the EPA removed all information on climate
change from its website, allegedly for an “update,” but nothing has been
posted since.”® In Katowice, Poland, at the 2018 environmental confer-
ence, the US proved hostile to almost every positive initiative to reduce
carbon emissions. At times, the US played the spoiler. Trump officials
gave a presentation promoting fossil fuels and American negotiators
joined envoys from Russia, Saudi Arabia, and Kuwait—all major oil pro-
ducers—in refusing to accept landmark report documenting the even
greater than expected impacts of a rise of 1.5 °C in the temperature.’!

The Global Carbon Project found US emissions likely to rise 2.5 per-
cent in 2018. The Center for Energy and Environmental Policy Research
at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology reports that emissions are
also on the rise in China and India. Matters are likely to get worse, not
better, says Deputy Director Michael Mehling. But it will take time to
shoe because Trump’s rollback of domestic climate policies “have a
considerable lead time before you can actually see their reflection in phys-
ical emission trends.”” Unless a new administration introduces severe
measures, there is no way that the US will achieve the pledge made by the
Obama administration in the run-up to the Paris climate agreement to
reduce its greenhouse gas emissions by 26-28 percent below 2005 levels
by the year 2025.

The national interest demands that the next administration treat cli-
mate change as seriously as Germany and Scandinavia. It must end favors
given to the coal and oil industries at the expense of the health and eco-
nomic interests of citizens. It must take the lead in proposing, enacting,
and enforcing international measures that will halt, and better yet, reduce
the levels of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. It must do the same for
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pollutants that are the by-product of industrial processes and gasoline
powered automobiles and trucks. Taking the lead in environmental pro-
tection is very much in the interests of the country and its citizens, and is
also a problem that cannot be addressed only at the national level.

Financial Times correspondent Simon Kuper offers eminently reason-
able suggestions for how the US might win public support for cutting
carbon emission.”® Leaders should talk about “Green Growth,” not sav-
ing the planet. Egged on by energy businesses and their well-heeled pro-
paganda machines, Western societies again and again choose growth over
cutting carbon emissions and environmental protection. People need to
be convinced that they can have both, and they can. The International
Labor Organization predicts that going green would generate 18 million
more new jobs than it destroys by 2030.* The Congressional Budget
Office is less optimistic but still predicts an increase in jobs created over
those lost.”

Governments also need to find the right messages and messengers.*® As
businesses do to sell their products, they need to tailor messages to differ-
ent key audiences. People are interested in different things and put high
priorities on protecting them. These audiences must be identified and
approached with messengers credible to them who make a compelling
case for cutting carbon emissions to protect that which is of interest to
them. These messages and messengers will be different when targeting say
hunting enthusiasts versus gardeners.

Leaders should stop predicting doomsday. It encourages denial.
Psychologist Irving Janis discovered that when warned about impending
disaster people take these warnings seriously to the degree that they
believe action on their part can avert them. Reports of rising waters and
the danger of flooding produce volunteers to fill sandbags. By contrast,
warnings of tornados or nuclear war—situations in which people feel
helpless—lead to denial and even anger at the messengers.”” Political
messages about the environment must stress what individual people can
do to have real effect.

Government policies must do the same. Leaders should talk about “car-
bon dividends” not “carbon tax.” Elke Weber reports that when the pro-
vincial government of British Columbia did this and to hand over these
dividends directly to its citizens, support for their policy turned positive
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within 15 months.”® Government should talk less about saving whales and
future generations and more about benefitting today’s population. People
care more about themselves than they do about others, even when they are
their descendants. For the same reason, governments would be well-
advised to talk about current disasters rather than future ones.

Governments should turn the tables on climate change deniers. They
should ignore them, as arguing against them gives them undeserved
attention and legitimacy. They should tell a popular, anti-elitist story that
stresses upon how sheiks and oil companies profit at the expense of every-
one else. They should talk about “climate change” and not “global warm-
ing,” as it is both more accurate and makes it more difhicult for deniers to
offer cold snaps and snowstorms as counterevidence. Finally, govern-
ments must make serious efforts to help those who have lost their jobs or
job prospects to the new, greener economy.

Environment is only one of the areas in which US national interests
need to be addressed at the regional and international levels. This is true
of efforts to forestall nuclear war, prevent proliferation, promote nuclear
disarmament, and prevent famines and the spread of deadly pathogens,
all of which depend on collective understandings and actions. The
national interest in many respects transcends the limits of our nation or
any other and must incorporate the perspectives and interests of a number
of states. The attempt to go it alone, or dictate policies to others, is
patently self-defeating.

Economics: The wellbeing of the country depends on economic growth
and high employment. Equally important are the kinds of jobs that are
available, their level of compensation and security, degree of on-the-job
safety, benefits including pensions and healthcare, and access to good
jobs where people already reside. Many of these conditions were taken for
granted by American workers for most of the postwar decades. This is no
longer the case; each of these conditions are more difhicult to fulfill as
manufacturing jobs have been exported, many full-time positions reduced
to part-time ones, pensions and other benefits dramatically cut, and
remuneration in many remaining jobs no longer provides any real increase
in income.

Some of these changes were all but inevitable as the rest of the world
began to industrialize and with labor and other costs that made it attrac-
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tive for American businesses to move production offshore. However,
Americans had choices, and many of those that they made exacerbated
the problem. They led to a country in which the gap between rich and
poor has grown markedly because a significant percentage of added
wealth goes to a small minority of already well-off people.”® Chief among
the policies responsible for this disturbing phenomenon has been the
decades-long effort by businesses, with the support of Congress and con-
servative courts, to weaken unions, if not undermine them as far as pos-
sible. Neoliberalism and its questionable belief in the benefits of
deregulation at home and the so-called Washington Consensus abroad is
another cause of inequality.®® Democratic presidents, notably Bill
Clinton, have been captured by neo-liberal economic advisors as their
Republican counterparts.

A Post Non-hegemonic World

Hegemony, or more properly, the illusion of hegemony, was not neces-
sary to produce the more positive developments of the postwar era.!
Washington can properly take credit for keeping South Korea indepen-
dent and helped to democratize and rebuild Western Europe and Japan
after the war. The Cold War would have ended in due course without all
the American expenditure of blood and treasure. The Soviet Union
collapsed because of its own internal contradictions, greatly aggravated
by a heavy-handed authoritarian regime and command economy.
Undoubtedly, the growth of international trade and the dropping of tariff
barriers were facilitated by American policy, but it may have developed
even faster and more effectively in the absence of US abuses of the system
it helped to create. The spread of democracy in Latin America and East
Central Europe did not require active intervention by the US, although
American democracy offered, at least initially, an attractive role model.
War avoidance among the major powers had very little to do with US
deterrence and alliances as it was largely the result of widescale fear of war
in the aftermath of World War II. Nuclear weapons, I have argued, inten-
sified the perceived horror of war but also aggravated the insecurities of
both superpowers and China. American arrogance about being the
“indispensable nation” is unjustified.
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Less is often more. The US overextending itself; arrogated responsibil-
ity for political and economic order; demanded special privileges; treated
other states as second-class citizens of world society; intervened regularly
in the political, economic, and military means in the affairs of others; and
exploited the order it helped to create and was allegedly committed to
preserving for selfish economic ends. All these actions undermined
American influence and account for the paradox I noted at the outset of
this book: that the US is the greatest power the world has ever seen but is
less and less able to persuade others to do what it wants. Rather, it increas-
ingly relies on bribes and coercion, and without notable success. This
process has reached its most extreme manifestation to date under the
presidency of Donald Trump, but it is an outgrowth of a trend long
underway and intensified after the end of the Cold War under Democratic
and Republican administrations alike.

The focus on power and hegemony obscures the ways in which inter-
national society has been evolving. My critique of hegemony can never-
theless provide insight into these changes. By identifying the ways in
which hegemony is thought to make global order possible, we can disag-
gregate these functions from the role and ask if it is possible to fill them
in other ways. This is an eminently feasible and more realistic task in
today’s world.

The first responsibility of hegemony is the normative task of agenda
setting. Much of what liberals conceive as leadership is the capacity to
shape the policy agenda of global institutions or ad-hoc coalitions.®* It
requires knowledge and manipulation of appropriate discourses.® It also
requires insight into how other actors define their interests, what they
identify as problems, and what responses they consider appropriate. In
contrast to the realist emphasis on material power, agenda setting empha-
sizes persuasion over coercion. It brings about collective action through
effective appeals to shared values and norms. Power is important but
understood as embedded in institutional and normative structures.
Normative influence is heavily dependent on political skill, and all the
more so in a world in which so many, if not most, important initiatives
are multilateral.

Effective agenda setting requires the adoption of proposed measures in
the context of multilateral venues that are designed for negotiation.
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Simple advocacy of a policy, even at the negotiating table, is not a suffi-
cient litmus test. Persuasion relies as much on the legitimacy of the pro-
posal as on the sticks and carrots of material power. At the end of World
War II and in its immediate aftermath, the US set the agenda for most of
the developed world. Since the end of the Cold War, the US has been a
major opponent of progressive international measures of all kind, from
the international court of justice, to the treaty banning landmines to the
responsibility to protect civilians in conflict zones.

The problem of civilian protection offers a telling example of how
agenda setting works. Norway, far from being a great power, nevertheless
played an important role in the promotion of the concept of civilian pro-
tection. In the 1990s, the Norwegian government awarded funds to the
Peace Research Institute of Oslo (PRIO) to think through the concept
and what would be required to implement it. In the UN, Norway
worked with middle powers like Canada to promote human security. The
Norwegians focused much of their efforts on promoting the “responsibil-
ity to protect” (R2P) doctrine in collaboration with other states and
NGO:s, including the Brussels-based International Crisis Group. R2P
inverts the traditional realist focus on sovereignty and the rights of states
by stressing their responsibility to protect civilians or be subject to the
prospect of multilateral intervention.® By 2001, the R2P initiative had
gained significant momentum and won the unstinting support of then
Secretary General Kofi Annan.® By 2005, the language of the R2P doc-
trine was embraced by the UN as consistent with Chapters VI and VIII
of the UN Charter. At that time, over 150 world leaders adopted R2D,
legitimating the use of force through multilateral intervention initiatives
sanctioned by the UN Security Council.”” The Obama administration,
which like its predecessor, the Bush administration, opposed R2P, but
given its wide international support had to grit its teeth, accept it, and
make it part of its National Security Strategy, issued in 2010.® Good
diplomacy and legitimacy trumped power.

The second constituent of hegemony is economic management. In the
post-hegemonic era this function is primarily custodial. Custodianship
entails the management of risk through market signaling (information
passed, intentionally or not, among market participants) and intergov-
ernmental negotiations in a variety of venues. The intent, according to
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Charles Kindleberger, the father of hegemonic stability theory, is to sta-
bilize and undergird the functions of the global economic system.® His
formulation became foundational for his realist and liberal successors as
they seek to justify the global need for continued American hegemony.”
However, America has either willingly contravened, or is increasingly
incapable of performing, these functions.

The US routinely transgresses the principle of free trade. President
Trump has been the most egregious offender, rejecting the North
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), coercing Canada into rene-
gotiating the treaty, and far more threatening to international stability,
waging an escalating trade war with China. American unilateralism and
abuses go back to 1973 and the Nixon administration’s closing of the
“gold window.” It shook the foundations of the global economic order by
unilaterally ending the convertibility of the dollar. The US subsequently
exploited its dominant economic position by borrowing vast sums of
money and at times running high rates of inflation that it would not have
been possible for any other country to do without encountering sanc-
tions.”! Chinese and Japanese investors subsidize American consumers.
The US has been a regular exploiter, rather than provider, of public goods.
It was responsible for the 2008 Great Recession through lax financial
regulation. During the Vietnam War and the Great Recession,
Washington’s exploitation of its position destabilized existing patterns of
global finance.”” The image of American “hegemony” as characterized by
a broader, enlightened conception of self-interest is sharply contradicted
by short-sighted, self-serving, unilateral American behavior.

American borrowing took the form of the issuance of US Treasury
bills. By October 2018, the US Treasury Department estimated that
China’s holding of US Treasury bills had reached $1.78 trillion, making
it the largest foreign lender.”® Japan’s holdings amounted to $1.30 tril-
lion.” The total foreign holdings of US Treasury debt stood at $6.25 tril-
lion and the entire national debt had reached $20.25 billion.”” The pace
of borrowing has accelerated in the last few years without much evidence
of it being invested in infrastructure or other forms of investment. The
US relies on China’s willingness to hold on to these Treasury bills and
maintain the value of the dollar and, by doing so, to avoid defaulting on

payment of its public debt. Only the US could carry such debt without
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having to embark on stringent budget cuts imposed by multilateral orga-
nizations such as the International Monetary Fund, other national gov-
ernments, or private bankers. American behavior has become increasingly
feckless and destabilizing, and far from propping up the financial system
as lender of last resort, the US has emerged as its primary borrower and
an increasingly irresponsible one.

For the time being the global economic system functions, for better or
worse, without a responsible leader. Leadership, economic management,
and security provisions are no longer interrelated. Key management func-
tions—providing market liquidity, reinforcing open trading patterns,
market and currency stability, and reinforcing patterns of economic
development—take place without a hegemon. Divorced from the con-
cept of hegemony, these functions are best described as “custodianship.”

The third element of hegemony is sponsorship. It encompasses enforce-
ment of rules, norms, agreements, and decision-making processes as well
as the maintenance of security to enhance trade and finance.”® Liberals
and realists consistently maintain that only hegemons can provide such
enforcement because of their preponderance of material power. They
assume that American hegemony is legitimate in the eyes of other
important actors who welcome its leadership and enforcement as benefi-
cial to global stability and their national interests. When empirical sup-
port is mustered for these claims, the foreign voices invariably cited are
conservative politicians in allied states or authoritarian leaders who ben-
efit personally from US backing. During the Cold War, German conser-
vatives welcomed US leadership as a means of offsetting Soviet power and
of constraining Social Democratic opponents. Leaders of South Korea,
Taiwan, South Vietnam, the Philippines, Iran, Egypt, and various Latin
American states were, to varying degrees, dependent on US military and
foreign aid and happy to say in public what Washington wanted to hear
to keep these dollars flowing. Their opponents regarded US influence as
regressive as it supported regimes opposed to democracy and human rights.

There has been a noticeable decline in pleas for US leadership since the
end of the Cold War, and as noted earlier, a corresponding increase in
opposition to US military and economic initiatives. Since the Iraq War,
the US has undergone a shift in its profile from a status quo to a revision-
ist power.”” A BBC World Service poll dated 3 July 2017 revealed increas-
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ingly negative views of the US, rising to majorities, are now found in several
of its NATO allies, including the UK (up from 42 to 64 percent), Spain
(44 to 67 percent), France (41 to 56 percent), and Turkey (36 to 64 per-
cent). Negative opinion has also sharply risen in Latin American nations
Mexico (up from 41 to 59 percent), and Peru (29 to 49 percent). In Russia,
negative views of the US have also increased from 55 to 64 percent.”® This
and other surveys indicate that the US is not perceived as acting in the
interests of the international community. Whatever legitimacy its leader-
ship once had has significantly eroded as publics around the world are
particularly worried about the way in which the US uses its military power.”

Leadership and legitimacy are closely connected, and enforcement
clearly depends on the latter. In situations where US efforts at enforce-
ment have been seen as legitimate (e.g., Korea, the First Gulf War), inter-
national support has been forthcoming, and with it, backing by relevant
regional and international organizations, notably the UN Security
Council. Key to the legitimacy of enforcement has been a common per-
ception of threat but also a commitment on Washington’s part to limit its
military action in pursuit of a consensus. It often requires collaborative
decisions concerning processes of implementation as well. The Truman
administration won support for the liberation of South Korea, but not
the invasion of the North, and George H.W. Bush for the liberation of
Kuwait, but not the overthrow of Saddam Hussein. When George
W. Bush insisted on the invasion of Iraq with the goal of removing
Saddam, he was unable to gain support from NATO or the UN. When
the administration went to war in the absence of international institu-
tional support, it had to cobble together a coalition based largely on
bribes and threats. Its subsequent decline in standing was precipitous,
and this began before the insurgency in Iraq.

The theoretical and policy lessons of these experiences are straightfor-
ward. Material power is a necessary but insufficient condition for enforce-
ment. The latter depends on legitimacy, an important component of
influence. In its absence, even successful enforcement—as defined by
Washington—will not be perceived as such by other states, and possibly
as aggrandizement as the Iraq invasion was by public opinion in France,
Germany, Canada, and Japan. Such perceptions undermine legitimacy
and make future enforcement more difficult.
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The functions of agenda setting, custodianship, and sponsorship over-
lap in part. All confer advantages to states that perform them and to the
community at large. They require consultation, bargaining, and consen-
sus, but also reflect competition and jockeying for influence among pow-
erful states. We neither suggest there is, nor should be, a division of labor
in the global system. Decisions to perform these functions are driven by
cultural conceptions, domestic politics, and consideration of national
self-interest. Within limits, powerful actors generally attempt to exert
what degrees of influence they can. This will depend in part on the nature
of their resources but also the priorities they establish and their legitimacy
in the eyes of other actors. They are also affected by domestic and inter-
national constraints and opportunities.

All three functions of hegemony require contingent forms of influence
rather than the blunt exercise of power. Their application is becoming
increasingly diffused among states, rather than concentrated in the hands
of a hegemon. These functions are performed by multiple states, some-
times in collaboration with non-state actors. Global governance practices
are sharply at odds with the formulations of realists and liberals alike.
Western Europeans have made consistent efforts to extend their norma-
tive influence by promoting agendas well beyond those with which they
are traditionally associated. These include environmental and human
rights initiatives, but also security issues and corporate regulation. Asian
states, most notably China, have increasingly assumed a custodial role,
albeit embryonic at this point, quite at odds with the neo-mercantilist or
rising military power depiction of realists.

It is time for the US to adjust is goals and methods to a world in which
hegemony is impossible and counterproductive if it could be achieved, in
which power must be masked to be used effectively and can only be done
so in pursuit of objectives accepted as legitimate by other actors. American
leaders need to lead in different ways than they have in the past but also
be prepared to follow. This approach to the world is more sophisticated
and more appropriate to contemporary conditions and ultimately will
gain more respect and influence than crude assertions of power.
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