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For my daughter and son, Ashleigh and Decebal, in the hope that they will live 

their lives in an America at peace and faithful to its ideals.

Christopher Layne

For the men and women of the United States armed services and intelligence 

community who have served their country in the past and today with great cour-

age, patriotism, and professionalism. May Americans understand, acknowl-

edge, and appreciate their sacriice.

Bradley A. hayer
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Preface and Acknowledgments

his book is about America’s post–Cold War grand strategy. We present two 

contrasting views. Bradley hayer argues that the United states should main-

tain its current primacy in international politics and that America should use 

its military power, and the power of its culture and institutions, to advance 

and protect its interests. hat includes a world order consistent with America’s 

interests and its democratic ideology. in many respects, the strategy for which 

hayer argues is, in fact, America’s current grand strategy. in contrast, Chris-

topher Layne argues that a grand strategy of primacy and empire is not in 

America’s best interest. he argues that the strategy will lead to a geopolitical 

backlash against the United states, and that its aim of using American power to 

promote democracy abroad—especially in the Middle East—rests on dubious 

assumptions and will lead to unnecessary American military interventions 

abroad. Whereas hayer believes the American Empire strengthens America’s 

prosperity and security, Layne argues that the American Empire has high eco-

nomic costs for the United states and weakens democracy at home.

his project grew out of the authors’ friendship and shared interest in inter-

national relations theory and American foreign policy. intellectually, we share 

much in common. We both were trained academically in the realist tradition 

of international relations theory. But as hundreds of hours of discussion over 

more than a decade of friendship have revealed, despite this commonality we 

have very diferent interpretations of realist theory and what realism implies 

for American grand strategy. he authors are tangible proof of the ot-cited 

dictum that realism is not a monolithic approach to the study of international 

politics. in addition to—or, perhaps more correctly, because of—our shared 

interest in international relations theory, we also have a strong interest in 

American grand strategy.

in academe, professors are expected to teach and to research. But—espe-

cially in a discipline like international politics that has profound real-world 

implications—we also have a duty to participate in public debates about U.s. 

foreign policy and to distill for nonacademics the theories and ideas that oten 

drive U.s. behavior in the international system. At the end of the day, we are 

not only professors, but citizens. And as citizens we have a deep stake in ensur-

ing that our nation remains secure and free. in this book, we hope to inform 

our readers and help them understand the pros and cons of two very diferent 

approaches to grand strategy that have the same goal.
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We hope that ater reading the two arguments presented here our readers 

will be better able to decide for themselves which of the two grand strategic 

visions presented here will best serve America’s interests.

Grand strategy, what the military historian Edward Meade Earle called 

“the highest type of strategy,” is the most crucial task of statecrat.1 As histo-

rian Geofrey Parker observes, grand strategy “encompasses the decisions of 

a state about its overall security—the threats it perceives, the way in which it 

confronts them, and the steps it takes to match ends and means….”2 distilled 

to its essence, grand strategy is about determining the state’s vital interests—

that is, those that are important enough for which to ight—and its role in the 

world. From that determination springs a state’s ambitions, alliances, overseas 

military commitments, conception of its stakes in the prevailing international 

order, and the size and structure of its armed forces.

in formulating grand strategy, states must match their resources to their 

security requirements while simultaneously striking the proper balance 

between the competing demands of external and domestic policy.3 Grand 

strategy requires the integration of the state’s military and economic power, 

as well as diplomacy, to attain its interests. hus, as Paul Kennedy observes, 

“he crux of grand strategy lies therefore in policy, that is, in the capacity of 

the nation’s leaders to bring together all of the elements, both military and 

non-military, for the preservation and enhancement of the nation’s long-term 

(that is, in wartime and peacetime) best interests.”4 Well-conceived grand 

strategies maximize the state’s opportunity to further its interests peacefully. 

Flawed grand strategies can have a range of harmful efects, including overex-

pansion. in making grand strategy, therefore, it is important that policy-mak-

ers “get it right.”

Grand strategy is not an abstract subject. 9/11 made this abundantly clear. 

Grand strategy is something that directly afects the lives and security—and 

even the prosperity—of all Americans. Events subsequent to 9/11 have con-

irmed this lesson. Along the Afghanistan/Pakistan border, U.s. troops con-

tinue to hunt for osama bin Laden, and in Afghanistan itself, the United 

states—with support from nATo—is trying to suppress the remnants of the 

Taliban and establish a stable government. in iraq, of course, the United states 

is involved in ighting an ongoing insurgency while simultaneously trying to 

prevent a civil war and assist the iraqis in making a successful transition to 

democracy. Although there is no end in sight at this time to the American 

military involvement in iraq, the United states inds itself involved in crises 

with both iran and north Korea because of those two states’ nuclear ambi-

tions. And, of course—looming on the geopolitical horizon—China’s rapid 

strides toward great power status raise important questions about the future 

of international politics generally, and about the sino–American relationship 

speciically. All of these issues will afect Americans’ lives in coming years 
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and will be the subject of intense debate. We hope this book will contribute 

to that debate.

A word for our readers on how we wrote this book. Each of us wrote our 

main chapters (chapters 1 and 2) independently of the other. only ater these 

chapters were inished did we exchange them and read the other’s argument. 

our intent here was to avoid shoe-horning our arguments into a set template. 

rather, we sought to allow each of us to make what he thought were the stron-

gest arguments for his position. our shorter reply chapters (chapters 3 and 4) 

were written ater this exchange of chapters 1 and 2. Again, each of us wrote 

our reply chapters independently. Because this book constitutes a debate, it is 

the product of a collaborative exercise. however, because each of us wrote our 

contribution separately, those contributions are each single-authored works.

As with all intellectual projects, each of us has incurred debts to those who 

helped us. First, we both are grateful to robert Tempio, who, while still at 

routledge, encouraged us to undertake this project and nurtured it until he 

let to assume a new position with Princeton University Press. second, we owe 

thanks as well to Charlotte roh and robert sims of routledge, who ably saw 

the book through at the end, and Kristin Crouch and Jennifer Gardner for 

their careful copyediting. hird, we are grateful to Professor robert J. Art of 

Brandeis, who reviewed our book proposal for routledge and strongly sup-

ported it. Fourth, but not least, we are deeply appreciative of the generous 

inancial support we received from the Earhart Foundation, and we thank the 

Foundation’s president, ingrid Gregg, for her conidence in this project. Brad-

ley hayer thanks nuray V. ibryamova, Frank russell, and C. dale Walton for 

their outstanding comments. For their exceptional research assistance, hayer 

is grateful to Caleb Bartley, nicholas Gicinto, Austin McCubbin, stephen B. 

smith, Alaina stephens, and Jason Wood. Christopher Layne thanks Gabriela 

Marin hornton for her excellent comments. For her able research assistance, 

Layne thanks sydney Woodington.

Notes
 1. Edward Meade Earle, “introduction,” Makers of Modern Strategy (Princeton, n.J.: Prince-

ton University Press, 1971), p. viii.
 2. Geofrey Parker, he Grand Strategy of Philip II (new haven, Conn.: yale University 

Press, 1998), p. 1.
 3. Because they are expected to provide welfare as well as national security, modern states 

constantly face the dilemma of allocating scarce resources among the competing exter-
nal and domestic policies. Arnold Wolfers, Discord and Collaboration (Baltimore: Johns 
hopkins University Press, 1962). More generally, grand strategists must be cognizant of 
the danger that overinvesting in security in the short term can weaken the state in the 
long term by eroding the economic foundations of national power. his is the main theme 
in robert Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1981); Paul Kennedy, he Rise and Fall of the Great Powers: Economic Change 
and Military Conlict from 1500 to 2000 (new york: random house, 1987). his conun-
drum is a timeless aspect of grand strategy. As Edward Luttwak has observed, for both 
the roman Empire and the United states, “the elusive goal of strategic statecrat was to 
provide security for the civilization without prejudicing the vitality of its economic base 
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and without compromising the stability of an evolving political order.” Edward Luttwak, 
he Grand Strategy of the Roman Empire: From the First Century A.D. to the hird (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: harvard University Press, 1976) p. 1.

 4. Paul Kennedy, ed., Grand Strategies in War and Peace (new haven, Conn.: yale Univer-
sity Press, 1991), p. 5.
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1
The Case for the American Empire

Bradley a. Thayer

Countries and people are a lot alike. hey have interests, objects that they love 

and want to protect against dangers and threats. hey make choices about 

what they want to accomplish, and they strive to develop the means—ability, 

friends, or money—to help them reach their goals despite pitfalls and adver-

sity. Just like people, countries come in all types. some are rich and some are 

poor. some are powerful and some are not. some have great potential that has 

not yet been realized. hey have a conception of their desires and interests, 

and how to advance them. his is the essence of grand strategy.

his book is about the grand strategy of the United states—the role Wash-

ington chooses to play in international politics. some states have the freedom 

to vary their degree of involvement in the world, and the United states is one 

such state. it chooses to be the world leader, to maximize its interaction with 

the world; but it could choose to reduce its involvement and become isolation-

ist if it so desired. Grand strategy is about these types of choices.

Grand strategy explains three things: the interests of states, the threats to 

those interests within international politics, and the means to advance inter-

ests while protecting against threats. he United states has interests, such as 

protecting the American people against threats, such as terrorists or nuclear 

war, and it has the means to do so because it procures a military: an air force, 

army, navy, and marine corps. it also has many allies who help it advance and 

protect its interests.

While all states have grand strategies, they difer in their means to advance 

their interests in the face of threats. France has greater means than Bangladesh. 

he United states has the greatest means. in fact, the United states inds itself 

in a special position in international politics: by almost any measure—eco-

nomic, ideological, military—it leads the world. It is the dominant state, the 

hegemon, in international politics. If you stop and think a moment, it is really 

remarkable that 6 percent of the world’s population and 6 percent of its land 

mass has the world’s most formidable military capabilities, creates about 25 to 

30 percent of the gross world product, and both attracts and provides the most 

foreign direct investment of any country. If it were a person, it would have the 

wealth of Microsot chairman Bill Gates or entrepreneur Donald Trump; its 
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military would have the punch of a heavyweight boxer like Muhammad Ali or 

Mike Tyson; its charisma and charm would equal those of a movie star such 

as Cary Grant or George Clooney; and it would have as many friends, hang-

ers on, and potential suitors as Frank Sinatra did at one time or as Oprah or 

Britney Spears do now.

his book is a debate about the rightful place of the United States in the 

world. What are America’s interests in the world? How should it use its power 

to advance those interests? Is America’s preeminent place in international 

politics a force for good in the world? I argue that it is.

hinking about America’s grand strategy is important for two major rea-

sons. First, It afects all Americans and, indeed, people the world over from 

Afghanistan to Zimbabwe. In sum, you may not be interested in America’s 

grand strategy, but America’s grand strategy may be interested in you. If you 

are an American, it inluences you by determining whether you ight in a war, 

how you ight it, and with whom. It afects America’s economy, and that makes 

it easier for you to ind employment or to keep you from employment. So it 

is important for Americans to think about the role their country plays in the 

world and whether they believe it to be the right one. People in other countries 

are also inluenced by how America acts, the countries it sees as allies and 

enemies, as well as by what countries and resources it chooses to defend. he 

American people derive much beneit from America’s predominant place in 

the world but it also entails signiicant costs. While I believe that the beneits 

outweigh the costs, at the end of the day it is for the American people as a 

whole to decide if that is so.

Second, understanding grand strategy—and speciically primacy—permits 

a more sophisticated consideration of why America acts in world politics, as it 

does, what it values, and what it will defend. When you grasp America’s grand 

strategy, you are able to predict how the United States will behave in the future 

and answer many questions, including why the United States acts essentially 

the same way in international politics in Democratic and Republican adminis-

trations. While there are diferences, both Democrats and Republicans want a 

strong American military, economic, and political presence in the world. Both 

are willing to use force to defend America’s interests. he Clinton administra-

tion intervened in Bosnia and Kosovo, as the Bush administration did in Iraq. 

You can also see why the United States has military and intelligence bases in 

more countries now than when we faced the threat from the Soviet Union 

during the Cold War, and why the United States wants to keep those bases. 

Understanding the American grand strategy of primacy grants you the ability 

to perceive what America’s vital interests are and the threats to those interests 

and to predict how the United States will act against threats to maintain its 

key interests.
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Because it is such an important subject that touches on what America’s 

interests ought to be, Americans disagree about grand strategy. here are three 

major schools of thought: isolationism, selective engagement, and primacy. 

Proponents of isolationism argue that the United States should withdraw from 

involvement in international politics and devote more resources to domestic 

social problems.1 Selective engagement submits that the United States should 

only possess suicient strength to defend the centers of economic might in the 

world, principally Europe and northeast Asia.2 Advocates of primacy assent 

that the United States should be the major power in international politics and 

must keep its preponderant position in international politics by maintaining 

its military and economic strength.3

My argument its into the primacy school of thought. I advance my argu-

ment in three sections. First, I examine the motivation and spirit of the Amer-

ican Empire from its inception. I submit that its origins date to the founding 

of the country. he desire to spread the inluence of the United States illed the 

spirits of the Founding Fathers. Second, I address the question: Can America 

remain dominant in the world? I argue that it can for the foreseeable future. 

hird, I consider the critical issue: Should America strive to retain its promi-

nent place in global politics? I submit it should indeed do so because it is the 

right action for the United States at this point in its history.

he Spirit of the American Empire: More the Expansion 

of Ideas and Inluence than of Territory

Is America an empire? Yes, it is. An empire is a state that surpasses all oth-

ers in capabilities and sense of mission.4 An empire usually exceeds oth-

ers in capabilities such as the size of its territory and material resources. Its 

capabilities are much greater than the average or norm prevailing in the 

international system.

Second, an empire has worldwide interests. Its interests are coterminous 

with boundaries of the system itself, and the interests are defended directly by 

the imperial states or by client states. hat is, there is literally almost nothing 

that does not concern the United States; from Paraguay to Nepal, or Sweden 

to New Zealand, the United States has interests there it seeks to protect. As the 

comedian Jef Foxworthy would put: “You know you are an empire when….” 

You know you are an empire when other states cannot ignore you and must 

acquiesce to your interests, but you do not have to satisfy theirs. Other states, 

willingly or not, deine their positions, roles, or actions in relation to the impe-

rial power, rather than to their neighbors or other states. Diplomats in New 

Delhi irst worry about “What will Washington think?” rather than “What 

will Islamabad, or Kabul, or Harare, think?”

hird, empires always have a mission they seek to accomplish—this is 

usually creating, and then maintaining, a world order. he details of the 

world order broadly match the interests of the imperial state. For Rome, it was 
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obedience to the Senate and people of Rome. For France, it was Catholicism, 

French political control, and French language and culture. For the United 

States, it has been a free economic order, democracy, and human rights.

While almost the entire world agrees that the United States is an empire, 

it is not according to American leaders. hey almost never use the “E word.” 

It is as if they had never heard the word “empire.” hey prefer to speak of 

American “leadership,” or “direction,” “the key role of the United States” in 

the Western “community” or “civilization.”

Of course, it is not surprising that American leaders sufer a memory lapse 

when it comes to the word empire. hey choose not to use it because it does 

not help to achieve the grand strategic goals of the United States. To do so 

would make their lives more diicult because it would aid resistance to the 

American Empire. For an American president or senior oicial to state that 

America is an empire would only help to organize resistance to it. To say it is 

an empire might cause the American people to question whether or not they 

want one. To say it plainly would only help those who do not wish the Ameri-

can Empire well.

Ater all, there is a reason a used car salesman calls a used car a “pre-owned” 

one. Both buyer and seller know the car is used. But using the euphemism 

“pre-owned” helps both. For the seller, it helps to focus the buyer’s attention 

away from some of the unpleasant consequences of owning a “used” car, and 

the buyer beneits because he thinks he is getting something better than a 

“used” vehicle.

Accordingly, American leaders are right not to call attention to the Ameri-

can Empire, as this would only increase balancing forces against it, and thus 

would ultimately be damaging to its continuation. Also, not mentioning the 

word helps to ensure that U.S. political leaders are careful not to be gratu-

itously arrogant or boastful. he leaders of the United States seem to be fol-

lowing the advice of French statesmen in the wake of the Franco–Prussian 

War. he French defeat caused it to lose important territory—the provinces 

of Alsace and Lorraine—to Germany. he French claimed that it was the duty 

of French statesmen and citizens to “think of them always, but speak of them 

never.” So it is with the American Empire. American leaders and the Ameri-

can foreign policy community must labor mightily to ensure the expansion 

and maintenance of the American Empire, but they should never tout or gra-

tuitously boast of it: “think of it always, but speak of it never.”

While American leaders may not use the “E word,” plenty of others do—

from all around the world. In fact, in 1998, French foreign minister Hubert 

Védrine found that “superpower” was too weak a word to describe the power 

of the United States, so he created a word, “hyperpower,” to describe its for-

midable capabilities. he French are not the only ones to notice. he Chinese 

leadership’s warnings of the risks of one country becoming too powerful are 

as constant and rhythmic as a drumbeat. Not to be let behind, worldwide 
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media such as the BBC and al Jazeera television lament the unpleasantness of 

living in a world dominated by Uncle Sam’s Empire.

America Is a Unique Empire

he answer to the question is yes, America is an empire, but it is a unique 

empire. When we consider the subject, we realize that each empire is diferent 

in scope, in size, and in its place in history, but the United States is the most 

singular of all empires. It certainly is not an empire in the traditional sense of 

a country that occupies others. It is true that America has gained a lot of ter-

ritory. he United States has expanded greatly since its founding in 1776, and 

it has occupied other countries, but most of its territory it acquired peaceably 

from the French (1803), Mexicans (1853), Russians (1867), or Hawaiians (1898), 

and its territorial expansion stopped at around 1900. In fact, ater becoming 

a strong country, America’s desire and need to occupy territory was less than 

when it was weaker, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. While it has 

occupied countries, such as Japan and parts of Germany, ater World War II, 

its occupations were short—certainly if you compare the American Empire to 

all others, including the British and Roman, which occupied lands for hun-

dreds of years.

hen, in what sense is America an empire? What unites any empire is con-

trol over weaker states or, before there were states, other political units like 

tribes. hat was true of all the great empires in the past—Athens, Alexander the 

Great’s Macedonia, Byzantium, Carthage, China, Rome, France, Great Britain, 

Mongol, Ottoman, Portugal, Russia, Spain—and it is true of the United States 

now. Other empires sought direct control over other political units (states or 

city-states like Athens or Carthage), and, once gained, maintained and spread 

their control. hink of Rome controlling through occupation the known world 

or Spain occupying almost all of the New World ater 1492.

As Table 1.1 indicates, the United States is like those empires because, fun-

damentally, every empire is concerned with control—it wants its goals real-

ized and its interests preserved. But in most respects—and these are more 

important than the similarities — the United States is not like those empires. 

Table 1.1 explains the important diferences with respect to the type of rule, 

the need for territorial and ideological expansion, the openness of its eco-

nomic system, the degree to which the imperial state uses its own military 

forces to conduct wars or ight with allied states, and the amount of interac-

tion between its military—for training and education—and other militaries. 

his last point is particularly important because few Americans realize that 

their military is a “mini–State Department.” It conducts its own diplomacy 

with the militaries of other countries and works to train and educate them, as 

well as to learn from them, to beneit the foreign and American militaries.

he preferred instrument of the United States is to control indirectly, 

through countries that share its ideology and want to align their country with 
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the United States. Now, keep in mind that the United States is no shrinking 

violet of a country. It will not shy from using its “hard power”—its military 

or economic might—when it must. Examples of hard power include impos-

ing economic sanctions on countries or attacking them. he United States is 

certainly willing to use hard power. It has invaded Panama, liberated Kuwait, 

intervened in Bosnia, fought a war with Serbia over Kosovo, and invaded Iraq 

since the end of the Cold War. But it prefers to use “sot power,” because sot 

power is the most efective way of inluencing countries over a long period 

of time. hink of sot power as getting others to do what you want through 

the attractiveness of the political ideas of the United States and its culture.5 If 

countries share the same goals and have the same expectations about interna-

tional politics, then cooperation between them will be easier.

he American Empire difers from other empires because, most oten, the 

United States is concerned with inluencing the foreign policies of other states, 

principally leaving their domestic policies alone. For example, Washington 

sets the tone for most of the 26 countries of the NATO alliance, as well as Aus-

tralia, Japan, the Philippines, South Korea, Taiwan, and hailand. here are 

diferences, to be sure, and at times these can be quite vociferous; for example, 

consider the strong French objections to the invasion of Iraq. But most of the 

time the foreign policies of these states dovetail with the United State’s political 

goals. Because of the strains in America’s relations with France and Germany 

caused by the Iraq war, Americans oten forget that the French, Germans, and 

other NATO allies have soldiers in Afghanistan who ight alongside Afghani 

and American soldiers.

he United States seeks to maintain control not through occupation of ter-

ritory but through other means, such as expanding its ideology of democracy 

and free market economics; it freely permits access to its economy by other 

Table 1.1 A Comparison of Traditional Empires with the American Empire

Traditional empires american empire

Main objective Control Control

Type of rule Direct Indirect

Expansion of territory Very important Less important

Expansion of ideology Of little importance for the 

Imperial State

Very important

Openness of the Imperial 

Economy

Closed to outsiders Open to all

he use of the Imperial 

Military and its degree of 

interaction with other 

militaries

Use of own forces to 

conduct wars

Little interaction with 

other militaries

Own military forces oten 

used with allies to 

conduct wars

Much interaction with 

other militaries
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countries. And it will, if necessary, threaten the use of military force to protect 

and advance its interests, and if required, it will use force for those ends. Occa-

sionally, it will act explicitly like other empires and occupy other countries. 

Recently, it has occupied Afghanistan and Iraq. In the past, it has occupied 

many countries, including the Dominican Republic, Haiti, Nicaragua, and 

the Philippines.

But the United States is a unique empire. It is very diferent from all of 

those that have come before. he American Empire stands in marked con-

trast even to the British Empire, with whom it shares an ideology and eco-

nomic system. It is not interested in the expansion of territorial control by 

conquering territory and imposing colonial rule. It is interested in promoting 

the political and economic well-being of its allies. Of course, the American 

Empire stands in even greater contrast to the world’s other empires, most of 

which were principally interested in exploiting their colonies as eiciently and 

rapidly as possible.

In September 1943, in a speech given at Harvard University, Winston 

Churchill made a remarkable comment about the future of imperial power: 

“he empires of the future,” he said, “are the empires of the mind.” hat is the 

American Empire. It does not covet territory or resources. It covets ideas. he 

American Empire is an empire of ideas, and its ideas are those that led to its 

founding in 1776. hese ideas are the “Spirit of 1776.”

he Spirit of 1776

If the United States is an empire, why is it one? Ater all, the United States 

could retreat into isolationism. Instead, it chooses to be an empire. In order to 

comprehend why, you have to understand the political motivation or political 

spirit of the American Revolution of 1776.

I argue that when you understand the spirit of the American Revolution, 

you understand why the United States is an empire. he expansion of the 

United States was what the Founding Fathers wanted for their country—the 

expansion of its territory and its ideas. But like most critically important top-

ics, people can disagree over this. Americans should disagree about what 

America’s interests are, not in 1776, but today.

In essence, the heart of the debate in this book is whether this vision, the 

spirit that animates the American Empire, is the right one for the United States 

today. I strongly believe it is. Christopher Layne, equally strongly, believes it is 

not. People—and Americans in particular—should think through the central 

issue considered in this book and make their own judgments about the value 

and costs of the American Empire.

he political spirit of the American Empire predates 1776, before the 

United States was even a country. In fact, the spirit of the American Empire 

helped to create the American Revolution. he desire to spread the creed or 

ideology of America has animated the politics and political igures in the 
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United States from the earliest days. Consider the impassioned speeches 

of Patrick Henry and homas Jeferson or the writings of James Madison, 

homas Paine, and George Washington. “However unimportant America 

may be considered at present,” Washington wrote to the Marquis de LaFay-

ette in 1786, “and however Britain may afect to despise her trade, there will 

assuredly come a day, when this country will have some weight in the scale 

of Empires.”6 hroughout his presidency, Jeferson declared that the United 

States was “an empire for liberty” and described it as “a chosen country” and 

a “rising nation” that was already “advancing rapidly to destinies beyond the 

reach of the mortal eye.”7 In 1809, he wrote to James Madison that it was the 

genius of the American government that would permit “such an empire for 

liberty as she has never surveyed since the creation; and I am persuaded no 

constitution was ever before so well calculated as ours for extensive empire 

and self-government.”8

If you really want to understand the American Revolution—the motiva-

tion of the Founding Fathers—you also have to turn to the writings of homas 

Paine. As he did so oten, Paine summarized the political spirit of the Ameri-

can Revolution: “From a small spark, kindled in America, a lame has arisen, 

not to be extinguished. Without consuming…it winds its progress from 

nation to nation, and conquers by a silent operation,” and when men know 

their rights they are free, and despotism is destroyed because “the strength 

and powers of despotism consist wholly in the fear of resisting it.”9

For America’s Founding Fathers, Paine’s view was common. In addition, 

they believed that the United States had a responsibility to spread its values 

and institutions in a world dominated by antiliberal forces, principally mon-

archy and its guiding principle, the Divine Right of Kings—the belief that God 

had chosen certain people to rule over others in His name. For the Founding 

Fathers, the world was in great need of the enlightenment provided by repub-

lican government. hey would not have questioned either the superiority of 

American ideals or the low of the tide of history in the direction of their 

universal application. And very few would have questioned the legitimacy 

of spreading America’s values around the globe. hat was the mission of the 

United States of America.

he spread of the lame of the American ideology through Paine’s “silent 

operation” has oten been efective, but relying on it has never been suicient 

to destroy those deemed despots by American leaders. he United States, like 

many other empires, has depended on hard power and sot power to realize 

the expansion of its inluence.

his spirit of the American Revolution meant that the United States has 

wanted to expand its inluence since before its birth in 1776—and actually even 

before its birth it tried to do so. he expansion of its inluence came in two 

forms. First was its territorial expansion, and the United States satisied its appe-

tite by 1900. he second was its expansion through the inluence of its ideology. 
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Although it is as old as the desire for territorial expansion, the prodigious appe-

tite of the United States for ideological expansion has never been satisied.

Few Americans recall how hungry for territory their country was in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Indeed, even before it had declared 

its independence—while it was still in the womb—it coveted Canada and 

attempted to seize it. In 1775, Congressional President John Hancock ordered 

General Philip Schuyler to conquer Montreal.10 his failed, as did many subse-

quent attempts. he rapidity of the expansion of the United States from thir-

teen colonies in 1776 to the status of a hegemon some two hundred years later 

is startling.11 It really is remarkable, and too few Americans relect on it.

hink about this point for a minute. In about a person’s lifespan the United 

States came to dominate the North American continent. he country more 

than doubled its size with the Louisiana Purchase of 1803 not even thirty years 

ater its founding. By 1819, it had added Florida to its territory. About seventy 

years ater its creation, it had gained the independent Republic of Texas and all 

of the West. Or perhaps more accurately, reacquired Texas, since some histori-

ans think it was included in the Louisiana Purchase, but John Quincy Adams 

gave much of it away when he negotiated the United States border with Spain. 

When the United States was about ninety years old, it almost doubled its size 

with the purchase of Alaska from Russia. A large part of the explanation for 

this expansion lies with the recognition that the United States has long had the 

dream of empire, and now that has been fulilled.12

Its expansion and rise to its present status in international politics was 

made possible by a desire to expand and share its values in the world. John 

Quincy Adams captured this force well when, in 1819, as secretary of state to 

President James Monroe, he wrote that it was the “proper dominion” of the 

United States to possess all of North America including what is now Mexico 

and Canada, from “the time when we became an independent people it was 

as much a law of nature that this should become our pretension as that the 

Mississippi should low to the sea.”13 Of course, the desire to expand was not 

solely the passion of Yankees but was shared below the Mason–Dixon Line. 

he Confederate States of America had aspirations to conquer the Caribbean 

and much of Latin America once the war was over, and I wonder if the Con-

federate States of America would have realized their ambition had positions 

been reversed at Appomattox in 1865.

he rise of the United States to hegemonic status would not surprise many 

of the Founding Fathers or other observers such as the preeminent econo-

mist Adam Smith and the great political commentator Alexis de Tocqueville. 

In 1776, Smith wrote “From shopkeepers, tradesmen, and attornies [sic],” the 

American colonists have become “statesmen and legislators, and are employed 

in contriving a new form of government for an extensive empire, which, they 

latter themselves, will become, and which, indeed, seems very likely to become, 

one of the greatest and most formidable that ever was in the world.”14 In 1846, 
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Tocqueville wrote of the United States and Russia that they “have grown in 

obscurity, and while the world’s attention was occupied elsewhere, they have 

suddenly taken their place among the leading nations, making the world take 

note of their birth and of their greatness almost at the same instant.” And 

while Tocqueville admitted signiicant diferences between the two countries, 

he saw presciently that “each seems called by some secret design of Providence 

one day to hold in its hands the destinies of half the world.”15

Tocqueville’s vision would be realized, but it took time for America’s capa-

bilities to match its ambitions. And it took a Civil War. he United States 

endured great vulnerability and dangerous adversity in its early years, includ-

ing the Civil War, which ensured that the United States could become a great 

power. It could do so because it would remain united and thus more powerful 

than two United States—north and south—who would struggle against each 

other and be used by European great powers to advance their own ends in 

North and South America. he second reason the Civil War was important 

for the rise of the United States was that it conirmed the power of a federal 

government that could harness and organize the great resources of the coun-

try eiciently—ininitely better than ity state governments attempting to do 

the same thing.

Of course, the political spirit of the Revolution did not completely account 

for the speed of American expansion. One general point deserves to be 

made. And that is that, frankly, in its history, the United States has been (and 

remains) an extremely lucky country. Its geography is lucky. It was far enough 

away from Europe to make the projection of military power to North Ameri-

can diicult, as British King George III found out to his chagrin. he Atlantic 

and Paciic Oceans are formidable moats that America’s enemies have found 

very diicult to cross.

In addition to its geographical good luck, two other elements were present. 

he United States was blessed with weak neighbors, such as Mexico, which 

were not able to prevent its expansion. Second, only European great powers 

possessed the ability to arrest American expansion, but they did not because of 

the threat of war in Europe or the distractions of maintaining their empires.

Sometimes European powers even supported American expansion. Britain 

backed Jeferson’s Louisiana Purchase in order to ensure that French power 

was removed from the North American continent. Expansion by the weak 

United States was acceptable to London, but France was a formidable military 

power. French territory in North America was a threat to British interests. It 

could have become a base to reconquer the great expanse of North America 

that it lost to Britain at the conclusion of the Seven Years’ War in 1763. How-

ever, most frequently, the United States expanded while countries such as 

France and Great Britain were occupied with European concerns.

Nevertheless, we should not underestimate the fear—rightly held by Amer-

ica’s early presidents—that European powers would block the expansion of the 
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United States to the west, or even use their territory in North America to move 

against the United States when events in Europe were stable enough to allow 

them to act. Britain was the biggest concern and, occasionally, the United 

States acted to preempt British territorial conquest. Today, few Americans 

realize that Monterey—the premier California port at the time—was seized 

by the U.S. Navy in 1842, four years before the start of Mexican–American 

War, due to reports that a strong British force had sailed from Chile and that 

war had started between the United States and Mexico, and that Britain would 

seize the port irst and occupy California in the name of protecting Mexico. 

Ater a short occupation, Monterey was returned to Mexican authorities. Of 

course, the U.S. Navy would be back in four years—this time to stay.

In the meantime, the United States initiated what today we would call a 

covert action campaign to encourage the residents of California to rebel 

against Mexico and declare their independence. Here the United States was 

following the precedent it set in Texas a decade earlier. In fact, U.S. agents dis-

tributed copies of the Texas Constitution to encourage Californians to declare 

independence, at which time the United States could intervene. To advance 

this objective, explorer John Frémont and his ity well-armed men not only 

scouted Mexican territory, as the history books record, but also attempted to 

encourage rebellion, combat British inluence, and contact American agents 

in the territory. However, these actions did not have much success before Con-

gress declared war on Mexico in 1846.

So, when we relect on the history of America’s foreign relations and the 

motives of the Founding Fathers and those statesmen who followed in their 

path, we realize that it is a false dilemma to believe that the history of Ameri-

can foreign relations was wholly internationalist or absolutely isolationist. 

As the eminent historian Felix Gilbert wrote of the Founders’ foreign policy 

ideas: “American foreign policy was idealistic and internationalist no less than 

isolationist” and oten existed side by side.16 hose who look for absolute con-

sistency in the foreign policy ideas of the Founding Fathers are bound to be 

disappointed. Some were isolationists. Some were expansionists. Most, how-

ever, were realists par excellence, swinging from isolationism to internation-

alism with ease, with no concern for consistency, only, for the interests of the 

United States.

However, the great majority of the Founding Fathers, if not all, saw the 

United States as a special country, whose founding and ideals were like no 

other, and whose mission was to share its ideology with other peoples. To dis-

cover the spirit that animated them, simply look at the Great Seal of the United 

States on the back of the dollar bill. he mottos on the seal of the United States 

are Annuit coeptis (God has blessed this undertaking) and Novus Ordo Seculo-

rum (A New Order for the Ages), and these truly capture the spirit of America’s 

founding and mission. he Founding Fathers did believe that they had created 

a special country, an empire of liberty, whose beneits should be shared by the 
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rest of the world and, in turn, whose existence threatened despotic regimes 

and was threatened by them.

Can America Dominate the World? Yes, hrough Hard and Sot Power

he United States has the ability to dominate the world because it has prodi-

gious military capability, economic might, and sot power. he United States 

dominates the world today, but will it be able to do so in the future? he answer 

is yes, for the foreseeable future—the next thirty to forty years.17 Indeed, it may 

exist for much longer. I would not be surprised to see American dominance 

last much longer and, indeed, anticipate that it will. But there is simply too 

much uncertainty about events far in the future to make reliable predictions.

In this section of the chapter, I explain why the United States has the abil-

ity to dominate the world for the predictable future, if it has the will to do so. 

here are two critical questions that serve as the foundation for this debate: 

“Can America dominate international politics?” and “Should America domi-

nate international politics?”

he U.S. military, economy, and sot power answer the irst question—

these elements give it the ability to do so. How long the American Empire lasts 

depends on three variables: irst, its hard and sot power capabilities; second, 

the actions of other states; and third, its will to continue its empire. America’s 

ideology answers the second issue. hese critical questions are inextricably 

linked. he United States has the ability to dominate the world, but that is 

only one of the key ingredients necessary for the “meal of empire.” he will to 

do so is equally important. If the United States does not have the will, then no 

amount of combat aircrat or ships or economic might will suice to ensure 

its dominance in international politics. I will consider the second issue in the 

next section of this chapter.

At the outset of this discussion, I want to state an obvious but, nonetheless, 

salient point: Nothing lasts forever. he American Empire will end at some 

point in time, as every empire has in the past—from the empire the Egyptian 

Pharaohs created over 2,800 years before Christ to the one forged by Lenin’s 

Bolsheviks in 1917—and as future empires will as well. As Table 1.2 shows, the 

American Empire is young when compared to the other empires throughout 

history, having lasted just over a century if we take the beginning of the Span-

ish–American War as its starting date, as conventional history oten does. 

Although it may be young, it is the profound responsibility of the custodians 

of the American Empire to use hard and sot power to ensure that it lasts as 

long as they want.

Hard Power—American Military Supremacy

he U.S. military is the best in the world and it has been so since end of World 

War II. No country has deployed its forces in so many countries and varied 

climates—from the Arctic to the Antarctic—from below the sea to outer space. 
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No country is better able to ight wars of any type, from guerrilla conlicts to 

major campaigns on the scale of World War II. No country or likely alliance 

has the ability to defeat the U.S. military on the battleield. hus, measured on 

either an absolute or relative (that is, comparing the U.S. military to the mili-

taries of other countries) scale, American military power is overwhelming. 

Indeed, it is the greatest that it has ever been.

his is not by accident. he United States has worked assiduously, particu-

larly since 1940, to produce the best military. he causes of American military 

predominance include extensive training and professional education, high 

morale, good military doctrine, frequency of use, learning from other mili-

taries in the right circumstances, exceptional equipment and sound mainte-

nance, and high levels of defense spending.

Table 1.2 The Longevity of Selected Empires throughout History

empire duration longevity (years)

Egypt 2850–525 b.c. 2,325

Byzantine a.d. 330–1453 1,123

Rome 509 b.c.–a.d. 476 985

Venice a.d. 1000–1799 799

Assyria 1363–612 b.c. 751

Portugal a.d. 1420–1999 579

Ottoman a.d. 1350–1918 568

Caliphate (Abassid) a.d. 750–1258 508

France a.d. 1515–1962 447

China 206 b.c.–a.d. 220 426

Britain a.d. 1585–1997 412

Spain a.d. 1492–1898 406

Netherlands a.d. 1602–1949 347

Seleucid 311–63 b.c. 248

Persia 559–330 b.c. 229

Russia a.d. 1700–1917 217

Sweden a.d. 1561–1718 157

America a.d. 1898–Present 108+

Mongol a.d. 1206–1294 88

Athens 478–404 b.c. 74

Soviet Union a.d. 1917–1991 74

Italy a.d. 1882–1947 65

Germany a.d. 1871–1918 47
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he United States spends roughly $420 billion a year on defense.18 his 

amount does not include spending on nuclear energy–related activities, such 

as insuring the viability of the nuclear weapons stockpile ($17.5 billion more 

in iscal year 2006), or other defense related activities, such as military help 

for the FBI or Secret Service (add $3.2 billion more). It also does not include 

defense spending “supplementals,” which cover the expenses incurred in 

Afghanistan and Iraq (about $82 billion). Astonishingly, that is about half of 

total world defense spending.

No other country, or group of countries, comes close to matching the 

defense spending of the United States. Table 1.3 provides a context for this 

defense spending through a comparison of the defense spending of major 

countries in 2004, according the International Institute for Strategic Studies 

(IISS). he United States is far ahead of the defense spending of all other coun-

tries, including its nearest competitor, China. his is by design. As former 

Speaker of the House of Representatives Newt Gingrich has argued, “You do 

not need today’s defense budget to defend the United States. You need today’s 

defense budget to lead the world. If you are prepared to give up leading the 

world, you can have a much smaller defense budget.”19 To maintain the robust 

American lead in military capabilities, it must continue to spend large, but 

absolutely afordable, sums.

And it is afordable. While the amount of U.S. defense spending certainly 

is a large sum, it is only about 4 percent of its gross domestic product, as 

Table 1.3 illustrates. An examination of the data in the table is remarkable 

for four reasons. First, U.S. defense spending is about half of the world’s total 

defense spending. Second, the United States spends more than almost all the 

other major military powers in the world combined. Of course, most of those 

major military powers are also allies of the United States. hird, U.S. defense 

spending is very low when measured as a percentage of its economy, about 3.7 

percent of its total economy. Fourth, defense spending at that level is easily 

afordable for the United States into the future.

In fact, in absolute real terms, the United States spends about 10 percent 

more on defense than it did during the Cold War. If we examine the history of 

defense spending during the Cold War, only in iscal years 1946, 1951–1953, 

1967–1969, 1983–1990 did the United States spend more on defense when 

measured in iscal year 2005 dollars.20 And because the U.S. economy was 

smaller, the defense spending burden was greater in those years; it is much less 

now. Nor is the burden of military service too great for the American people 

to bear. As Table 1.3 demonstrates, there are only about 1.5 million people in 

uniform, out of a population of 300 million, or approximately 0.5 percent of 

the population. In comparison, during World War II, when the U.S. popula-

tion numbered some 140 million, about 13 million people, or nearly 9 percent 

of the population, were in uniform.
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Table 1.3 A Comparison of the Top 25 Countries’ Defense Expenditures, per Capita Expenditures, 

Percentage of GDP, and Armed Forces in 2004

rank/Country

US$M  

(% of World  

Total)

defense  

expend- 

iture in 

US$  

per Capita

defense 

 expend- 

iture as % 

GdP

Numbers in 

armed 

Forces 

(housands)

estimated 

reservists 

(housands)

1/United States 455,000 (46) 1,552 3.8 1,473.9 1,290.9

2/China 62,500 (6) 47.8 3.7 2,255 800

3/Russia 61,900 (6) 431 4.4 1037 2,000

4/France 51,600(5) 850 2.6 254.8 21.6

5/Japan 42,442 (4) 333 0.9 239.9 44.4

6/United 

Kingdom

49,600 (5) 821 2.3 205.9 272.5

7/Germany 37,700 (3.8) 457 1.4 284.5 358.6

8/Italy 30,500 (3) 524.9 1.83 191.9 56.5

9/Saudi Arabia 19,300 (2) 775 8.1 199.5 NA

10/India 19,600 (2) 18 3.0 1,325.0 1,155

11/South Korea 15,488 (1.6) 318 2.3 687.7 4,500

12/Australia 14,300 (1) 711.78 2.4 52.8 20.8

13/Turkey 10,100 (1) 145 3.4 514.8 378.7

14/Israel 9,680 (<1) 1,542 8.2 168.3 408

15/Canada 11,400 (1) 350 1.1 62 36.9

16/Spain 12,500 (<1) 309.8 1.2 147.2 319

17/Brazil 9,230 (<1) 49.6 1.6 302.9 1,340

18/Netherlands 9,600 (<1) 585 1.6 53.1 54.4

19/Greece 5,860 (<1) 549.2 2.9 163.8 325

20/Taiwan 7,211 (<1) 314 2.37 290.0 1,657

21/Indonesia 7,550 (<1) 31.2 3 302 400

22/Myanmar 

(Burma)

6,230 (<1) 126.2 9 428 NA

23/Sweden 5,439 (<1) 605 1.59 27.6 262

24/Ukraine 6,000 (<1) 125.7 1.9 187.6 1,000

25/North Korea 5,500 (<1) 240 2.5 1,106 4,700

World total 997,158 (100)

Notes: All data for 2004. NA = Not Available.

Source: Data from International Institute of Strategic Studies, he Military Balance 2005–2006, 

(London: Oxford University Press, 2005) passim. Data from Stockholm International Peace 

Research Institute (SIPRI), SIPRI Military Expenditure Database available at: <http://www.sipri.

org/contents/milap/milex/mex_database1.html>.
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Another critical question is not simply how much the United States spends 

on defense but what beneits it receives from its spending: “Is the money spent 

worth it?” he beneits of American military power are considerable, and I 

will elaborate on ive of them. First, and most importantly, the American 

people are protected from invasion and attack. he horriic attacks of 9/11 

are—mercifully—an aberration. he men and women of the U.S. military and 

intelligence community do an outstanding job deterring aggression against 

the United States.

Second, American interests abroad are protected. U.S. military power 

allows Washington to defeat its enemies overseas. For example, the United 

States has made the decision to attack terrorists far from America’s shores, and 

not to wait while they use bases in other countries to plan and train for attacks 

against the United States itself. Its military power also gives Washington the 

power to protect its interests abroad by deterring attacks against America’s 

interests or coercing potential or actual opponents. In international politics, 

coercion means dissuading an opponent from actions America does not want 

it to do or to do something that it wants done. For example, the United States 

wanted Libya to give up the weapons of mass destruction capabilities it pos-

sessed or was developing. As Deputy Defense Secretary Paul Wolfowitz said, 

“I think the reason Mu’ammar Qadhai agreed to give up his weapons of mass 

destruction was because he saw what happened to Saddam Hussein.”21

hird, our allies like Australia, Great Britain, Japan, Kuwait, Israel, and 

hailand are protected by American military might and so we are able to deter 

attacks against them. hey are aligned with the United States, and thus under 

its “security umbrella”—any attack on those states would be met by the mili-

tary power of the United States. Other states know this and, usually, that is 

suicient to deter aggression against the allies of the United States.

Fourth, as political scientist Barry Posen has argued, military power gives 

the United States control over the global “commons,” the command of the sea, 

air, and space, that allows it efectively to project its power far from its borders 

while denying those areas to other countries if it so chooses.22 hat is signiicant 

because the sea lanes, airspace, and space act as a major force multiplier for 

the United States, allowing Washington to exploit better its own economic and 

military resources and those of its allies while at the same time hindering its 

enemies. For example, control of the world’s oceans provides the United States 

with the ability to move heavy forces to trouble spots such as the Persian Gulf or 

Korea and ensure that key resources, like oil, may travel to world markets. Com-

mand of space gives the United States control of the ultimate “high ground.” 

he United States owns about half of the approximately three hundred active 

satellites in the Earth’s orbit. Its intelligence satellites allow it to spy on the rest 

of the world; its navigation satellites guide its forces; and its communications 

satellites give Washington the ability to command forces worldwide.
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Fith, the military power of the United States gives it great inluence in 

international politics. his inluence comes in several forms, one of which is 

the U.S.’ ability to create favorable conditions in international politics, such as 

by securing access to key regions of the world like the Persian Gulf. Oten the 

United States does this by creating global partnerships for action. As a general 

rule, these partnerships are easy to create because most states want to cooper-

ate with the United States, leading to broad partnerships with like-minded 

states to advance common interests.

A second key form of inluence occurs through military training and the 

other military-to-military contacts conducted by the Pentagon. Although 

most Americans do not know this, the U.S. military and State Department 

train a large number of foreign military oicers, about sixty thousand a year, 

through its worldwide educational programs, such as the International Mili-

tary Education and Training (IMET) program. hey conduct joint exercises on 

a bilateral or multilateral basis worldwide, and run a program to aid militaries 

in operating and maintaining U.S. equipment. Oicers and civilian oicials 

from 158 countries in Africa, Asia, Europe, Latin America, and the Middle 

East participate and are taught many aspects of military operations—from 

military leadership to the latest combat lessons learned from Iraq, to dealing 

with the media and avoiding human rights abuses. his beneits the oicers 

because they learn from the world’s best military—it is like a premier baseball 

team, such as the New York Yankees, giving tips to minor-league teams. hose 

teams would want to learn from the stellar ball clubs so that they may improve 

their game and beneit from the experience of others. Additionally, foreign 

civilian leaders want to expose promising military oicers to the training to 

inculcate the oicers with a proper conception of the role of the military in 

democratic states and respect for civilian control.

Of course, such military-to-military cooperation also beneits the United 

States. First, it helps the United States convey its values to the students, many 

of whom will become senior military leaders in their countries. Students 

through irsthand experience better understand American life, ideals, and 

democratic politics. For example, students are taught to respect civilian control 

of the military and not to abuse enemy prisoners or civilians. Students are also 

introduced to the U.S. Constitution and Bill of Rights; they are informed how 

local, state, and federal governments operate in the United States; and they are 

educated on many other topics related to American politics and culture.

Additionally, it provides the United States with inluence on a personal 

and professional level. Foreign military oicers may make friends with their 

American military instructors and that may lead to a solid and warm work-

ing relationship between individuals as they rise in military rank and inlu-

ence. Professionally, it makes cooperation between the American and foreign 

militaries easier because it fosters greater appreciation of U.S. interests and 

the interests of other U.S. allies. Students also improve their English language 
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skills, a very practical step toward making communication easier. Moreover, 

foreign militaries know how the U.S. military is organized, functions, trains, 

and how it conducts operations. hey understand as well that the U.S. military 

is second to none and so is the right choice to emulate. In turn, this increases 

the likelihood that the U.S. military will serve as a template for foreign mili-

taries as they reform and become more professional; secondly, a grasp of how 

the U.S. military operates increases the chances that intermilitary coopera-

tion will be more efective and harmonious since all parties involved will be 

calling plays from the same playbook.

While there might be concern that foreign militaries are learning all of the 

secrets of the U.S. military, there is, in fact, little danger that foreign military 

education will hurt the United States. Its high level of military efectiveness is 

not only the product of the classroom; it stems from the synergy created by 

motivation, doctrine, training, force structure, equipment, and experience.

In January 2005, Deputy Defense Secretary Wolfowitz summed up the 

value of the exchange programs when he toured Indonesia in the wake of the 

tsunami cataclysm of December 2004. He said that “we’ve mitigated some of 

the problems” in the cooperation between the United States and Indonesian 

militaries coordinating the disaster relief “by the fact that many Indonesian 

oicers, including the current President of Indonesia,” who was democrati-

cally elected, “have been to the United States, have been trained in the United 

States, understand what it means to have civilian control over the military, 

and have relationships with our oicers.”23 he bottom line for such coopera-

tion, he continued, is that “those kinds of relationships also make it possible 

to respond much more quickly and efectively in a crisis like this one.”24 Such 

cooperation saved countless lives ater the 2004 tsunami.

Although the United States is the dominant military power at this time, 

and will remain so into the foreseeable future, this does not mean that it 

does not sufer from problems within its own military, many of which are 

being addressed. he “defense transformation” eforts started by Secretary 

of Defense Donald Rumsfeld are attempts to make the U.S. military more 

combat efective and eicient. he U.S. military is the best, but no one would 

claim that it is perfect. However, a large part of the reason the U.S. mili-

tary is the best is because it is constantly evaluating its problems so that it 

may solve them. Many people do not realize this. Despite a common image 

of the military in American popular culture as lowbrow and full of Cle-

tus-the-Slack-Jawed-Yokel characters from he Simpsons television show, the 

military is comprised of some of the smartest and best-educated people you 

will ever meet. Most mid- and high-ranking oicers have master’s or even 

doctoral (Ph.D.) degrees. hese are people who would be very successful in 

corporate careers but choose the military because of their patriotism and 

desire to serve their country.
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Nevertheless, the military prowess of the United States does not mean that 

states or terrorist groups will not attack it. Perfect deterrence of all attacks is 

not possible—the United States may still be attacked at home or abroad and 

will always be vulnerable to some type of attack. he military and intelligence 

community are, and must always remain, vigilant because, although they suc-

ceed in protecting Americans the vast majority of the time, they are judged by 

failures like Pearl Harbor or 9/11. Moreover, although it is rare, history shows 

that weaker states do attack stronger ones, as Japan did in 1941, or as Egypt 

and Syria did when they attacked Israel in 1973. But if a country were foolish 

enough to attack the United States, it is very likely to be defeated soundly and 

absolutely defeated and this fact helps maintain the massive deterrent power 

of the United States.

Of course, being so powerful does not mean that the United States always 

gets what it wants. Like people, countries have free will, including the ability 

not to follow the American lead. he invasion of Iraq in 2003 is a case in point. 

Much has been made of the decision of major NATO allies like France and 

Germany not to participate in the Iraq war. Diplomatically, of course, it would 

have been better for the United States had they done so.

Nonetheless, in its ity-year history, the NATO alliance has faced crises 

and survived them. Indeed, it survived many worse ones in far more diicult 

strategic conditions during the Cold War, when the profound threat from the 

Soviet Union existed. here were serious ights over German rearmament, a 

shared European nuclear force called the Multilateral Nuclear Force, French 

President Charles de Gaulle’s withdrawal from NATO’s military mission, and 

the deployment of modern, intermediate-range nuclear forces in the early 

1980s.25 It is certain that NATO will face crises in the future. In fact, crises 

for NATO are like subway trains—you may expect that they will come along 

at regular intervals—and if you miss one, don’t worry, there will be another 

one soon.

he military contribution of the French and Germans was not necessary to 

the Iraq invasion, and their absence underscored the power of the U.S. mili-

tary. However, our NATO allies do support us in Afghanistan. hose who crit-

icize the Bush administration for being “unilateral” seldom recognize that, 

while France and Germany chose not to participate in the Iraq war, all NATO 

countries, including France and Germany, have been greatly supportive of 

Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan. In fact, the French started ly-

ing combat missions in Afghanistan on October 21, 2001. French forces have 

been there ever since—including French special forces. At the time of this 

writing, the French have about 1,500 troops supporting combat operations 

in that country. hat is about 10 percent of all forces. So, in reality, our allies 

are supporting the United States in major combat operations, just not in Iraq. 

heir soldiers face the risks of combat alongside American soldiers—ighting 

side by side just as they did in World War II.
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When the totality of the evidence about the American military is exam-

ined, there has never been a country with such preponderant military might. 

In both absolute and relative terms, and barring some tremendous folly, 

America will continue to dominate the world’s other militaries for the foresee-

able future.

Hard Power—American Economic Might

American economic power is critical to the maintenance of the American 

Empire because economic power is the wellspring of military power. A good 

rule of thumb in international politics is that a country’s gross domestic prod-

uct equals the strength of military power, or GDP = Military Power. So, a 

healthy American economy helps to ensure adequate military strength to pre-

serve America’s position in the world. Fortunately for the United States, it has 

the world’s largest economy and its relative economic strength, like its relative 

military power, is astonishing.

In order to demonstrate this argument, we have to examine the aggregate 

economic strength of the United States versus the economic power of other 

countries. Table 1.4 captures the relative economic might of the United States. 

It provides a comparison of the world’s top twenty economies as estimated 

by the Central Intelligence Agency, the International Institute for Strategic 

Studies, and the World Bank. For the United States, the data are consistent 

using any of the major tools economists employ to estimate economic might 

(the CIA’s GDP-PPP, GDP for the IISS, and GNI for the World Bank). he data 

show that the United States is clearly the world’s most powerful economy in 

both absolute and relative terms.

Indeed, if we consider economies, only the twenty-ive-member-nation 

European Union (EU) possibly surpasses American economic might, and if 

it does, it is not by much. In 2004, the EU’s economy was $11.05 trillion, in 

contrast to the $10.99 trillion U.S. economy in 2003, according to the CIA.26 If 

we recognize that the CIA estimates the EU had 1 percent real growth in 2004, 

and the United States had 3.1 percent real growth in 2003, it is the case that 

the economies are really the same size. Additionally, as I will describe below, 

the U.S. economy is much more eicient and better primed for continued eco-

nomic growth than is the EU’s sclerotic and moribund economy.

he United States is the world’s largest and most eicient economy. Its 

currency is the world’s reserve currency, it fosters and protects international 

trade and helps to serve as the “lender of last resort” for the world economy. 

Additionally, the United States is enjoying historically low levels of inlation, 

unemployment, and interest rates. However, despite this unrivaled economic 

dominance, no economy is perfect. he U.S. economy certainly has problems, 

such as a large federal budget deicit and a considerable current account dei-

cit (the diference between what Americans earn from and pay to foreigners). 



 he Case for the American Empire • ��

Continuing deicits have made the United States the world’s leading debtor. 

But neither deicits nor debt are a major problem for the United States.

he federal budget deicit may be serviced by selling bonds, raising taxes, 

or reducing the spending of the federal government. Unlike the budget deicit, 

the current account deicit is not something the United States wholly controls 

since it involves international trade. he United States must borrow money 

from abroad to service the debt if Americans choose not to save their dispos-

able income. And Americans love to spend, rather than save, their money.

Much of the current account deicit is due to China and, to a lesser extent, 

Japan. hat actually is good news for the current account deicit of the United 

States because the Chinese, Japanese, and other central banks in East Asia have 

an enormous stake in selling to the United States. hese economies depend on 

exports, and the United States is an enormous market for their products and 

services. To ensure that their currency is weak against the American dollar, 

which is good for their export industries, they keep buying dollars and securi-

ties based on the dollar.

If they did not, the dollar would lose value against the Chinese currency 

(the renminbi), causing Chinese imports to cost more, resulting in fewer 

Americans buying them, in turn causing a loss of jobs and downturn in the 

Chinese economy at a critical time—millions of Chinese are moving from 

rural areas to the cities to seek manufacturing jobs. If there were a substan-

tial downturn in the Chinese economy, unemployment could lead to political 

unrest. he communist leaders of China are acutely aware of this, since eco-

nomic problems fueled the revolution in which they took power.

Prominent historian Niall Ferguson estimates that if the dollar fell by 

one-third against the renminbi, the Chinese could sufer a loss of about 10 

percent of their GDP.27 hat would be catastrophic, and so it is unacceptable 

to the Chinese. hus, China’s economic interest requires it to fund the current 

account deicit of the United States. “he United States may be discovering 

what the British found in their imperial heyday,” Ferguson writes; that is, “If 

you are a truly powerful empire, you can borrow a lot of money at surprisingly 

reasonable rates. Today’s deicits are in fact dwarfed in relative terms by the 

amount the British borrowed to inance their Global War on (French) Terror 

between 1793 to 1815”—and the British Empire lasted another 150 years.28

Despite problems, the American economy is both huge and robust, and it 

continues to grow at healthy rates. Depending on how one counts the numbers, 

the U.S. economy accounts for between 20 to 30 percent of world GDP. More-

over, the United States is the world’s most productive country and still leads the 

world in innovation according to the World Economic Forum (WEF), an orga-

nization that measures the competitiveness of countries around the world.

Each year, it publishes a ranking of each country’s economic competitive-

ness. his is comprised of the quality of the macroeconomic environment 

of a given country, the health of its public institutions, and its technological 
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Table 1.4 A Comparison of the Top 20 Countries’ Economic Strength from the CIA, IISS, and World Bank

rank/Country
(rank by CIa �00� 

GdP data)

CIa (�00�) IISS (�00�) World Bank (�00�)

GdP
($ billions)

per 
Capita  

($ thou.)
Population 
(millions)

GdP
($ billions) 

per 
Capita 

($ thou.)
Population
(millions)

GNI
($ billions)

per 
Capita

($ thou.)
Population
(millions)

rank  
(by �00� 

GNI data)

1/United States 10,990 37,800 293 11,700 40,047 293 11,012 37,870 291  1

2/Japan 28,200 3,582 127 4,660 36,598 127 4,360 34,180 128  2

3/Germany 2,271 27,600 82 2,670 32,472 82 2,085 25,270 83  3

4/United Kingdom 1,666 27,700 60 2,130 35,488 60 1,680 28,320 59  4

5/France 1,661 27,600 60 2,000 33,201 60 1,521 24,730 60  5

6/Italy 1,550 26,700 58 1,660 28,685 58 1,243 21,570 58  7

7/China 6,449 5,000 1,298 1,680 1,293 1,306 1,416 1,100 1,288  6

8/Russia 1,282 8,900 143 1,400 9,779 143 374 2,610 143 16

9/Canada 958.7 29,800 32 980 30,146 32 773 24,470 32  8

10/Spain 885.5 22,000 40 986 24,488 40 700 17,040 41  9
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11/Mexico 941.2 9,000 104 664 6,335 106 637 6,230 102 10

12/South Korea 857.8 17,800 48 673 13,973 48 576 12,030 48 11

13/India 3,033 2,900 1,065 648 609 1,080 570 570 1,064 12

14/Brazil 1,375 7,600 184 581 3,160 186 479 2,720 177 13

15/Netherlands 461.4 28,600 16 575 35,255 16 425 26,230 16 15

16/Australia 571.4 29,000 19 598 30,059 20 436 21,950 20 14

17/Switzerland 239.3 32,700 7 361 48,450 7 299 40,680 7 17

18/Belgium 299.1 29,100 10 349 33,762 10 267 25,760 10 18

19/Sweden 238.3 26,800 9 340 37,923 9 258 28,910 9 19

20/Austria 245.3 30,000 8 290 35,487 8 216 26,810 8 20

Notes: For CIA data, GDP dollar estimates for all countries are derived from purchasing power parity (PPP) calculations rather than from conversions at oicial cur-
rency exchange rates. he PPP method involves the use of standardized international dollar price weights, which are applied to the quantities of inal goods and ser-
vices produced in a given economy. he data derived from the PPP method provide the best available starting point for comparisons of economic strength and 
well-being between countries. For World Bank data, GNI (formerly referred to as gross national product, or GNP) measures the total domestic and foreign value 
added claimed by residents. GNI comprises GDP plus net receipts of primary income (compensation of employees and property income) from nonresident sources.

Source: From CIA, CIA World Factbook, online edition available at: http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/. Data from IISS, he Military Balance 2005–2006, 
(London: Oxford University Press, 2005). Data from World Bank, 2005 World Development Indicators, (Washington, D.C.: he World Bank, 2005).
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sophistication. Traditionally the United States is ranked irst or second. In 

2004, it was ranked second of 104 countries, behind only Finland (China is 

46th). According to the World Economic Forum, the United States “is ranked 

second, with overall technological supremacy, and especially high scores for 

such indicators as companies’ spending on R&D [research and development], 

the creativity of the scientiic community, personal computer and internet 

penetration rates.”29 Also in 2004, the United States was irst in the WEF’s 

rankings for business competitiveness (China is 47th) and technological inno-

vation (China is 104th) a critical indication of long-term prosperity. Nor is the 

2004 ranking an aberration; the United States historically ranks irst in those 

categories of global competitiveness.

he U.S. economy continues to grow and, most importantly, much of its 

productivity is based on the information technology (IT) revolution. Signii-

cantly, this is not the case in Europe or Japan, where substantial growth has 

yet to occur (as in Europe) or has peaked (as in Japan). According to economist 

Deepak Lal, the “big diference in the productivity increases between the U.S. 

and Europe has been in the sectors that are substantial users of IT equipment 

and sotware,” and these industries are the key to continued economic growth 

in the information age.30 he United States’s lead in IT may be overcome at 

some point, perhaps by China, but not in the foreseeable future, as the United 

States remains the world’s IT leader. In turn, this helps to ensure the military 

dominance of the United States, as so much military technology depends on 

information technology.

Given the historical economic growth rates of these countries, it is unlikely 

that any of them (or the EU) will be able to reach the levels of economic 

growth required to match current U.S. defense spending and, thus, supplant 

the United States. China comes closest with 6.6 percent annual economic 

growth estimated by the World Bank through 2020, or the 7 percent annual 

economic growth estimated by the World Economic Forum through 2020.31 It 

is not even clear if China can sustain its growth rates and, other than China, 

no other country is even in the ballpark. Table 1.5 shows the sustained eco-

nomic growth rates necessary to match the present military spending by the 

United States.

hus, the economy is well placed to be the engine of the American Empire. 

Even the leading proponent of the “imperial overstretch” argument, Yale Uni-

versity historian Paul Kennedy, has acknowledged this. Imperial overstretch 

occurs when an empire’s military power and alliance commitments are too 

burdensome for its economy. In the 1980s, there was much concern among 

academics that the United States was in danger of this as its economy strained 

to fund its military operations and alliance commitments abroad. However, 

Kennedy now acknowledges that he was wrong when he made that argument 

in his famous book, he Rise and Fall of the Great Powers, because of the 

robustness of American economic and military power. Indeed, if there is any 
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imperial overstretch, it is more likely to be by China, France, Britain, India, 

Russia, or the EU—not the United States.

Relecting on the history of world politics, Kennedy submits that the United 

States not only has overwhelming dominance but possesses such power so as to 

be a historically unique condition: “Nothing has ever existed like this disparity 

of power; nothing. I have returned to all of the comparative defense spending 

and military personnel statistics over the past 500 years that I compiled in he 

Rise and Fall of the Great Powers, and no other nation comes close,” not even 

an empire as great as the British, because “even the Royal Navy was equal only 

to the next two navies. Right now all the other navies in the world combined 

could not dent American maritime supremacy.”32 Moreover, Kennedy recog-

nizes that the steady economic growth of the American economy, and the 

curbing of inlation, means that “America’s enormous defense expenditures 

could be pursued at a far lower relative cost to the country than the military 

spending of Ronald Reagan’s years,” and that fact is “an incomparable source 

of the U.S. strength.”33

When Kennedy, who was perhaps the strongest skeptic of the economic 

foundation of America’s power, comes to acknowledge, irst, that no previous 

empire has been as powerful as America is now; and, second, that its strength 

will last because of the fundamental soundness of its economy, then, as Jef 

Foxworthy would say, “You might be an empire….” And it is one that will last 

a considerable amount of time. As with its military might, the economic foun-

dation of the American empire is sound for the projected future.

Table 1.5 Economic Growth Rates (%) Required to Match Present U.S. Military Spending  

(as % of GDP)

�0�0 �0�0 ��00

actual GdP  

Growth rate  

���� to ����

China  8.5 5.2 4.1 6.84

France 14.3 7.4 5.2 2.10

U.K. 14.6 7.5 5.2 2.00

India 11.8 6.4 4.7 5.07

Russia 12.7 6.8 4.9 –1.15

EU  6.5 4.4 3.7 NA

Note: Assumptions: US$ real PPP GDP will grow at a constant 3 percent per year 

(averaged from 1988 to 1998). $ Military expenditures/GDP will stay the same as in 

2000.

Source: From Lal, D., In Praise of Empires: Globalization and Order, (New York: Pal-

grave Macmillan, 2004), p. 72. With permission.
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Sot Power—he Power of Ideas

he sot power of the United States is considerable. We are able to persuade many 

countries to work with us, whether in military actions like Iraq, or in the eco-

nomic realm, such as in the World Trade Organization. Why do other countries 

oten want to work with the United States? his is so for two major reasons.

he irst reason is self-interest. Countries may help the United States 

because they want to seek favor from Washington. For example, by participat-

ing in the occupation of Iraq, a country like El Salvador earns good will in 

Washington. At some point in time, El Salvador will remind U.S. oicials of 

that when it needs a favor from Washington. his is what political experts call 

“logrolling,” or, put another way, “If you scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours.”

he second reason is sot power. Other countries want to work with the 

United States because they share its goals and want what the United States 

wants. his is not logrolling. hey help because they really want to, not with 

the expectation that they will receive some speciic reward. At some point, the 

sot power of the United States has changed their opinion, so that individuals 

or countries that once opposed the United States now understand its actions, 

and, most oten, support them. he sot power of the United States goes far in 

explaining why the United States has so many allies and so much support in 

other countries.

How do you get somebody to want what you want—how does sot power 

work? Sot power works through formal (governmental) and informal (non-

governmental) means, and I will discuss each in turn. he United States spreads 

its sot power through governmental agencies like the National Endowment 

for Democracy, which has helped budding democracies, such as the Ukraine, 

by aiding the citizens of new democracies to learn how to participate in open, 

fair, and free elections. he United States spreads its ideals and furthers its 

goals through the Fulbright scholar programs sponsored by the Department 

of State. One Fulbright program—the Fulbright Foreign Language Teaching 

Assistance Program—brings graduate students from abroad to U.S. campuses 

to teach native languages that are in high demand in the war on terror, but 

where there are few American speakers and teachers. hese languages include 

Arabic, Urdu, and Uzbek.

he alumni of the Fulbright programs certainly are distinguished: they 

have won 34 Nobel prizes and 65 Pulitzer prizes; 21 have received MacArthur 

Foundation “genius” awards, and 14 have been awarded presidential Med-

als of Freedom, the highest honor the United States can bestow on a civilian. 

More than that, Fulbright alumni have risen to the height of power in many 

countries and helped to advance American interests and principles. hese 

include Armindo Maia, who helped lead East Timor’s struggle for freedom 

and democracy, and a Fulbright scholar at Stanford, Alejandro Toledo, who 

was once a shoeshine boy and is now president of Peru.
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Other formal vehicles of sot power include Radio Sawa, radio program-

ming that attempts to inluence people in the Middle East. With a budget 

of only $22 million, it heavily emphasizes popular music, with news reports 

mixed into the programming. It has largely displaced Voice of America as the 

major U.S. government–sponsored radio outlet for the Middle East and has 

been particularly efective in attracting Arabs in the 15- to 30-year-old demo-

graphic range. In fact, April 2004 surveys conducted by the polling company 

A.C. Nielsen found the network to be the most successful one in the Middle 

East. Like Radio Sawa, the Al Hurra television station is backed by the U.S. 

government, with the same objective and audience.

hese media outlets are important, but are only one vehicle for sot 

power. he State Department spends about $340 million a year to support 

democracy in the Middle East through the Middle East Partnership Initia-

tive, the National Endowment for Democracy, and educational and cultural 

exchanges.

In January 2003, to further the sot power capabilities of the United States, 

the White House created the Oice of Global Communications to coordinate 

strategic communication with global audiences and provide advice concern-

ing how to reach foreign audiences. Shortly before, National Security Advisor 

Condoleezza Rice established a Strategic Communication Policy Coordinat-

ing Committee that would work with all federal agencies to harmonize the 

President’s message to the rest of the world. No doubt, there is a problem for 

the United States—and the Pentagon’s Defense Science Board concluded that 

the U.S. strategic communication efort sufers from four problems: (1) a lack of 

presidential direction; (2) insuicient interagency coordination on what Amer-

ica’s message to the world ought to be; (3) the government and the private sec-

tor (such as Hollywood) are not yet full partners in strategic communication; 

and, (4) inadequate resources to support America’s message.34

Although Internet penetration of the Middle East is low, it is growing rap-

idly. he United States must expand its interactive, content-rich, web-based 

broadcasting. Arab and Muslim Internet users are more likely to be the opin-

ion makers whom the United States will want to inluence. Web sites spon-

sored by the United States or allied governments are an important mechanism 

to inluence opinion.

Annual spending on State Department information programs and U.S. 

international broadcasting such as the Voice of America and Radio Marti 

broadcasting to Cuba is approximately $1.2 billion, or about one-quarter 

of one percent of the military budget, and about equal to what McDonald’s 

spends on advertising. he disconnect between a military budget four hun-

dred times greater than a strategic communication budget is unacceptable 

when the global war on terrorism is largely about ideas and perceptions of 

the United States. hat should change. Sot power takes time, but it is about 
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establishing relationships with key players worldwide, journalists, educators, 

ilm and theater actors and directors, and business leaders.

Informal sot power mechanisms are even more important than govern-

ment programs. Nongovernmental groups and organizations are an enormous 

help to the U.S. government, and many private organizations work to build 

democracy as well. One of the most important of these is the Carter Center, 

founded by former President and First Lady Jimmy and Rosalynn Carter. he 

Carter Center fosters democracy abroad by monitoring elections, promoting 

the rule of law, and developing the ability of civic organizations to participate 

in government policy making.

Education is also a great informal source of sot power. he United States’ 

higher educational system is perhaps the most important vehicle for trans-

mitting American values. Former Secretary of State Colin Powell captured 

its signiicance well when he stated “I can think of no more valuable asset to 

our country than the friendship of future world leaders who have been edu-

cated here.”35 Admitting foreign students to study at American colleges and 

universities has a long history in the United States. During the Cold War it 

was particularly important, with over ity thousand Soviet academics, writ-

ers, journalists, and artists visiting from 1958 to 1988. here is no doubt that 

Soviet espionage agents were sent to the United States to spy, but it also the 

case that the program served to undermine the Soviet Union. A former par-

ticipant was KGB agent Oleg Kalugin, who became one of the highest rank-

ing defectors to the West. Kalugin said that U.S.–Soviet exchange programs 

were a Trojan horse for the Soviet Union that played a tremendous role in the 

erosion of the Soviet system, as they “infected” more and more people with 

Western ideas over the years.36

Education is also big business. Educating foreign students is a $13 billion 

industry for the United States with critical implications for American indus-

try. his is because many graduate students in engineering and the natural 

sciences come to the United States to study but gain employment and stay in 

the country, oten becoming citizens.

As a consequence of its premier educational institutions and leadership in 

graduate education, there is an incredible concentration of intellectual ability 

in the United States. here are some six hundred thousand foreign students 

studying in the United States annually. Most of the best universities and pri-

vate and public think tanks are in the United States, and most of the greatest 

scientists and top scholars conduct their research in the United States.

Although native English speakers may not think of it, the English lan-

guage itself is a great ally of the American Empire. he English language is the 

world’s lingua franca. It is spoken as a native language by about 400 million 

people, an almost equal number know it luently as a second language, and 

many more know some words and phrases precisely because it is indispens-

able for business, diplomacy, the Internet, higher education, navigation, and 
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travel. It is reported that more than 300 million Chinese—the equivalent of 

the population of the United States—are studying English.

he spread of English facilitates communication and mutual inluence, 

allowing people the world over to participate in the same colloquium, thanks 

to which Russian and Brazilian academics can exchange ideas and pass them 

along to Japanese intellectuals. A businessman in Istanbul is able to sell to 

someone in Beijing. here are tens of millions of people who conduct business 

in English and yet have never had a transaction with a native English speaker. 

It is even the oicial language of the European Central Bank. For two years, 

the Pew Research Center for People and the Press polled sixty-six thousand 

people from forty-four countries concerning whether children “need to learn 

English to succeed in the world today.” More than 95 percent of those sur-

veyed in Indonesia, Germany, and South Africa agreed, as did more than 90 

percent of those surveyed in China, Japan, France, and the Ukraine.37

But by far the most inluential sot power vehicle for the United States is 

its ilm and television industries. Most of the world watches American ilms 

and television. It is an enormous market. he ilm industry alone makes about 

$100 billion a year, and about half of its revenue is earned from overseas mar-

kets; that amount was just 30 percent of revenues in 1980. Indeed, what it 

estimates it loses to the piracy of movies, $3 billion, is the total revenue of 

some industries and is the equivalent of the gross domestic product of some 

countries. Indeed, it is about three times the GDP of Burkina Faso. he suc-

cess of America’s entertainment industry is due in no small measure to the 

storytelling skills of its actors, directors, and producers.38

It can be hard to realize how ilms and television inluence people. Ater 

all, people usually watch a ilm or television for entertainment, not to be 

inluenced. But, in fact, these are some of the most efective media for advanc-

ing ideas, because people lose themselves when they watch entertainment. 

heir guard drops and they are then more easily inluenced than if they were 

being lectured to by a professor, their parents, or a politician. hey want to be 

in the movie theater or watch the television because it is fun. A ilm, or other 

“cultural goods,” such as theater, books, or television, conveys ideas, symbols, 

and ways of life, entertaining and shaping the ideas of the audience at the same 

time. hey establish collective identity and common experience (we have all 

seen the ilms Titanic and he Godfather) and inluence what people say, what 

they think, how they act, how they dress, and how they talk to others.

A second reason is that ilm and television have a particularly great inlu-

ence on young people. In many countries around the world, young people 

watch a lot of ilms and television; starting at an early age and for much of 

their lives, they will be inluenced by American ideas. Moreover, young peo-

ple are easier to inluence than older people because they have less experi-

ence and want to learn how to it in—what they should say, how they should 

act, and what they should think. Grandma already knows how to act, but the 
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 grandchildren do not; her opinions are forged by a lifetime of hard experi-

ence—that is not true for her grandchildren, who have little experience and 

thus are easier to shape.

Film and television tell people what they should say in a particular situa-

tion, how they should think, and how they should live their lives. he ideas 

may be advanced through the dialogue, by how the characters act, or, even 

more subtly, such as in the background. If you are from New York City and 

you travel abroad, people will think you live like the characters on Friends; if 

from California, everyone will think you live like the characters on Beverly 

Hills 90210; and if you are from Texas, the show Dallas got there before you 

did to inluence people’s image of Texas, or California, or New York City. Tele-

vision has shaped their conception of you. hey saw it, ater all, and if we see 

it, then we oten think it is true. his is the key reason why Hollywood and 

television stars complain about typecasting or getting fans to recognize that 

they are not the characters they play—if Christopher Walken or James Woods 

always play creepy characters, then they must be creepy; if Nicole Kidman is 

inevitably the “good girl” in her roles, then she must be good. People oten see 

screen or television actors and think of them as friends or enemies, good or 

bad, although they have never met them and never will.

We have this problem because we trust our senses—they have been good to 

us over the course of human evolution. But the 4 to 5 million years of human 

evolution did not equip us for Steven Spielberg’s ilms or American television. 

hey have a formidable power precisely because we trust our senses. A typical 

person in Pakistan may think that everyone in California lives on the beach, 

drives fancy cars, and dates everyone who comes through the door. And they 

want to live that way too. Of course, the reality is that some Californians do 

live that way, but the vast majority do not. Certainly, not all elements may be 

attractive to people in Pakistan or Indonesia or Kenya, but enough of it is to be 

efective because it appeals to humans universally. he image is more impor-

tant than reality and it shapes opinion—what people think about the United 

States, our freedoms, and the lives of people in this country.

Of course, people watch entertainment not to be inluenced by political 

ideas; the ideas piggyback on the entertainment. You watch because you are 

entertained, and you keep watching because you are captured by the story. 

herefore, you are more likely to be inluenced by messages subtly presented 

rather than by a blunt, explicit work such as the great Soviet director Serge 

Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin. And American ilmmakers are very good at 

keeping people watching. As Philip Adams, the former head of the Austra-

lian Film Commission has said: “A country that makes a ilm like Star Wars 

deserves to rule the world.”39

Key to the success of the American Empire is that people want many of 

its products, and that desire provides the United States with considerable sot 

power. Although he was certainly no fan of American power and culture, 
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Arthur Koestler, the author of Darkness at Noon, saw that the key to U.S. power 

was that people wanted what America provided. In 1951, he recognized that 

the growth of American inluence in Europe was mainly due to the Europeans 

themselves: “he United States does not rule Europe as the British ruled India; 

they waged no Opium War to force their revolting ‘Coke’ down our throats. 

Europe bought the whole package because Europe wanted it.”40

Koestler saw a fundamental truth. America delivers what many people want 

because it appeals to human universals—whether it is rock ‘n’ roll, consump-

tion captured by the trope “shop till you drop,” or important liberties, like 

free speech. People welcome American ideas and culture as being not “from 

above,” imposed by government, but rather as being “from below”—people 

want and seek American cultural products even in the face of resistance from 

their government, as is the case today in Iran. Sot power spreads American 

ideas and popular culture from below, and the potency of America’s ideas and 

popular culture should never be underestimated.41

America’s sot power, its ideas, culture, and language, are as important as 

the military and economic foundations of America’s Empire. Like those, there 

is no sign that America’s sot power is waning—just the reverse: its ideas, cul-

ture, and language are more popular than ever before. In fact, given the popu-

larity and strength of Hollywood and American television in the world, it may 

be expected to grow in attractiveness to the world’s population.

Are American Capabilities Able to Address the hreats the United States Now 

Confronts: China, the European Union, and Islamic Fundamentalist Terrorism?

he United States does not exist in a vacuum. What other states and terrorists 

do is centrally important for how long the United States is able to maintain its 

dominant position. In this section of the chapter, I will consider three issues: 

the threat from China, the potential threat of the European Union, and the 

danger presented by Islamic fundamentalist terrorism. China and the Euro-

pean Union are important to consider because they have the potential eco-

nomic power to supplant the United States as the global hegemon.

Will they be able to supplant the United States? Probably not, but it is hard 

to tell over the course of the twenty-irst century—ater all, Yogi Berra once 

said that predictions are hard, especially about the future. Despite the dif-

iculties of prediction, two types of dangers afect the projected paths of any 

country. First, and by deinition, unforeseen events cannot be predicted but, 

of course, could occur—think of a revolution that forever changed a country’s 

path, like those in China in 1949, Iran in 1979, or Russia in 1917. he second, 

foreseen problems, may be identiied because the seeds of danger have been 

planted already. I will focus on these. Both China and the European Union 

face major problems hindering their economic growth and thus their ability 

to challenge the United States for preeminence in international politics. I will 
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address the problems confronting each in turn. hen I will address the prob-

lem of Islamic fundamentalist terrorism.

he hreat from China: Signiicant, but Reduced by the Dragon’s Demograph-

ics China is a major country undergoing a dramatic modernization process. 

It is where the United States was a hundred years ago or where most major 

European countries were one hundred and ity years ago. Periods of mod-

ernization result in great economic growth as economies move from agrarian 

to an industrial or postindustrial information economy. Its economic growth 

rates are very impressive—an 8 percent real increase in GDP in 2000, 7.3 per-

cent in 2001, 8 percent in 2002, and 9.1 percent in 2003.42 So the trend of eco-

nomic growth is clear and certainly will continue for the next few years, before 

falling of as economic eiciencies and returns on trade decline. Eventually, 

China will have economic growth rates of 1 percent, 2 percent, or 3 percent 

per year, which is typical for developed countries. Nevertheless, as a result 

of its rapid growth, China will be in a position to threaten the dominant role 

of the United States in world politics. According to the National Intelligence 

Council, China is projected to have about a $4.3 trillion GDP in 2016.43 hat is 

equivalent to the 2003 GDP of Japan. About 2042, China is expected to have 

the GDP (about $10.9 trillion) that the United States possessed in 2003.

Although its continued economic growth is impressive, China faces major 

problems that will hinder its ability to replace the United States as the world’s 

hegemon. he irst of these is a rapidly aging population beginning in 2020. 

Nearly 400 million Chinese will be over sixty-ive years old by 2020. his 

could be a source of unrest and economic stagnation. Younger generations 

will be pressed to care for the older population. here will be a great discrep-

ancy between the numbers of young people and the elderly, and China lacks 

the pension and health care infrastructure characteristic of Western societies. 

Many Chinese will have to work far into old age and will not be able to care 

for themselves should they fall sick or be too old to earn a wage. As we see with 

Japan, economic productivity will peak.

his situation is the direct result of the “one child” policy adopted in 1979 to 

halt explosive population growth. When China took its irst countrywide cen-

sus in 1953, its population was 600 million. By 1970, it was approximately 800 

million. As a result of the “one child” policy, the Chinese birthrate has fallen 

from 5.8 children per woman in 1970 to fewer than 2 per woman in 2000. he 

“one child” policy is believed to have resulted in 300 million fewer Chinese.

A second big problem stemming from the “one child” policy is the imbal-

ance between the sexes. For social and economic reasons, if only one child is 

permitted, most Chinese parents will choose a son. his has led to widespread 

abortion, female infanticide, and female adoption out of China. Simply put, 

there are too few females in China. he normal worldwide divergence between 

the number of boys to girls is about 103 males to 107 females. In China, about 
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119 boys are born for every 100 girls. In rural areas, where the preference for 

sons is the strongest, the imbalance is even greater, about 133 to 100.44 here 

are an estimated 40 million more men than women in China’s population.

he declining birth rates that low from this will hinder economic growth 

in the long run. China eventually will face other major economic and social 

problems as well, including those related to the economic fragility of its inan-

cial system and state-owned enterprises, economic malaise brought on by 

widespread corruption, ubiquitous environmental pollution, HIV/AIDS and 

other epidemic diseases like SARS, and the high energy costs, which stile 

economic growth. In addition, unlike the United States, China is not a model 

for other countries. Chinese political values are inferior to those of the United 

States because China is repressive. he Chinese do not respect human rights, 

including religious and political freedom.

here is also the wildcard of potential conlict over Taiwan. A war with 

Taiwan would retard China’s economic progress and scare neighboring states. 

he fact that China has so many territorial and other disputes with its major 

neighbors, Japan, India, Russia, and Vietnam, means that many countries 

see it as a threat and will want to ally with the United States against Chinese 

power. he rise of China is ripe for potential conlict with its neighbors, and 

this constitutes a big danger in international politics.

he hreat from the European Union: Lessened by Demographics and Deca-

dence he European Union is the second alternative to the dominance of the 

United States. he European Union has 25 members and is likely to add Bul-

garia and Romania by 2007; Croatia by 2009; and Macedonia, and, perhaps, 

Turkey shortly thereater. EU states have almost 500 million people and an 

economy slightly larger than the economy of the United States. Additionally, 

most EU members use a single currency, the euro, which is replacing the dol-

lar as an international reserve currency. he United States, in turn, is forced to 

pay higher interest rates to central banks and other investors around the world 

to induce them to buy U.S. Treasury bonds. his is by design, as Romano Prodi 

revealed when he was the European Commission’s president: “he euro is just 

an antipasto….It is the irst course, but there will be others. he historical 

signiicance of the euro is to construct a bipolar economy in the world. he 

unipolar world is over. here are two poles now: the dollar, and the euro.”45 

No doubt, Prodi and other EU oicials would like to see American economic 

dominance supplanted by European hegemony. Indeed, it is safe to assume 

that their ambitions are not limited to economic dominance.

In addition to its economic might, the EU has a modest defense force, the 

European Rapid Reaction Force (ERRF), of about sixty thousand soldiers, 

sailors, and airmen. he ERRF is wholly independent of NATO and is begin-

ning to act as a coherent force. In 2003, it undertook a peacekeeping mission 

to Macedonia, Operation Amber Fox, replacing a NATO operation there. his 
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was the irst allied military mission in Europe since the end of World War 

II that did not include U.S. forces. In 2004, the EU launched another mis-

sion, Operation Althea (also known as EuFor), in Bosnia. he EUFOR mission 

of seven thousand troops is designed to take over most of NATO’s responsi-

bilities (for what NATO called SFOR, or Stabilization Force), which includes 

maintaining stability and enforcing the 1995 Dayton Agreement.

Yet unlike China, the EU simply does not pose a great danger to the Ameri-

can Empire for two major reasons—political and socioeconomic. he political 

similarities between the EU and the United States are enormous. In essence, 

the political values of EU are largely those of the United States. his is not a 

surprise, in many respects; the United States is the daughter of Europe, and 

that may be excellent news for future warm relations between them. In addi-

tion, if the “clash of civilizations” argument made famous by Samuel Hunting-

ton is correct (that is, that future major conlicts will be between civilizations), 

then as other civilizations become more powerful—such as the Chinese or 

Islamic—Europe and the United States will be united again by the threat from 

those civilizations.46 hey were united during the Cold War by the threat from 

the Soviet Union, and history teaches that an external threat can produce 

comity where once there was rivalry.

In addition to the political reasons, there are three major socioeconomic 

reasons why the EU will not be able to challenge the United States. hese are 

(1) the costs of expansion; (2) the diferent approach to work and the related 

costs of generous social welfare programs in the EU; and (3) the aging EU 

workforce and the risks of Muslim immigration to the EU’s identity.

he irst factor retarding economic growth is the costs involved in the fur-

ther expansion of the European Union. Expansion is hindered by the fact that 

Brussels has only a fraction of the structural funds (aid to regions or coun-

tries where GDP per capita is below 75 percent EU average, such as Portugal, 

Greece, Spain, and the former East Germany) needed to bring new members 

up to the standard of living found in the rest of the EU. Additionally, new 

members will receive no cohesion funds, which are given to build a country’s 

infrastructure. he simple fact is that there is too little money for too many 

new members (already about 35 percent of the EU budget goes to the struc-

tural and cohesion funds).

his situation stands in stark contrast to the 1970s and early 1980s when 

Ireland, Portugal, Spain, and Greece joined. At that time, the number of rich 

members and the small number of new members meant that the funds were 

well focused. hat is not true today. As a result, the EU will be tiered: wealthier 

old members will continue to receive generous structural and cohesion funds, 

while new members occupy a second, poorer tier.

he Common Agricultural Policy also hinders economic growth in the 

European Union. Almost half (about 45 percent) of the EU’s budget is spent on 

agriculture—mostly payments to farmers. he EU provides about $120 billion 
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in agricultural subsidies. In contrast, the U.S. government provides about $40 

billion annually in agricultural subsidies. Each cow in the United States gets 

about $120 a year in federal subsidies. Each European cow gets $600 per year 

from the EU.47 hese subsidies are an enormous drain on the EU economy but 

are perpetuated because EU members do not want to lose them.

he second economic reason is that EU is based on a diferent socioeco-

nomic model than the United States. he American economy is as close as it 

gets to raw capitalism. You have to work to feed, house, and clothe yourself in 

America. he social safety net does have large gaps in comparison to Europe, 

and there is great disparity in wealth—a smaller number of people have con-

trol over more of the wealth of the country than in Europe. America is a great 

place to be rich. It is in Europe as well, but less so due to high taxes and greater 

income equality. he ratio between what the top tier of American CEOs earn 

and what the average manufacturing employee earns is 475:1. In Europe, the 

ratio is 24:1 in Britain, 15:1 in France, and 13:1 in Sweden. On the other hand, 

the American economy is luid, so the guy who invents the better mousetrap 

is able to market it and make a million. here is relatively little government 

intervention in the economy, and capitalism is warmly embraced. America is 

the epitome of free market capitalism.  

he European economy does not work that way. In contrast to America, 

there is much more government intervention in the economy—laws that gov-

ern business practices and protect workers and the environment—and there 

is great ambivalence toward capitalism. Europeans prefer a closer distribution 

of wealth so that there is not an enormous gap between the richest and the 

poorest. In the United States, about 20 percent of adults are living in poverty, 

while the numbers are about 7.5 percent for France, 7.6 percent for Germany, 

6.5 percent for Italy, and 14.6 percent for Britain. Europeans strongly prefer a 

social safety net. A system of cradle-to-grave welfare programs exists to help 

Europeans receive an education and to shelter people from the storms of life, 

even if they are tempests that afect health, housing, or employment. Euro-

pean unemployment rates are consistently higher than those in the United 

States because the costs of being unemployed are much lower due to the social 

safety net than in the United States, where modest unemployment beneits 

soon are exhausted.

Americans also work much harder than Europeans. In 2003, Americans 

worked an average of 1,976 hours. German and French workers averaged 

about 400 fewer hours per year. One American in three works more than 50 

hours a week. It is the rare European who matches those hours. Vacations 

are generous for Europeans, about 5 weeks, as are holidays. Employees have 

23 paid holidays in Britain, 25 in France, and Sweden has 30. In the United 

States, depending in which state you reside, you get 4 to 10 holidays.48 In sum, 

Americans work much harder than Europeans.
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But social welfare is expensive. It requires high taxes to support generous 

government spending. his, in turn, hinders economic growth. So, too, does 

maintaining tight income equality. If you tell someone that he will be able to 

earn only a certain amount, and no more than that, he does not have an incen-

tive to work hard (although he does have an incentive to move to America, 

where he can become rich). Slow economic growth and high unemployment is 

known as “Eurosclerosis,” and the disease shows no signs of being cured any-

time soon. he lack of economic growth results in a lack of funds for research 

and development in comparison to the United States. And so, the problem 

feeds upon itself.

he third reason for the EU’s inability to challenge the United States is 

that the EU states sufer from an aging and changing workforce, and both 

elements have the potential to hobble its already slow economic growth. he 

major European economies of Britain, France, Germany, and Italy will need 

several million new workers over the next iteen years to ill positions vacated 

by retiring ones. Presently, those workers do not exist because fewer Euro-

pean women are having children, and this “baby bust” ultimately will make 

it impossible to sustain the generous welfare beneits provided by European 

governments.

In fact, declining European birthrates are afecting Europe as profoundly 

as any event in the past, even the Black Death of the 1300s or the World Wars. 

Simply put, Europeans are not replacing themselves. Europe’s total fertility 

rate is about 1.4, far below the 2.1 births per female necessary to sustain a 

population (what demographers call the replacement level). In fact, no West-

ern European country has a replacement-level birthrate. In 2004, Germany’s 

birthrate was 1.3, Italy’s 1.2, Spain’s 1.1, and France’s 1.7 (and France’s high 

birthrate was largely due to its Muslim population).49 he diference between 

replacement-level birthrates and those of Germany, or Italy, or Spain is the dif-

ference between a stable population size and one that decreases by one-third 

with each generation. Nothing like this has occurred in Europe absent wars or 

plagues. It is truly without parallel in history.

Consequently, present welfare beneits are unsustainable given the popula-

tion growth estimates for European states. In Europe, there are now thirty-ive 

people of retirement age for every one hundred of working age and—based on 

current trends—there will be seventy-ive pensioners for every one hundred 

workers—by 2050.50 As Table 1.6 shows, the United Nations estimates that 

by 2015, Europe’s population will decline by more than 11.3 million, and if 

Europe’s current fertility rate persists until 2020, this will result in 88 million 

fewer Europeans by the end of the century.51 Ethnic Europeans are dying out.

here are two major solutions to this problem, but they are unlikely to be 

realized. he irst is to generate greater economic growth. Of course, this is 

easier said than done. Germany, the largest economy, has restrictive labor laws 

that are diicult to change. Another boost to economic growth would be to 
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reform their social welfare, education, and tax systems to encourage people 

to work longer hours and retire later. But, at this time, there is no indication 

that Europe will take these steps. Desire for change is not coming from the 

bottom up—the people are not demanding change in governmental polities 

because such a change would require sacriice by present workers, pensioners, 

and other beneit recipients. Similarly, it is not coming from the top down—

governments or Brussels imposing change—because this would require that 

leaders break their promises of protection to their populations.

Second, Europe could permit more legal immigration to provide workers, 

who then may be taxed to maintain welfare payments to Europe’s aging pop-

ulation. However, most of the immigrants are likely to be Muslims coming 

from North Africa and the Middle East. Europe has had diiculty assimilat-

ing the Muslims it has already allowed into Europe, principally as workers 

beginning the 1960s, with a second wave coming in the 1980s as economic 

and political conditions deteriorated in North Africa. here are some 1 mil-

lion Muslims in the Netherlands, 6 million in France, and about 13 million in 

the EU as a whole. 

he diferent political and cultural practices of Muslim immigrants, 

whether they are old or new, are a quandary for Europe. he murder of Dutch 

ilmmaker heo van Gogh in November 2004 by a Muslim fundamentalist, 

Table 1.6 United Nations Population Estimates

Population (in Millions, Medium Variant)

 Country �000 �0�� �0�� �0�0

China 1,275 1,402 1,445 1,395

EU (25)a 452 457 456 431

France 59 63 64 64

Germany 82 82 82 79

India 1,017 1,246 1,369 1,531

Japan 127 127 123 110

Russia 146 133 124 101

United Kingdom 59 61 63 66

U.S. 285 330 358 409

World 6,070 7,197 7,851 8,918

Note: China excludes Hong Kong and Macao.

a EU (25): Austria, Belgium, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, 

France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, 

Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, United Kingdom.

Source: Data from United Nations Population Division, World Population Prospects: 

he 2002 Revision, (New York: he United Nations, 2002).
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who nonetheless had lived in the Netherlands for most of his life, was a great 

shock to Europe. In the Netherlands alone there have been constant threats 

by fundamentalists against other politicians like Geert Wilders, Amsterdam 

mayor Job Cohen, and Ayaan Hirsi Ali—a Somali-born member of parlia-

ment who collaborated with van Gogh on a ilm about Islam’s treatment of 

women. Indeed, a December 2004 report by the Dutch domestic intelligence 

service concluded that many thousands of Muslim youths in the Netherlands 

are already radicalized, and thus the pool of recruits for terrorist actions is 

so large that many future attacks may be expected.52 In October and Novem-

ber 2005, the widespread riots that plagued France in what has been called 

l’intafada by some or the beginning of the Eurabian civil war by others was 

conducted mostly by sons and grandsons of Muslim immigrants. he French 

were wholly unprepared for the scale and potency of the unrest and this caused 

them to fear a Muslim ith column in Europe.

hese threats and acts of violence point to the diiculty of matching the 

goals of European governments with the political realities of a young, Muslim 

population. Indeed, there are many Islamist movements operating and grow-

ing in Europe, including al Qaeda and Al-Takir wa al-Hijra (excommunica-

tion and exile), a brutal terrorist organization active throughout Europe that 

is every bit as dangerous as al Qaeda.53

Consequently, there is a tension between sustaining European political and 

cultural values and economic growth based on a Muslim workforce that is 

becoming more conscious of the political goals of Islamic fundamentalism. 

As their numbers grow, so will the political power of Muslims in Europe. In a 

December 2004 report, the National Intelligence Council found that about if-

teen out of one hundred Europeans are Muslims, and by 2020 it estimates that 

as many as thirty-ive out of one hundred may be Muslim, or as few as twen-

ty-three out of one hundred.54 In either case, whether Muslims are one-third or 

one-quarter of the population or somewhere in between, it would mean a fun-

damental change in European society. If these trends do not change, Europe 

will have a Muslim majority population by the end of the twenty-irst century.

Even if the EU solves its economic and immigration problems, it remains 

hindered by its cumbersome decision-making process that retards united and 

collective action. here are strong tensions between centralized decision mak-

ing in Brussels and the respective capitals of the member states—Berlin, Lon-

don, Madrid, Paris, or Rome. he interests of individual countries oten do 

not overlap with Brussels’s interests, and this is a major source of friction. Too 

much centralized decision making leads to a “democracy gap” in the EU—the 

key decision-making bodies in the EU are not directly elected by European cit-

izens. In 2005, the overwhelming votes against the proposed EU Constitution 

in France and the Netherlands are indications of a major disconnect between 

Brussels and the European people. Increasingly, Europeans do not want to be 

told what to do by Brussels; Poland did not escape the grip of Moscow’s leaders 
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to have it replaced by those in Brussels. But too little central control leads to 

disorganization, repetition of eforts, and policy confusion.

hus, for the EU to sustain positive growth rates—the numbers that would 

allow it to have an economy that could challenge the United States—it must 

steer between the Scylla of major economic, policy, and decision-making 

reforms and the Charybdis of Muslim immigration. hus far, there is no evi-

dence that the EU can conduct such a feat of navigation.

he hreat from Islamic Fundamentalist Terrorism: Dangerous but Manageable he 

terrorist attacks of 9/11 demonstrated the danger the terrorist group al Qaeda 

poses to the United States. In the wake of that attack, the United States 

launched Operation Enduring Freedom to overthrow the Taliban regime in 

Afghanistan, which sheltered al Qaeda, and to put great pressure on al Qae-

da’s members and inances throughout the world. Great progress has been 

made in the war against al Qaeda. he United States has been successful at 

undermining that terrorist network, the Department of Homeland Security 

has been created to aid the defense of American territory, and, most impor-

tantly, no attacks have occurred on American soil since 9/11. But the war on 

terrorism is at root a war of ideas. As Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld explained 

in 2003, “all elements of national power: military, inancial, diplomatic, law 

enforcement, intelligence and public diplomacy,” are necessary to win the war 

on terror. But, he added, “to win the war on terror, we must also win the war 

of ideas.” Military, diplomatic, and other elements are necessary “to stop ter-

rorists before they can terrorize,” but “even better, we must lean forward and 

stop them from becoming terrorists in the irst place.”55 Winning the war of 

ideas is critical to keeping people from becoming terrorists.

Americans need to remember that their country has fought and won wars 

of ideas before. World War II was a war of ideas between liberalism and fas-

cism. he Cold War took the war of ideas to new heights. Few Americans 

comprehend how attractive communism was in a Europe destroyed by World 

War II. Communism seemed to ofer a better life and, in many countries, such 

as France and Italy, the communists had a solid record of ighting the Ger-

mans. Nonetheless, the United States engaged communism in a war of ideas 

and won.

It can also win the physical battle with the few extremists in the Islamic 

world who are motivated by a contorted fundamentalist interpretation of 

Islam. he majority of Muslims are not fundamentalists, and in fact reject 

fundamentalism as simply wrong. Leading Sunni scholars have stigmatized 

fundamentalism as aberrant—a perversion of the religion. Even to most Mus-

lims who are fundamentalists, al Qaeda is seen as a deviant group that is 

wrong to use terrorism as a weapon against innocent civilians, including their 

coreligionists (many of al Qaeda’s victims have been Muslim), governments in 

the Islamic world, and the West.
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To combat al Qaeda, the United States must take the following actions. 

First, it has to stress that the war on terrorism is not conducted by the West 

against Muslims, but is a struggle between al Qaeda, which wants to take 

the Muslim world into the twelth century, and those who want to bring it 

into the twenty-irst. Americans must realize that we have many allies in the 

Muslim world. Like the Cold War, the war against terrorism is not a war we 

ight alone. he United States has many allies not only in Europe and north-

east Asia, like Japan but, more importantly for this struggle, it has numerous 

allies in the Muslim world. In fact, when one examines the U.S. allies in the 

region, what is remarkable is the amount of support that Washington has 

among the governments in the Middle East. he major allies of the United 

States at the end of the Cold War remain—Egypt, Israel, Saudi Arabia, and 

Turkey are strong allies. Moreover, from Morocco to the Gulf, most of the 

smaller states in the Arab world are allied with the United States. Jordan is a 

reliable ally, as is Morocco. his provides the United States with a powerful 

foundation from which to exert inluence within and outside of the Middle 

East. Even Libya has made a dramatic about-face. In 2003, it renounced its 

weapons of mass destruction program and now is changing from being one 

of the most anti-American countries to one that is beginning to support the 

United States and the West as it seeks to integrate into the global economy. 

Indeed, of all the states in the Middle East, only Iran and Syria remain out-

side the orb of U.S. inluence. From Morocco to Indonesia, the vast majority 

of the countries of the Arab and, more broadly, Muslim world are allied with 

the United States.

Second, the United States must have the will to conduct this war. It will be a 

long conlict with setbacks, including other terrorist attacks against American 

targets at home and abroad. he American people need to be steeled for a long 

campaign—one that George W. Bush will pass on to his successor, and the one 

ater that. here were nine U.S. presidents during the Cold War, and we should 

expect a like number in this campaign.

To its credit, the administration is taking many of the right steps and has 

labored assiduously to place pressure on al Qaeda as rapidly as possible to 

weaken it. It has evicted al Qaeda from its training camps in Afghanistan and 

labored to cut of al Qaeda’s considerable inancial resources. It is attempting 

to extinguish all of the known cells at once, from Germany to Kenya to Malay-

sia, by placing pressure on the governments.

here will be no quick and easy victory against al Qaeda and its related and 

spin-of terrorist groups, but there will be victory. It will not be like the end 

of World War II, where there was a surrender ceremony on the decks of the 

USS Missouri; this does not happen when terrorist groups are defeated—they 

usually just wither away. his might happen as terrorist organizations splin-

ter into impotence and gradually die as the social and political conditions 

in the Muslim world change, making al Qaeda and similar groups political 
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 dinosaurs in the age of mammals. Or perhaps—much like the Provisional 

IRA—former terrorists could melt into established political life of some coun-

tries in the Islamic world.

he American victory in the war against al Qaeda begins by recogniz-

ing that terrorist organizations not only can be defeated but, indeed, oten 

are. Almost all of the let-wing terrorist organizations of the Cold War were 

defeated—from the Weather Underground in the United States to the Japa-

nese Red Army, the Red Army faction in Germany, and the Red Brigades in 

Italy. he Peruvians defeated the Shining Path. he British fought the IRA to 

a standstill. he French defeated Corsican nationalists and the communist 

terrorist group Direct Action. he Algerians have successfully suppressed the 

Armed Islamic Group (GIA), an especially vicious terrorist organization that 

killed well over one hundred thousand people between 1990 and 2000 in Alge-

ria and France.56 In 1994, a GIA terrorist thankfully was thwarted from lying 

an Air France aircrat into the Eifel Tower—an attack that served as a tem-

plate for the 9/11 attacks in the United States. Spain has greatly weakened the 

Basque separatist terrorist group ETA. he Turks have emasculated the PKK 

(now called New PKK). he Israelis defeated the PLO, as did the Jordanians. 

And while the Israelis have not destroyed the three major terrorist groups, 

Fatah, Hamas, and Palestinian Islamic Jihad, they have been extremely efec-

tive at penetrating these groups to prevent attacks. Attacks have declined 60 

percent between 2003 and 2004—there were only six suicide bombings in 

Israel and eight in the occupied territories—and the Israelis believe they foiled 

114 planned suicide bombings in 2004.57 Relecting on the decline of these 

groups over the last few years, the Israel internal security organization, Shin 

Bet, estimates that it prevents 90 percent of attacks before they occur. he 

Egyptians have broken the back of the Islamic Group and of Egyptian Islamic 

Jihad. So while it is true that al Qaeda should not be underestimated—it is 

motivated, competent, and resilient—it does have vulnerabilities and can be 

defeated, just as many terrorist groups before it were.

Should America Dominate the World? Yes, It Is a Force for Good 

in the World and Far Better than Any Realistic Alternative

A great amount of good comes from American dominance, although that 

good is little acknowledged, even by Americans. In this section, I will dem-

onstrate the good that comes from the American Empire. Speciically, it pro-

vides stability, allows democracy to spread, furthers economic prosperity, 

and makes possible humanitarian assistance to countries beset by natural 

and other disasters. he United States has an opportunity to do an enormous 

amount of good for itself and the entire world. Realizing this good requires 

that Americans be bold, that they lead. In return, Americans enjoy the ben-

eits that low to a leader.
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But as professors teach in Economics 101, there is no free lunch. No one gets 

anything for free; everything has a cost. he American Empire is no exception. 

I want to make it clear that the beneits that the world and the United States 

enjoy come with a cost. Leadership requires that the United States incur costs 

and run risks not borne by other countries. hese costs can be stark and bru-

tal, and they have to be faced directly by proponents of the American Empire. 

It means that some Americans will die in the service of their country. hese 

are the costs. hey are considerable. Every American should be conscious of 

them. It is equally the case that Americans should be aware of the beneits they 

enjoy. I believe that the substantial beneits are worth the costs.

Stability

Peace, like good health, is not oten noticed, but certainly is missed when 

absent. hroughout history, peace and stability have been a major beneit of 

empires. In fact, pax Romana in Latin means the Roman peace, or the stabil-

ity brought about by the Roman Empire. Rome’s power was so overwhelming 

that no one could challenge it successfully for hundreds of years. he result 

was stability within the Roman Empire. Where Rome conquered, peace, law, 

order, education, a common language, and much else followed. hat was true 

of the British Empire (pax Britannica) too.

So it is with the United States today. Peace and stability are major beneits 

of the American Empire. he fact that America is so powerful actually reduces 

the likelihood of major war. Scholars of international politics have found that 

the presence of a dominant state in international politics actually reduces the 

likelihood of war because weaker states, including even great powers, know 

that it is unlikely that they could challenge the dominant state and win. hey 

may resort to other mechanisms or tactics to challenge the dominant coun-

try, but are unlikely to do so directly. his means that there will be no wars 

between great powers. At least, not until a challenger (certainly China) thinks 

it can overthrow the dominant state (the United States). But there will be 

intense security competition—both China and the United States will watch 

each other closely, with their intelligence communities increasingly focused 

on each other, their diplomats striving to ensure that countries around the 

world do not align with the other, and their militaries seeing the other as their 

principal threat. his is not unusual in international politics but, in fact, is its 

“normal” condition. Americans may not pay much attention to it until a crisis 

occurs. But right now states are competing with one another. his is because 

international politics does not sleep; it never takes a rest.

Spreading Our Form of Government

he American Empire gives the United States the ability to spread its form 

of government, democracy, and other elements of its ideology of liberalism. 

Using American power to spread democracy can be a source of much good 
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for the countries concerned as well as for the United States. his is because 

democracies are more likely to align themselves with the United States and 

be sympathetic to its worldview. In addition, there is a chance—small as 

it may be—that once states are governed democratically, the likelihood of 

conlict will be reduced further. Natan Sharansky makes the argument that 

once Arabs are governed democratically, they will not wish to continue the 

conlict against Israel.58 his idea has had a big efect on President George 

W. Bush. He has said that Sharansky’s worldview “is part of my presidential 

DNA.”59

Whether democracy in the Middle East would have this impact is debat-

able. Perhaps democratic Arab states would be more opposed to Israel, but 

nonetheless, their people would be better of. he United States has brought 

democracy to Afghanistan, where 8.5 million Afghans, 40 percent of them 

women, voted in October 2004, even though remnant Taliban forces threat-

ened them. Elections were held in Iraq in January 2005, the irst free elections 

in that country’s history. he military power of the United States put Iraq on 

the path to democracy. Democracy has spread to Latin America, Europe, Asia, 

the Caucasus, and now even the Middle East is becoming increasingly demo-

cratic. hey may not yet look like Western-style democracies, but democratic 

progress has been made in Morocco, Lebanon, Iraq, Kuwait, the Palestinian 

Authority, and Egypt. he march of democracy has been impressive.

Although democracies have their laws, simply put, democracy is the best 

form of government. Winston Churchill recognized this over half a century 

ago: “Democracy is the worst form of government except all those other forms 

that have been tried from time to time.” he United States should do what it 

can to foster the spread of democracy throughout the world.

Economic Prosperity

Economic prosperity is also a product of the American Empire. It has created 

a Liberal International Economic Order (LIEO)—a network of worldwide free 

trade and commerce, respect for intellectual property rights, mobility of capi-

tal and labor markets—to promote economic growth. he stability and pros-

perity that stems from this economic order is a global public good from which 

all states beneit, particularly states in the hird World. he American Empire 

has created this network not out of altruism but because it beneits the eco-

nomic well-being of the United States. In 1998, the Secretary of Defense Wil-

liam Cohen put this well when he acknowledged that “economists and soldiers 

share the same interest in stability”; soldiers create the conditions in which the 

American economy may thrive, and “we are able to shape the environment [of 

international politics] in ways that are advantageous to us and that are stabi-

lizing to the areas where we are forward deployed, thereby helping to promote 

investment and prosperity…business follows the lag.”60
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Perhaps the greatest testament to the beneits of the American Empire 

comes from Deepak Lal, a former Indian foreign service diplomat, researcher 

at the World Bank, proliic author, and now a professor who started his career 

conident in the socialist ideology of post-independence India that strongly 

condemned empire. He has abandoned the position of his youth and is now 

one of the strongest proponents of the American Empire. Lal has traveled the 

world and, in the course of his journeys, has witnessed great poverty and mis-

ery due to a lack of economic development. He realized that free markets were 

necessary for the development of poor countries, and this led him to recognize 

that his faith in socialism was wrong. Just as a conservative famously is said 

to be a liberal who has been mugged by reality, the hard “evidence and experi-

ence” that stemmed from “working and traveling in most parts of the hird 

World during my professional career” caused this profound change.61

Lal submits that the only way to bring relief to the desperately poor countries 

of the hird World is through the American Empire. Empires provide order, 

and this order “has been essential for the working of the benign processes 

of globalization, which promote prosperity.”62 Globalization is the process of 

creating a common economic space, which leads to a growing integration of 

the world economy through the increasingly free movement of goods, capital, 

and labor. It is the responsibility of the United States, Lal argues, to use the 

LIEO to promote the well-being of all economies, but particularly those in the 

hird World, so that they too may enjoy economic prosperity.

Humanitarian Missions

If someone were to ask “How many humanitarian missions has the United 

States undertaken since the end of the Cold War?”, most Americans probably 

have to think for a moment and then answer “three or four.” In fact, the num-

ber is much larger. he U.S. military has participated in over ity operations 

since the end of the Cold War, and while wars like the invasion of Panama or 

Iraq received considerable attention from the world’s media, most of the ity 

actions were humanitarian in nature and received almost no media attention 

in the United States.

he U.S. military is the earth’s “911 force”—it serves as the world’s police; 

it is the global paramedic, and the planet’s ire department. Whenever there is 

a natural disaster, earthquake, lood, typhoon, or tsunami, the United States 

assists the countries in need. In 1991, when looding caused by cyclone Mar-

ian killed almost 140,000 people and let 5 million homeless in Bangladesh, 

the United States launched Operation Sea Angel to save stranded and starving 

people by supplying food, potable water, and medical assistance. U.S. forces 

are credited with saving over 200,000 lives in that operation.

In 1999, torrential rains and lash looding in Venezuela killed 30,000 

people and let 140,000 homeless. he United States responded with Opera-

tion Fundamental Response, which brought water puriication and hygiene 
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equipment saving thousands. Also in 1999, Operation Strong Support aided 

Central Americans afected by Hurricane Mitch. hat hurricane was the 

fourth-strongest ever recorded in the Atlantic and the worst natural disas-

ter to strike Central America in the twentieth century. he magnitude of the 

devastation was tremendous, with about 10,000 people killed, 13,000 missing, 

and 2 million let homeless. It is estimated that 60 percent of the infrastruc-

ture in Honduras, Nicaragua, and Guatemala was destroyed. Again, the U.S. 

military came to the aid of the people afected. It is believed to have rescued 

about 700 people who otherwise would have died, while saving more from 

disease due to the timely arrival of medical supplies, food, water, blankets, 

and mobile shelters. In the next phase of Strong Support, military engineers 

rebuilt much of the infrastructure of those countries, including bridges, hos-

pitals, roads, and schools.

On the day ater Christmas in 2004, a tremendous earthquake and tsunami 

occurred in the Indian Ocean near Sumatra and killed 300,000 people. he 

United States was the irst to respond with aid. More importantly, Washington 

not only contributed a large amount of aid, $350 million, plus another $350 

million provided by American citizens and corporations, but also—only days 

ater the tsunami struck—used its military to help those in need. About 20,000 

U.S. soldiers, sailors, airmen, and marines responded by providing water, food, 

medical aid, disease treatment and prevention, as well as forensic assistance 

to help identify the bodies of those killed. Only the U.S. military could have 

accomplished this Herculean efort, and it is important to keep in mind that 

its costs were separate from the $350 million provided by the U.S. government 

and other money given by American citizens and corporations to relief organi-

zations like the International Committee of the Red Cross/Red Crescent.

he generosity of the United States has done more to help the country 

ight the war on terror than almost any other measure. Before the tsunami, 

80 percent of Indonesian opinion was opposed to the United States; ater it, 

80 percent had a favorable opinion of the United States. In October 2005, an 

enormous earthquake struck Kashmir, killing about 74,000 people and leav-

ing 3 million homeless. he U.S. military responded immediately, diverting 

helicopters ighting the war on terror in nearby Afghanistan to bring relief as 

soon as possible. To help those in need, the United States provided about $156 

million in aid to Pakistan; and, as one might expect from those witnessing the 

generosity of the United States, it let a lasting impression about the United 

States. Whether in Indonesia or Kashmir, the money was well spent because 

it helped people in the wake of disasters, but it also had a real impact on the 

war on terror.

here is no other state or international organization that can provide these 

beneits. he United Nations certainly cannot because it lacks the military 

and economic power of the United States. It is riven with conlicts and major 

cleavages that divide the international body time and again on small matters 
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as well as great ones. hus, it lacks the ability to speak with one voice on 

important issues and to act as a uniied force once a decision has been reached. 

Moreover, it does not possess the communications capabilities or global logis-

tical reach of the U.S. military. In fact, UN peacekeeping operations depend 

on the United States to supply UN forces. Simply put, there is no alternative to 

the leadership of the United States.

When the United States does not intervene, as it has not in the Darfur 

region of Sudan and eastern Chad, people die. In this conlict, Arab Muslims 

belonging to government forces, or a militia called the Jingaweit, are strug-

gling against Christian and animist black Africans who are ighting for inde-

pendence. According to the State Department, 98,000 to 181,000 people died 

between March 2003 and March 2005 as a result of this struggle. he vast 

majority of these deaths were caused by violence, disease, and malnutrition 

associated with the conlict.

Conclusion

he American Empire is fully in keeping with the Founding Fathers’ dreams 

for America. America has never been a shrinking violet, hiding from the 

world. Rather, it has been a bold country, making a place for itself in interna-

tional politics since its inception. he empire Americans have worked hard to 

create can last well into the future, but only if the American people want it to 

persevere. As I have argued in this chapter, the American Empire should be 

valued by the American people largely because of the enormous good it does 

for America and the honorable and goodhearted actions it undertakes for the 

world. It is equally true that this good is not oten appreciated by the rest of the 

world, or sometimes even in the United States.

Despite its beneits, Americans have to recognize that they will be criti-

cized, and that this is simply a consequence of its power. A half a century ago, 

the great British historian Arnold Toynbee hit this point precisely when he 

wrote of American power: “he giant’s sheer size is always getting the giant 

into trouble with people of normal stature.”63 Toynbee writes of a Latin Amer-

ican diplomat who captured the point well: “When the United States sneezes, 

Latin America gets inluenza.”64 Its actions will always have an exaggerated 

impact on smaller countries. And that fact alone will generate resentment and 

jealously from those who are weaker.

No matter what, people will launch invective against the United States. 

Muslims will attack it as too atheistic and hedonistic; Europeans will assault 

it from the opposite direction, labeling the United States as too religious and 

crude. Mark Steyn, the witty columnist for the Daily Telegraph, wrote with 

great insight:

Fanatical Muslims despise America because it’s all lapdancing and gay 

porn; the secular Europeans despise America because it’s all born-again 
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Christians hung up on abortion….America is also too isolationist, 

except when it is too imperialist. And even its imperialism is too vulgar 

and arriviste to appeal to real imperialists….To the mullahs, America 

is the Great Satan, a wily seducer; to the Gaullists, America is the Great 

Cretin, a culture so self-evidently moronic that only stump-tooth inbred 

Appalachian lardbutts could possibly fall for it….Too Christian, too 

Godless, too isolationist, too imperialist, too seductive, too cretinous.65

he key question for the future is not how Muslims, Europeans, or others 

will perceive the American Empire. Rather, it is “How should Americans want 

our empire to be remembered?” As one that fostered democracy in places 

where freedom was unknown—from Afghanistan and Iraq to Chile and 

Argentina to Germany and Japan. As one that developed respect for free mar-

ket values and institutionalized these values in organizations like the World 

Trade Organization. Did it make mistakes? Of course, it did. Did Americans 

have to sacriice their lives? Unfortunately, many did. But when the sun sets 

on the American Empire, we will acknowledge that the world was the better 

for having it.
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The Case Against the American Empire

ChrISToPher layNe

Introduction

he Issues

Since the Cold War’s end, the United States has dominated international 

politics. It is—as international relations scholars put it—a “global hegemon.” 

Indeed, in recent years in books and articles about U.S. foreign policy it has 

become commonplace to see the United States described as the most power-

ful actor on the international stage since the Roman Empire was at its zenith. 

his doubtless is true. he central question I address is whether the United 

States should seek to maintain its current primacy in world politics and use 

this preeminence to construct a new American Empire. At irst blush, this 

may seem an odd question to ask. Ater all, since the ancient Greek historian 

hucydides wrote his classic History of the Peloponnesian War, realists have 

understood that international politics is fundamentally about power. If this is 

true—and it is—how can it be argued that the United States might possess too 

much power for its own good?

he events of the last ive years suggest the answer. In the atermath of 

9/11, Americans—citizens and policy-makers alike—asked repeatedly, “Why 

do they hate us?” President George W. Bush answered by claiming that the 

United States was the target of al Qaeda’s terrorist strikes because radical 

Islamicists hate America’s freedom. More thoughtful analysts have pointed 

out that it is U.S. policies in the Middle East and Persian Gulf that caused 

the terrorists to attack the United States. In March 2003, the United States 

invaded Iraq. In this endeavor it was opposed not only by Russia and China, 

but also by long-time allies like Germany and France. Around the world, 

public opinion—which largely had been sympathetic to the United States 

in 9/11’s wake—turned sharply against the United States. Increasingly, the 

United States has come to be perceived globally as an 800-pound gorilla on 

steroids—out of control, and dangerous to others. Far from being regarded 

as a “benevolent hegemon,” America has come to be seen as a kind of global 

Lone Ranger, indiferent to its allies, ignoring international institutions like 

the United Nations, and acting in deiance of international law and norms. In 
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the last ive years there have been many indications that, far from welcoming 

American primacy, others worry about it—and sometimes ind it downright 

threatening to their own interests and security. In other words, a too-powerful 

America risks a global geopolitical backlash against its preeminent position in 

international politics.

he issue of whether a strategy of primacy is good for the United States has 

been a subject of debate in the foreign policy community for the last iteen 

years. Ater 9/11, however, the debate about primacy merged with another 

debate. Cognizant of America’s overwhelming “hard” (military and eco-

nomic) power, and believing in the attractiveness of its democratic values and 

institutions (“sot power”), some in the foreign policy community—mostly 

neoconservatives—urged that the United States should use its primacy to con-

struct a new American Empire. he United States, it was urged, should use its 

hard and sot power to intervene in failed states like Afghanistan, and rogue 

states like Iraq, and engage in a policy of “nation-building” to ensure that such 

states no longer could serve as either terrorist havens or sources of instability 

and aggression. Writing in he Weekly Standard shortly ater 9/11, the neo-

conservative pundit Max Boot argued that the United States should follow in 

Britain’s imperial footsteps and administer Afghanistan—ruled by the Islamic 

fundamentalist Taliban, and home base to Osama Bin Laden and al Qaeda—

until “a responsible, humane, preferably democratic government takes over.”1 

Once the United States dealt with Afghanistan, the United States, Boot said, 

should invade Iraq and remove Saddam Hussein from power. As Boot freely 

admitted, the United States should do this even if Saddam Hussein was not 

implicated in the 9/11 attacks: “Who cares if Saddam was involved in this par-

ticular barbarity?”2 By overthrowing Saddam Hussein the United States could 

“establish the irst Arab democracy…[and] turn Iraq into a beacon of hope for 

the oppressed peoples of the Middle East.”3 he Bush II administration—the 

key national security positions of which were stafed by neoconservatives and 

neocon fellow-travelers—took up Boot’s challenge. he March 2003 invasion 

of Iraq was the irst step in the administration’s “generational commitment” 

to bring about a “democratic transformation” in the Middle East.

he heart of the current debate about the direction of American foreign 

policy—about the costs and beneits of primacy and empire—is about security. 

Do primacy and empire make the United States more secure, or—as I argue—

less secure? his debate is important not just for policy-makers, and foreign 

policy scholars, but also for citizens. he events of 9/11 underscored that the 

debate over America’s grand strategy it not an abstract one. he policies the 

United States follows in the international arena have real-life consequences for 

Americans. To understand the debate about American primacy and empire, 

one must engage with the key theories of international politics that underlie 

both current U.S. strategy and its alternative, ofshore balancing; and with 

competing narratives—that is, contrasting ideas about, and interpretations 
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of—concerning America’s proper role in world afairs. hese narratives are 

rooted deeply in this nation’s history and its political culture.

his may seem like a daunting challenge. Ater all, most Americans do not 

make their living studying international politics and U.S. foreign policy. But 

the challenge is not insuperable. he major debates about American foreign 

policy during the last six decades have relected parallel debates in academe 

about “how the world works.” hese scholarly debates invariably seep into the 

real world of policy making and inluence decision-makers’ actions. Ater all, 

as leading scholars of strategic studies like Stephen Walt and Barry Posen have 

pointed out, far from being esoteric, grand strategy actually is policy-mak-

ers’ theory of how to “cause” security for the United States. Put another way, 

decision-makers have a set of a cause and efect—or “if…then”—hypotheses 

about what policies will make the United States more—or less—secure. For 

example, American primacy and empire are based on—among others—two 

key propositions derived from international relations theory: that attaining, 

and keeping, overwhelming hard power—that is, primacy—is the strategy 

best calculated to ensure U.S. security; and that the United States should pro-

mote regime change abroad, because a world composed of democracies will be 

more stable and peaceful than a world in which “rogue states” are allowed to 

exist (a proposition derived from so-called democratic peace theory).

American grand strategy is shaped not only by theories of international 

politics and by the “balance of power,” but also by ideas. Since the very found-

ing of the Republic, the question of what America’s “purpose” in international 

politics should be has been contested. here have been recurring controversies 

about how deeply the United States needs to be engaged in international politics 

in order to gain security and about whether engagement abroad strengthens or 

weakens America domestically. Indeed, the very term “security” has been a 

subject of contention. For the United States, is security determined by power 

relationships and geography (the traditional criteria that great powers have 

employed in determining their strategies), or can the United States be secure 

only in a world that shares its liberal democratic ideology? In the wake of 9/11, 

Americans once again have occasion to confront these enduring questions.

Michael Hunt has observed that American history has been marked by the 

clash of two contending visions of America’s proper role in the world. One of 

these holds “that the American pursuit of loty ambitions abroad, far from 

imperiling liberty, would serve to invigorate it at home, while creating con-

ditions favorable to its spread in foreign lands.”4 his belief that America’s 

mission is to remake the world in its image underlies the Bush II adminis-

tration’s pursuit of an American Empire. However, this expansive vision of 

America’s world role has always existed side by side with a very diferent view-

point, which has argued that America’s political institutions, prosperity, and 

social cohesion are best safeguarded by a policy of restraint in foreign afairs. 

Proponents of this vision have “argued that the pursuit of greatness diverted 
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attention and resources from real problems at home and might under some 

circumstances even aggravate or compound those problems. Foreign crusades 

unavoidably diminished national ideals and well being.”5

Michael Hogan has elaborated on the way in which the two competing 

worldviews depicted by Hunt have inluenced debates about American grand 

strategy since the end of World War II. One school of thought has believed in 

limited government at home and a limited role abroad. hose who cleaved to 

this view of America’s world role harbored “a strong antipathy toward entan-

gling alliances, a large peacetime military establishment, and the centraliza-

tion of authority in the national government” and they argued that the “rise of 

the national security state necessarily entailed economic and political adapta-

tions that could undermine the very traditions and institutions that had made 

America great.” his view was opposed by a new cultural discourse—extol-

ling the virtues of the “national security state”—that blossomed as the Cold 

War intensiied. As Hogan notes, the advocates of the national security state 

“borrowed from a cultural narrative that celebrated American exceptionalism 

and American destiny” and argued that “leadership of the free world was a 

scared mission thrust upon the American people by divine Providence, and 

the laws of both history and nature.” he Bush II administration has used 

9/11 to breathe new life into this outlook, which forms the bedrock of the case 

for American primacy and empire. At the same time, the morass of Iraq, the 

economic costs of empire, and the Bush II administration’s assault on civil 

liberties—exempliied by the Patriot Act and revelations of National Security 

Agency eavesdropping—have given a new resonance to the deepest fear held 

by those who have favored a foreign policy of restraint: that in the course of 

attempting to transform the world, the United States would succeed only in 

transforming itself.

Overview of the Chapter

In this chapter, I argue that primacy and empire is a strategy that will lead 

to bad consequences for the United States. Rather than bringing the United 

States peace and security, the pursuit of primacy and empire will result in a 

geopolitical backlash against the United States. It already has. he 9/11 attacks 

were a violent reaction against America’s primacy—and speciically against 

its imperial ambitions in the Middle East. Similarly, the quagmire in Iraq 

also is a direct consequence of U.S. imperial aspirations. And it will not end 

there. Because it is premised on the belief that the United States must embark 

on assertive policies to bring about regime change by imposing democracy 

abroad, the pursuit of primacy and empire will drag the United States into 

otherwise avoidable wars—what one proponent of the strategy has termed 

“savage wars for peace.” Looking ahead, if the United States continues to fol-

low its current strategy of primacy and empire, it almost certainly will ind 
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itself on a collision course with Iran (and possibly North Korea and Syria) 

and—more importantly—China.

In this chapter, I argue that primacy and empire are the cause of Ameri-

can insecurity. he balance of this chapter unfolds as follows. First, I place 

the debate about primacy and empire in historical context and examine the 

intellectual foundations of current American strategy. Second, I show why the 

pursuit of primacy is a counterproductive—even dangerous—strategy for the 

United States. hird, I examine the imperial dimension of American strategy, 

especially the push for regime change and democratic transformation abroad. 

Here, I focus on the Iraq war, because this reckless adventure was all but man-

dated by the logic of the strategy of primacy and empire.

Before and ater 9/11: he Historical Backdrop to 

the Strategy of Primacy and Empire

9/11: What Did Not Change

It is oten said that 9/11 “changed everything” with respect to U.S. foreign 

policy. In the most fundamental sense, however, this is not true. From 1991 

to 9/11, the key debate about the United States’ role in the world was about 

American primacy. his remained true ater 9/11. he United States, of 

course, was catapulted into a position of primacy when its superpower rival, 

the Soviet Union, collapsed between 1989 and 1991. hat is, when the Cold 

War ended the United States was let standing (as U.S. policy-makers liked to 

put it) as the “sole remaining superpower” in the international system. With 

no actual or potential geopolitical—or ideological—rivals in sight, America 

enjoyed an historically unprecedented dominance in international politics. At 

the same time, the fact that the United States attained primacy as result of the 

Soviet Union’s downfall should not obscure the fact that from the early 1940s 

onwards, gaining geopolitical primacy was the overriding objective of U.S. 

grand strategy.6

American primacy has two distinct meanings. On the one hand, primacy 

describes an objective fact of international politics. he United States today 

is—as it has been for some iteen years—far and away the most powerful 

state in the international system. On the other hand, primacy is also a pol-

icy, because since the Cold War’s end America’s paramount grand strategic 

goal has been to maintain a irm grip on its preeminent international role. 

Although there has been widespread agreement among foreign policy analysts 

favoring the strategy of primacy, neoconservative foreign policy intellectuals 

have been its most articulate proponents. he writings of William Kristol and 

Robert Kagan are illustrative. hey argued that, having prevailed in the Cold 

War, “he United States enjoys strategic and ideological predominance. he 

irst objective of U.S. foreign policy should be to preserve and enhance that 

predominance by strengthening America’s security, supporting its friends, 
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advancing its interests, and standing up for its principles around the world.”7 

For them, in the Cold War’s atermath, “the appropriate goal of American for-

eign policy is to preserve [U.S.] hegemony as far into the future as possible.”8 

he proponents of primacy and empire like a “unipolar” world—as long as the 

United States is on top—and want to keep it that way. As one neoconservative 

intellectual puts it: “A unipolar world is ine, if America is the uni.”9

he lip side of this belief that a unipolar world dominated by the United 

States is the best of all possible worlds is the corresponding belief that a multi-

polar world—that is, an international system composed of three or more great 

powers—is the worst of all possible worlds. According to neoconservative 

pundit Charles Krauthammer, multipolarity is not only “inherently luid and 

unpredictable,” but also “unstable and bloody.”10 he way to prevent multipo-

lar instability, it has been claimed, is to maintain U.S. primacy. As Kristol and 

Kagan put it, “American hegemony is the only reliable defense of peace and 

international order.”11 Similarly, Zalmay Khalilzad—a senior Pentagon oicial 

in the Bush I administration, who has served as ambassador both to Afghani-

stan and Iraq during the Bush II administration—argued that “U.S. leadership 

[i.e., continued American primacy] would be more conducive to global stabil-

ity than a bipolar or a multipolar balance of power system.”12 Consequently, 

it was said, to preserve its primacy and avoid a reversion to multipolarity, the 

United States should use its hard power to prevent the emergence of new great 

powers (“peer competitors”). As Kagan and Kristol put it, “In Europe, in Asia, 

and the Middle East, the message we should be sending to potential foes is: 

‘Don’t even think about it.’”13 he primacist vision of American grand strategy 

has been adopted by all three post–Cold War administrations.

he oicial U.S. position on the prospect of a post–Cold War multipolar 

system was set forth clearly in the Regional Defense Strategy, which was pre-

pared by the Pentagon during the Bush I administration: “It is not in our inter-

est…to return to earlier periods in which multiple military powers balanced 

one against another in what passed for security structures, while regional, or 

even global peace hung in the balance.”14 his stance was reiterated during the 

Bush II administration by Condoleezza Rice, who found it “troubling” that 

“some have spoken admiringly—even nostalgically—of ‘multipolarity,’ as if it 

were a good thing, to be desired for its own sake.” She made it clear that from 

Washington’s standpoint, multipolarity is not a good thing at all.15 U.S. hos-

tility to multipolarity was underscored in the Bush II administration’s 2002 

National Security Strategy, which declared that the United States is “atten-

tive to the possible renewal of old patterns of great power competition.”16 For 

the Bush I, Clinton, and Bush II administrations, the antidote to multipolar 

“instability” has been U.S. primacy.

his irst was made clear during the Bush I administration. he administra-

tion’s drat Defense Planning Guidance (DPG) for iscal years 1994–1999—which 

was written under the supervision of the neoconservative Paul Wolfowitz, then 
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serving as a senior Pentagon oicial—was leaked to the New York Times.17 he 

DPG made clear that the objective of U.S. grand strategy henceforth would 

be to maintain America’s preponderance by preventing the emergence of new 

great power rivals, stating that “we must maintain the mechanisms for deter-

ring potential competitors from even aspiring to a larger regional or global role.”18 

he Clinton administration embraced the strategy of primacy, as has the Bush 

II administration, which, in its 2002 National Security Strategy declared that 

the aim of U.S. strategy is to prevent a would-be peer competitor from “sur-

passing, or even equaling the power of the United States.”19

9/11: What Did Change

he strategy of primacy was in place well before 9/11, and it remains so. In 

this respect, U.S. policy was not changed by 9/11. But 9/11 did change Ameri-

can grand strategy in one important respect: it gave rise to voices calling for 

the muscular assertion of U.S. power to create a new American Empire. Yet, 

in saying this, care must be exercised. Although the question of whether the 

United States should be an empire has been contested at least since the Span-

ish–American War (1898), it is undeniable that America has been an empire 

for a long time. Similarly, although the proponents of a new American Empire 

have called for regime change and the promotion of democracy abroad, this 

too is hardly a new departure in U.S. foreign policy. hese have been key fea-

tures of American policy since Woodrow Wilson’s time. More recently, the 

“enlargement” of democracy was the centerpiece of the Clinton administra-

tion’s grand strategy. Moreover, President Bill Clinton himself, as well as other 

key administration oicials, made it clear that the United States had the right 

to intervene in the domestic afairs of nondemocratic states. As President 

Clinton declared in April 1993:

During the Cold War our foreign policies largely focused on relations 

among nations. Our strategies sought a balance of power to keep the 

peace. Today, our policies must also focus on relations within nations, on 

a nation’s form of governance, on its economic structure, on its ethnic tol-

erance. hese are of concern to us, for they shape how these nations treat 

their neighbors as well as their own people and whether they are reliable 

when they give their word.20

And, well before President George W. Bush proclaimed that America’s demo-

cratic values are “universal,” President Clinton said the same thing—specii-

cally, that those values are a “universal aspiration.”21

Notwithstanding these continuities in U.S. policy, 9/11 did change some 

things. First, it brought about a dramatic change in the tone of the Bush II 

administration’s foreign policy. It is easy to forget that during the 2000 presi-

dential campaign, candidate George W. Bush intimated that he understood 

that the strategy of primacy could boomerang against the United States. He 
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said that, if elected, under his administration the United States would be 

guided by “realism,” act on the world stage with “humility,” renounce the Wil-

sonian idealism of the Clinton administration (and, although he, of course, 

did not say so, also of the Bush I administration), and forego “nation-build-

ing” abroad. Ater 9/11, of course, the Bush II administration embraced both 

the substance and the rhetoric of primacy and empire—indeed, compared to 

the Bush I and Clinton administrations, the Bush II administration approach 

was primacy and empire on stimulants.

he jarring contrast between George W. Bush’s foreign policy stance dur-

ing the 2000 election and its post-9/11 rhetoric and policies raises an inter-

esting question: Did Bush’s statements as a candidate sincerely relect his 

foreign policy preferences? Put another way, but for 9/11 would the Bush II 

administration have renounced the strategy of primacy? Almost certainly 

not. he Bush II administration brought to power a number of policy-makers 

who either were “neoconservatives” or were strongly inluenced in their for-

eign policy views by the arguments that have been advanced beginning in 

the 1990s by neoconservative intellectuals, including Weekly Standard edi-

tor William Kristol, Robert Kagan, Max Boot, Charles Krauthammer, Ben 

Wattenberg, and the British historian (and now Harvard professor) Niall 

Ferguson. Foremost among these administration oicials were Vice President 

Dick Cheney, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, senior Defense Depart-

ment oicials Paul Wolfowitz and Douglas Feith, Richard Perle, presidential 

speechwriter David Frum, and Cheney’s former national security adviser, I. 

Lewis (“Scooter”) Libby.

hese oicials came to oice with an expansive view of America’s interests 

in the world. As James Mann has observed, their “vision was that of an unchal-

lengeable America, a United States whose military power was so awesome 

that it no longer needed to make compromises or accommodations (unless it 

chose to do so) with any other nation or groups of countries.”22 Indeed, even 

before 9/11 there were signs—its hard-line stance with respect to China and 

North Korea, its decision to build a national missile defense system despite 

the qualms of the NATO allies, and its skepticism toward international trea-

ties—that the administration would prefer primacy to “humility.” For the 

administration’s primacists, 9/11 was an almost providential event that gave 

them a green light to follow the policy course—a highly militarized and con-

frontational strategy of primacy—that they would have wished to pursue in 

any event, but for which they might otherwise have lacked public and congres-

sional support—especially applying the strategy of empire to gain dominance 

in the Middle East.

It is here, perhaps, that the events of 9/11 most obviously changed American 

grand strategy. 9/11 accelerated the morphing of the post–Cold War debate 

about American primacy into a debate about American empire. Of course, 

although the notion of an American Empire is nothing new, most Americans 
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undoubtedly believe that the United States is not—and never has been—an 

empire. Ater all, one of the irst history lessons Americans learn is that the 

United States gained independence by rebelling against Britain’s imperial 

rule. And, at least since Woodrow Wilson’s time, the United States has pre-

sented itself to the world as an opponent of (European) imperialism and a 

champion of anticolonialism. And, of course, U.S. policy-makers routinely 

deny that America harbors imperial ambitions. As President George W. Bush 

declared in his January 2004 State of the Union address, “We have no desire to 

dominate, no ambitions of empire.”23 hese denials resonate with Americans, 

who tend to think that empire involves land-grabbing and lag-planting in 

overseas territories.

he truth, however, is diferent. From its inception, the United States has 

been a nation driven by imperial ambitions and a corresponding sense of 

national mission. As Richard Van Alstyne has noted, the Founding Fathers 

believed that the United States was a “rising empire”; that is, a nation “that 

would expand in population and territory, and increase in strength and terri-

tory.”24 Until the War Between the States, America’s territorial expansion was 

conined to the North American continent and did not take place overseas, 

which may explain why Americans tend not to think of this period of U.S. 

history as an age of American imperialism. his expansion was both ruthless 

and aggressive and came at the expense of the European great powers that 

had North American interests (Britain, France, Spain), of Mexico (in the war 

of conquest initiated by the United States in 1846), and, of course, the native 

American Indians who had the misfortune to ind themselves in the way as 

the United States fulilled its “Manifest Destiny” by expanding all the way to 

the Paciic Ocean from its original enclave on the Atlantic seaboard.

For sure, it is commonplace to believe that empires are based on the con-

quest and direct rule of overseas lands—literally planting the lag on foreign 

soil. Following the Spanish–American War, of course, the United States did 

lirt briely with this traditional form of imperialism, when it acquired the 

Philippines and Puerto Rico, and (at about the same time) annexed Hawaii. 

However, for the modern American Empire, the acquisition of colonies has 

been the exception, not the rule. his kind of formal imperialism is not the 

only way a powerful state can establish an empire abroad. A great power also 

can establish an informal empire by using its military and economic mus-

cle—and its culture and ideology (what foreign policy analysts frequently call 

“sot power”)—to install and maintain compliant, friendly regimes in foreign 

territories. By ruling indirectly through local elites, an imperial power can 

forego the burdens of direct colonial rule. he American Empire since 1900 

has followed this path. Speciically, American imperialism has taken the form 

of what Ronald Robinson and John Gallagher described as the “imperialism 

of free trade” and what William Appleman Williams called the “imperialism 

of idealism”—that is, by democracy promotion and regime change.
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he new—post–Cold War and post-9/11—American Empire traces its lin-

eage directly to the old American Empire of the twentieth century, the geo-

graphic core of which was western Europe and East Asia. But 9/11 did mark a 

change in the way policy-makers conceive of the American Empire. he new 

American Empire is distinguished from the old American Empire by its geo-

graphical focal point—the Middle East—and by its breathtaking ambition of 

transforming the Islamic world. As the invasion of Iraq demonstrated, it is 

an empire constructed on the marriage of raw military power and a militant 

ideology. In the early 1990s, neoconservative foreign policy thinkers began 

developing the concepts that would provide the intellectual framework for 

the new American Empire. First, the United States would have to deal with 

dangerous “rogue states” and ensure they did not acquire nuclear, chemical, 

or biological weapons (the so-called weapons of mass destruction; WMD). 

hese rogue states invariably did not share America’s democratic values, 

which, as the neoconservative architects of the American Empire viewed it, 

is precisely what made them rogue states. hus, second, the United States had 

both the right, and the obligation, to use its power “to shape the international 

environment to its own advantage” by “actively promoting American prin-

ciples and governance abroad—democracy, free markets, respect for liberty.”25 

he architects of the current American Empire made clear that U.S. strategy 

would seek to promote America’s interests and its values. Indeed, for them the 

two were identical, because as the neoconservative foreign policy intellectu-

als saw it, to be secure the United States would have to export liberal demo-

cratic principles. Well before the Bush II administration spoke of the “axis of 

evil,” or “outposts of tyranny,” neoconservative foreign policy thinkers had 

pinpointed exactly which states were in their geopolitical crosshairs and what 

the United States should do about them: “in the post–Cold War era a principal 

aim of American foreign policy should be to bring about a change of regime 

in hostile nations—in Baghdad and Belgrade, in Pyongyang and Beijing, and 

wherever tyrannical governments acquire the military power to threaten their 

neighbors, their allies, or the United States itself.”26

he foundations of America’s post-9/11 imperial Middle Eastern policy 

were in place well before the events of 9/11. In January 1998, for example, 

many of the neoconservative architects of the current American Empire wrote 

an open letter to President Bill Clinton arguing that “removing Saddam Hus-

sein and his regime from power…now needs to become the aim of American 

foreign policy.”27 Neoconservatives had a long track record of virulent, ideo-

logically tinged hostility to Islamic fundamentalism. Ater 9/11, their views 

came to the forefront of the U.S. foreign policy debate. Foreshadowing the 

Bush II administration’s crusade against “Islamofascism,” in November 2001 

Charles Krauthammer depicted the threat posed by al Qaeda as similar to 

that posed by Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union: “We have an enemy, radi-

cal Islam; it is a global opponent of worldwide reach, armed with an idea, and 
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with the tactics, weapons, and ruthlessness necessary to take on the world’s 

hegemon; and its defeat is our supreme national objective, as overriding a 

necessity as were the defeats of fascism and Soviet communism.”28 9/11, it was 

said, demonstrated that the United States was involved in “a new existential 

struggle, this time with an enemy even more fanatical, fatalistic and indeed 

undeterrable than in the past.”29

9/11 enabled the neoconservatives to translate their transformational, 

imperial aspirations for the Middle East into actual U.S. policy. As James 

Mann has pointed out, even before 9/11, the architects of the new American 

Empire had concluded that with the Cold War’s end, the United States no 

longer needed to tie its regional policies to authoritarian regimes like Saudi 

Arabia and those of the Gulf emirates.30 he region was, they believed, ripe 

for a democratic transformation. hat, or so they say, is the only way to “get 

to the root of the problem, which is the cauldron of political oppression, reli-

gious intolerance and social ruin in the Arab-Islamic world—oppression 

transmuted and delected by regimes with no legitimacy into the virulent, 

murderous anti-Americanism that exploded upon us on 9/11.”31 9/11 was both 

the catalyst, and the pretext, for the United States to put this policy into efect. 

Whether the United States could have pursued these ambitions of causing a 

democratic transformation in the Middle East prior to 9/11 is doubtful, but 

9/11 opened the door for the Bush II administration to attempt to incorporate 

the Middle East into the American Empire.

he Case against the American Empire

Preserving American Hegemony

American hegemony today is an objective fact, relecting the absence of other 

great powers (what U.S. strategists call “peer competitors”) and U.S. hard 

power. he Soviet Union’s collapse, of course, removed from the geopoliti-

cal equation the one state capable of acting as a counterweight to American 

power. No other state has stepped up to ill this geopolitical vacuum created 

by its downfall. Indeed, the sheer magnitude of U.S. power makes it diicult—

and possibly dangerous—for other states to emerge as countervailing power 

centers. Militarily, American power is awesome. he United States spends 

more on defense than the rest of the world combined. And U.S. superiority is 

qualitative, not just quantitative. Presently, no state can compare with the U.S. 

military skills in high-tech conventional warfare. he United States enjoys 

a commanding advantage in the use of stealth aircrat, precision-guided 

munitions, the integrated use of computer systems and reconnaissance and 

communications satellites, and long-range power projection capabilities. 

Moreover, the United States enjoys a commanding advantage in nuclear weap-

ons. Indeed, the United States has a irst-strike capability against China and 

may have a similar advantage over Russia. Economically, the story is the same. 
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he U.S. economy remains far and away the largest economy in the world (far 

ahead of number two Japan, and even farther ahead of fast-rising China).

Given this formidable—indeed, overwhelming—hard power, the obvious 

question is what is wrong with a strategy that seeks to preserve American 

primacy; that is, U.S. dominance of a unipolar world? Ater all, the strategy 

does have both an intuitive, and a logical, plausibility. Power is important in 

international politics, and the United States today has a lot of it. What could 

be better than being the only great power in a unipolar world? he obvious 

answer (the answer given by advocates of primacy) is “nothing could be bet-

ter,” and, hence, the United States should do everything it can to perpetuate 

its current geopolitical preeminence. Indeed, if the Duchess of Windsor had 

been an American strategist she doubtless would have said that the United 

States can never be too rich, too powerful, or too well armed. In the abstract, 

it is diicult to quarrel with this line of thinking. In the real world, however, 

the attempt to preserve American primacy is likely to backire against the 

United States.

he Fate of Hegemons: Why Other States Will “Balance” against American Primacy

he intellectual foundation for American primacy is what is known as “ofen-

sive realist” theory.32 his is one of several versions of the realist approach to 

international politics. Ofensive realism holds that the best strategy for a great 

power is to gain primacy because, if it can do so, it will not face any serious 

challenges to its security. here are two reasons why ofensive realists believe 

this to be true. First, if a great power successfully gains primacy, its over-

whelming power will dissuade others from challenging it. Second, primacy 

alleviates uncertainty about other states’ intentions and about the present and 

future distribution of power in the international system. As John Mearshimer 

puts it, in the dog-eat-dog world of great power politics, “states quickly under-

stand that the best way to ensure their survival is to be the most powerful state 

in the system.”33 Simply put, the grand strategy prescribed by ofensive realism 

is that a great power should grab all the power it can get. his certainly is what 

the United States has sought to do since the Cold War’s end.

At irst glance, the logic of ofensive realism appears to be compelling. How-

ever, when looked at closely, it leaves out some factors that have—or should 

have—a crucial role in grand strategic calculations. he most important of 

these is geography. Ofensive realist theory is based on the history of multipo-

lar European great power politics that ended only in 1945. On the Continent, 

multiple great powers contended for supremacy in a geographically compact 

area. Geopolitically speaking, Europe was a tough neighborhood where each 

of the major powers was always at risk of being attacked, and conquered, by 

its nearby rivals. Under these conditions, gaining primacy—what historian 

A.J.P. Taylor called “the mastery of Europe”—was the only way to break out 
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of the permanent state of insecurity and fear that characterized Continental 

power politics.

However, while ofensive realism explains the behavior of Continental pow-

ers, it does a poor job of accounting for the grand strategies of ofshore—or 

insular—great powers like Great Britain (during its imperial heyday) or—even 

more so—the United States since 1900. Britain and the United States have 

been shielded both by geography and their own considerable military capa-

bilities from invasion. Indeed, the United States has been—and is—the most 

secure great power in history. he reasons are well known. he United States 

has been blessed with weak neighbors on the North American continent and 

has been protected from hostile rivals by the vast expanse of the Atlantic and 

Paciic Oceans. he defensive impact of geography has been reinforced by 

U.S. naval and air power, and, ater, 1945, by its nuclear deterrent capabilities. 

Even ater 9/11, the United States is all but invulnerable to existential threats 

emanating from abroad. To put it another way, the logic of ofensive realism 

does not apply to the United States: the United States does not need to seek 

global primacy to gain security because it already is secure. Moreover, there 

is a compelling reason for the United States to forego the goal of maintaining 

its global primacy.

Counterpoised against ofensive realism is another variant of realist theory: 

balance of power realism. Balance of power theorists argue that in one way, 

at least, international politics is like physics: every action triggers a reaction. 

Speciically, when one great power becomes too powerful—that is, verges on, 

or gains, primacy—other great powers respond by “balancing” against it. hat 

is, they build up their military capabilities (internal balancing) and/or enter 

into alliances with other great powers (external balancing) to stop it. he rea-

son is simple: when one state becomes too powerful, it threatens other states’ 

security.

States are ever-vigilant when it comes to maintaining their security because 

they want to survive as independent players in international politics. Up to a 

point, therefore, it is a good thing for a state to be powerful. But when a state 

becomes too powerful, it frightens others; in self-defense, they seek to ofset 

and contain those great powers that aspire to primacy. And the ironclad les-

son of history is clear: states that bid for hegemony (primacy) invariably fail. 

As Henry A. Kissinger has said, “hegemonic empires almost automatically 

elicit universal resistance, which is why all such claimants have sooner or later 

exhausted themselves.”34 Indeed, the history of modern international politics 

is strewn with the geopolitical wreckage of states that bid unsuccesfully for 

primacy: he Hapsburg Empire under Charles V, France under Louis XIV and 

Napoleon, Victorian Britain, Germany under Hitler. By pursuing a strategy 

of primacy, the United States today risks the same fate that has befallen other 

great powers that have striven to dominate the international political system.
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Is American Primacy Diferent?

Despite the impressive historical evidence that the quest for primacy ends in 

ruin, the proponents of American primacy claim that the United States is an 

exception to the rule. Here, two arguments are commonly invoked. One is the 

assertion that the United States’ lead in hard power is so massive that no other 

state(s) can even aspire to catch up with the United States.35 he second claim 

is somewhat diferent: even if other states could emerge as peer competitors to 

the United States, they have no incentive actually to do so because they do not 

perceive American primacy as threatening. On the contrary, U.S. primacy is 

unique—or so it is said—because the United States is a “benevolent” hegemon. 

Both of these assertions contain just enough truth to be supericially plausible. 

However, when examined a bit more closely, neither of them provides an accu-

rate gauge of the future of American primacy.

Can the United States Be Caught? Up to a point, the primacists are correct. In 

terms of hard power, there is a yawning gap between the United States and the 

next-ranking powers. It will take some time before any other state emerges 

as a true “peer competitor” of the United States. Nevertheless, at some point 

within the next decade or two, new great power rivals to the United States 

will emerge. To put it slightly diferently, American primacy cannot be sus-

tained indeinitely. he relative power position of great powers is dynamic, 

not static, which means that at any point in time some states are gaining in 

relative power while others are losing it. hus, as Paul Kennedy has observed, 

no great power ever has been able “to remain permanently ahead of all others, 

because that would imply a freezing of the diferentiated pattern of growth 

rates, technological advance, and military developments which has existed 

since time immemorial.”36 Even the most ardent primacists know this to be 

true, which is why they concede that American primacy won’t last forever. 

Indeed, the leading primacists acknowledge, that—at best—the United States 

will not be able to hold onto its primacy much beyond 2030. here are indi-

cations, however, that American primacy could end much sooner than that. 

Already there is evidence suggesting that new great powers are in the process 

of emerging. his is what the current debate in the United States about the 

implications of China’s rise is all about. But China isn’t the only factor in play, 

and transition from U.S. primacy to multipolarity may be much closer than 

primacists want to admit. For example, in its survey of likely international 

developments up until 2020, the CIA’s National Intelligence Council’s report 

Mapping the Global Future notes:

he likely emergence of China and India as new major global play-

ers—similar to the rise of Germany in the 19th century and the United 

States in the early 20th century—will transform the geopolitical land-

scape, with impacts potentially as dramatic as those of the previous two 
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centuries. In the same way that commentators refer to the 1900s as the 

American Century, the early 21st century may be seen as the time when 

some in the developing world led by China and India came into their 

own.37

In a similar vein, a recent study by the CIA’s Strategic Assessment Group 

projects that by 2020 both China (which Mapping the Global Future pegs as 

“by any measure a irst-rate military power” around 2020) and the European 

Union will come close to matching the United States in terms of their respec-

tive shares of world power.38 For sure, there are always potential pitfalls in pro-

jecting current trends several decades into the future (not least is that it is not 

easy to convert economic power into efective military power). But if the ongo-

ing shit in the distribution of relative power continues, new poles of power in 

the international system are likely to emerge during the next decade or two. 

he real issue is not if American primacy will end, but how soon it will end.

Is America a Benevolent Hegemon? he second leg of the argument that U.S. 

primacy is an exception to the rule rests on three closely related claims. First, 

other states—at least those that are not rogue states, “outposts of tyranny,” or 

part of the “axis of evil”—will not resist American primacy because U.S. power 

does not threaten them. Second, many other states do not fear American power 

because they share liberal democratic values with the United States. hird, 

others’ fears of U.S. power are assuaged because the United States acts altru-

istically and does good things for the international system. Indeed, because 

other states beneit in many ways from American primacy, they supposedly 

regard the United States not as a threat, but as a positive factor in international 

politics. As Michael Mandelbaum puts it, the United States may be Goliath in 

international politics, “but it is a benign one.”39 He goes on to argue:

he United States does not endanger other countries, nor does it invari-

ably act without regard to the interests and wishes of others. Second, far 

from menacing the world, the United States plays a uniquely positive 

global role. he governments of most other countries understand that, 

although they have powerful reasons not to say so explicitly.40

his argument cannot simply be dismissed out of hand.

American primacy does beneit the world in some ways. Scholars of inter-

national political economy have devised an explanation—“hegemonic stabil-

ity theory”—to show just why this is so. Like Britain during the period from 

1814 to 1914, American military and economic power provides the framework 

for an open, economically interdependent—in today’s catchword, “global-

ized”—international economy. he U.S. dollar is the international economy’s 

“reserve currency,” which serves as the medium of exchange and thus lubricates 

international trade and investment. hrough the huge outlow of dollars—a 
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combined efect of the U.S. merchandise trade deicit, overseas investments 

by American irms, and foreign aid and military expenditures overseas—the 

United States provides the international economy with liquidity. he United 

States—generally acting through institutions that it controls like the Interna-

tional Monetary Fund (IMF)—also is the international economy’s “lender of 

last resort.” American largess—typically in the form of low-interest loans by 

the IMF—is what keeps tottering economies in East Asia, Mexico, and Latin 

America from going belly-up. Finally, the United States is the world’s mar-

ket, or consumer, of last resort. Americans’ seemingly insatiable demand for 

overseas products—cars, electronics, computers, apparel—drives the growth 

of overseas economies like those of China, India, South Korea, and Latin 

America. he boundless appetite of U.S. consumers for foreign goods is the 

locomotive force for global economic growth.

Other countries also beneit from American military power. Wars are bad 

for business, and the U.S. military presence abroad supposedly “reassures” East 

Asia and Europe that these regions will remain stable and peaceful, thereby 

contributing to economic conidence. As Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld 

put it, other states “think of the value [U.S.-provided] security provides the 

world, and the fact that all of the economic activity that takes place is stunted 

and frightened by instability and fear….”41 Moreover, the U.S. military pro-

tects the “global commons” of air, sea, and space—the avenues through which 

information is transmitted, and through which goods and people low from 

nation to nation. Most important, because many states abroad live in danger-

ous neighborhoods, the forward deployment of U.S. military forces protects 

them from troublemakers that live nearby. Moreover, because American mili-

tary power supposedly is “of-shore,” the United States does not threaten the 

security of other states. As Stephen Walt puts it, “he United States is by far 

the world’s most powerful state, but it does not pose a signiicant threat to the 

vital interests of the major powers.”42

According to primacists, far from being apprehensive about American hard 

power and balancing against the United States, other states eagerly seek to 

shelter under the protective umbrella that American primacy provides. Con-

sequently, in Europe, the United States ensures Russia and east central Europe 

that they will not be menaced by resurgent Germany while simultaneously 

protecting east central Europe from a revived Russian threat. In East Asia, the 

situation is similar. here, American military power shields Japan and Tai-

wan from China, and South Korea from North Korea. In the Middle East, the 

U.S. military commitment protects Saudi Arabia and the oil-producing Gulf 

emirates—and Israel—from Iran (just as it protected them before March 2003 

from Saddam Hussein’s Iraq). According to the proponents of the American 

primacy, by maintaining order in these regions, the United States keeps a lid 

on long-simmering historical animosities, precludes national rivalries from 

resurfacing and forestalls destabilizing arms races—and possibly major war.
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A inal reason that others supposedly regard American primacy as “benev-

olent” is because the United States is a liberal hegemon. As such, it is said, 

America’s “sot power”—its ideals, political institutions, and culture—draws 

other states into Washington’s orbit. As Harvard professor Joseph S. Nye Jr., 

asserts, because of America’s sot power “others do not see us as a threat, but 

rather as an attraction.”43 In a similar vein, G. John Ikenberry and Charles 

Kupchan have argued that the liberal democratic nature of America’s domes-

tic political system legitimates U.S. primacy and simultaneously reassures 

others that the United States will exercise its power with restraint.44 As one 

neoconservative commentator has put it, the rest of the world accepts Ameri-

can primacy because they “know that they have little to fear or distrust from 

a righteous state.”45 his belief routinely is echoed in oicial pronouncements, 

such as a Pentagon policy statement that declared: “Our fundamental belief 

in democracy and human rights gives other nations conidence that our sig-

niicant military power threatens no one’s aspirations for peaceful democratic 

progress.”46 All in all, the liberal nature of American primacy supposedly 

reinforces the conidence of other states that—its vast power notwithstand-

ing—the United States is not a threat because, as G. John Ikenberry puts it, it 

“is a mature, status quo power that pursues a restrained and accommodating 

grand strategy.”47

he truth, however, is that the United States is not at all a status quo power. 

Now, for sure, the American primacists are content with the prevailing uni-

polar status quo. hat is, they want the make sure that the United States 

retains its role as the sole superpower. But in a more fundamental sense, the 

United States is the antithesis of a status quo power. Rather, it is an expan-

sionist power that constantly is attempting to add to its lead in relative power 

vis-à-vis potential rivals; extend the territorial reach of its military power (for 

example, by acquiring new bases in Central Asia); and enlarge its inluence 

ideologically by spreading “democracy” worldwide. Indeed, the whole debate 

about the new American Empire underscores the expansionist impulses driv-

ing U.S. grand strategy today. If any doubt existed on this point, the American 

invasion of Iraq in March 2003 dispelled it. Around the world, Iraq removed 

the veil of American “benevolence” and revealed to the rest of the world the 

aggrandizing and self-interested nature of U.S. grand strategy.

he claim that others regard American primacy as benevolent because of 

U.S. sot power and shared values is similarly dubious. And again, Iraq played 

an important role in exploding this myth. Beginning with the run-up to the 

invasion of Iraq to the present, one public opinion survey ater another has 

revealed that a vast “values gap” exists between the United States and the rest 

of the world. Tellingly, this gap exists not just between the United States and 

East Asia and the Middle East, but between the United States and Europe. One 

would think that if there is any part of the world where shared values really 

do cause others to view American primacy as benevolent, Europe would be 
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the place. Yet, a September 2004 poll of eight thousand respondents on both 

sides of the Atlantic found that 83 percent of Americans, and 79 percent of 

Europeans, agreed that Europe and the United States have diferent social and 

cultural values.48 On a host of issues—including the death penalty, the role 

of religion in everyday life, and attitudes toward the role of international law 

and institutions—Europeans and Americans hold divergent views, not com-

mon ones. he Iraq war has exposed the huge gulf in values that gradually is 

causing the United States and Europe to drit apart—in large measure because 

Europe regards the United States as being a geopolitical rogue elephant, rather 

than as a “benevolent hegemon.” he problem with rogue elephants, of course, 

is that when they are on the loose anyone nearby is at risk of being trampled. 

his is why other states are uneasy about American primacy.

For sure, many states do beneit both economically and in terms of security 

from American primacy. And it also is true that not all other states will feel 

threatened by U.S. hard power. Eventually, however, some of the other states 

in the international political system are going to believe that they are men-

aced by American primacy. For example, far from being “of-shore” as the 

primacists claim, U.S. power is very much on shore—or lurking just beyond 

the coastline—and very much in the faces of China, Russia, and the Islamic 

world. And, in this sense, international politics is not a lot diferent than bas-

ketball: players who push others around and get in their faces are likely to be 

the targets of a self-defensive punch in the nose.

Doubtless, American primacy has its dimension of benevolence, but a state 

as powerful as the United States can never be benevolent enough to ofset the 

fear that other states have of its unchecked power. In international politics, 

benevolent hegemons are like unicorns—there is no such animal. Hegemons 

love themselves, but others mistrust and fear them—and for good reason. In 

today’s world, others dread both the overconcentration of geopolitical weight 

in America’s favor and the purposes for which it may be used. Ater all, “No 

great power has a monopoly on virtue and, although some may have a great 

deal more virtue than others, virtue imposed on others is not seen as such by 

them. All great powers are capable of exercising a measure of self-restraint, but 

they are tempted not to and the choice to practice restraint is made easier by the 

existence of countervailing power and the possibility of it being exercised.”49 

While Washington’s self-proclaimed benevolence is inherently ephemeral, the 

hard ist of American power is tangible. Others must worry constantly that if 

U.S. intentions change, bad things may happen to them. In a one-superpower 

world, the overconcentration of power in America’s hands is an omnipresent 

challenge to other states’ security, and Washington’s ability to reassure others 

of its benevolence is limited by the very enormity of its power.
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American Hegemony: 9/11 and Beyond

Contrary to what its proponents claim, in at least three respects, primacy 

causes insecurity for the United States. First, even before 9/11 and the inva-

sion of Iraq, the heavy hand of U.S. primacy pressed down on the Middle 

East, as the United States sought to establish political, military, and cultural 

ascendancy in the region. Terrorist groups like al Qaeda are a form of blow-

back against long-standing U.S. policies in the Middle East and the Persian 

Gulf—including American support for authoritarian regimes in the region, 

and uncritical support for Israel in its conlict with the Palestinians. America’s 

current strategy of primacy and empire also means that the United States is on 

a collision course with China and Iran. In both cases, the logic of U.S. strategy 

suggests that preventive and preemptive options are on the table to thwart the 

rise of a prospective peer competitor (China) and a regional rival (Iran). Ten-

sions with China and Iran also are being fueled by the liberal—Wilsonian—

thrust of American strategy that challenges the legitimacy of nondemocratic 

regimes while aggressively aiming at the promotion of democracy abroad.

Terrorism: When Over here Becomes Over Here 9/11 was not a random act of 

violence visited upon the United States. he United States was the target of al 

Qaeda’s terrorist strikes because that group harbored speciic political griev-

ances against the United States. If we step back for a moment from our horror 

and revulsion at the events of September 11, we can see that the attack was 

in keeping with the Clausewitzian paradigm of war: force was used against 

the United States by its adversaries to advance their political objectives. As 

Michael Scheurer, who headed the CIA analytical team monitoring Osama 

bin Laden and al Qaeda, put it, “In the context of ideas bin Laden shares with 

his brethren, the military actions of al Qaeda and its allies are acts of war, not 

terrorism…meant to advance bin Laden’s clear, focused, limited, and widely 

popular foreign policy goals….”50 Terrorism, Bruce Hofman says, is “about 

power: the pursuit of power, the acquisition of power, and use of power to 

achieve political change.”51 As Clausewitz himself observed, “war is not an 

act of senseless passion but is controlled by its political object.”52 Terrorism 

really is a form of asymmetric warfare waged against the United States by 

groups that lack the military wherewithal to slug it out with the United States 

toe-to-toe. 9/11 was a violent counterreaction to America’s geopolitical—and 

cultural—primacy. As Richard K. Betts presciently observed in a 1998 For-

eign Afairs article, “It is hardly likely that Middle Eastern radicals would be 

hatching schemes like the destruction of the World Trade Center if the United 

States had not been identiied so long as the mainstay of Israel, the shah of 

Iran, and conservative Arab regimes and the source of a cultural assault on 

Islam.”53 U.S. primacy fuels terrorist groups like al Qaeda and fans Islamic 

fundamentalism, which is a form of “blowback” against America’s preponder-

ance and its world role.54 As long as the United States uses its global primacy 
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to impose its imperial sway on regions like the Persian Gulf, it will be the 

target of politically motivated terrorist groups like al Qaeda.

Ater 9/11, many foreign policy analysts and pundits asked the question, 

“Why do they hate us?” his question missed the key point, however. No 

doubt, there are Islamic fundamentalists who do “hate” the United States for 

cultural, religious, and ideological reasons. And, for sure, notwithstanding 

American neoconservatives’ obvious relish for making it so, to some extent 

the War on Terrorism inescapably has overtones of a “clash of civilizations.” 

Still, this isn’t—and should not be allowed to become—a replay of the Cru-

sades. As Scheuer says, “one of the greatest dangers for Americans in deciding 

how to confront the Islamist threat lies in continuing to believe—at the urging 

of senior U.S. leaders—that Muslims hate and attack us for what we are and 

think, rather than for what we do.”55 he United States may be greatly reviled 

in some quarters of the Islamic world, but were the United States not so inti-

mately involved in the afairs of the Middle East, it’s hardly likely that this 

detestation would have manifested itself as violently as it did on 9/11.

Experts on terrorism understand the political motives that drive the actions 

of groups like al Qaeda. In his important recent study of suicide terrorists, Rob-

ert A. Pape found that what “nearly all suicide terrorist attacks have in com-

mon is a speciic secular and strategic goal: to compel modern democracies to 

withdraw military forces from territory that the terrorists consider to be their 

homeland.”56 Pape found that “even al Qaeda its this pattern: although Saudi 

Arabia is not under American military occupation per se, a principal objective 

of Osama bin Laden is the expulsion of American troops from the Persian 

Gulf and the reduction of Washington’s power in the region.”57 his inding is 

seconded by Scheuer, who describes bin Laden’s objectives as: “the end of U.S. 

aid to Israel and the ultimate elimination of that state; the removal of U.S. and 

Western forces from the Arabian Peninsula; the removal of U.S. and Western 

military forces from Iraq, Afghanistan, and other Muslim lands; the end of 

U.S. support for oppression of Muslims by Russia, China, and India; the end 

of U.S. protection for repressive, apostate Muslim regimes in Saudi Arabia, 

Kuwait, Egypt, Jordan, et cetera; and the conservation of the Muslim world’s 

energy resources and their sale at higher prices.”58 Simply put, it is American 

primacy, and the policies that low from it, that have made the United States a 

lightning rod for Islamic anger.

he Coming Clash with China Almost from the moment the Soviet Union col-

lapsed, American oicials have worried about the strategic implications of 

China’s rise. U.S. policy toward China during the last three administrations 

has been complex. All three post–Cold War administrations have made clear 

that they are not prepared to countenance China’s emergence as a peer com-

petitor. he United States, however, is willing to give China the opportunity to 

integrate itself into the American-led international order—on Washington’s 
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terms. hus, the United States encourages China to become a “responsible 

member of the international community.”59 “Responsibility,” however, is 

deined as Beijing’s willingness to accept Washington’s vision of a stable inter-

national order.60 Speciically, “responsibility” means that Beijing “adjusts to 

the international rules developed over the last century”; in particular, to the 

international security and economic frameworks that were created following 

World War II by a dominant United States.61 “Responsibility,” as President 

Bush reiterated in his November 2005 speech in Kyoto, also means China’s 

domestic political liberalization and its development as a free market econ-

omy irmly anchored to the international economy.62 As the Bush II admin-

istration’s 2002 National Security Strategy declares, “America will encourage 

the advancement of democracy and economic openness” in China “because 

these are the best foundations for domestic stability and international order.” 

As Deputy Secretary of State Robert B. Zoellick underscored, “closed politics 

cannot be a permanent feature of Chinese society.”63 If anything, the Bush 

II administration’s 2006 National Security Strategy suggests that the United 

States’ insistence on China’s democratization has hardened. As that document 

states:

he United States encourages China to continue down the road of 

reform and openness, because in this way China’s leaders can meet the 

legitimate needs and aspirations of the Chinese people for liberty, sta-

bility, and prosperity. As economic growth continues, China will face a 

growing demand from its own people to follow the political path of East 

Asia’s modern democracy, adding political freedom to economic free-

dom. Continuing along this path will contribute to regional and inter-

national security….Only by allowing the Chinese people to enjoy these 

basic freedoms and universal rights can China honor its own constitu-

tion and international commitments and reach its full potential. Our 

strategy seeks to encourage China to make the right strategic choices for 

its people, while we hedge against other possibilities.64

In essence, then, American grand strategy requires China to accept U.S. pri-

macy, and the ideology that underpins it—which means trouble ahead in 

Sino–American relations.

Although “the United States welcomes a conident, peaceful, and pros-

perous China that appreciates that its growth and development depends on 

constructive connections with the rest of the world,” the United States is not 

willing to countenance a China that emerges as a great power rival and chal-

lenges American primacy.65 Unsurprisingly, U.S. grand strategy under both 

the Bush II and Clinton administrations has aimed at holding down China. 

While acknowledging that China is a regional power, both the Clinton and 

Bush II administrations have been unwilling to concede that China either is, 

or legitimately can aspire to be, a world-class great power.66 Enjoining China 
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against challenging the United States militarily, the Bush II administration’s 

2002 National Security Strategy warns Beijing that “In pursuing advanced 

military capabilities that can threaten its neighbors in the Asia-Paciic region, 

China is following an outdated path that, in the end, will hamper its own 

pursuit of national greatness. In time, China will ind that social and politi-

cal freedom is the only source of that greatness.”67 Washington rejects the 

notion that China has any justiiable basis for regarding the American mili-

tary presence in East Asia as threatening to its interests.68 Defense Secretary 

Donald Rumsfeld recently reiterated this point when he suggested that any 

moves by China to enhance its military capabilities are, ipso facto, a signal of 

aggressive Chinese intent. According to Rumsfeld, China’s military modern-

ization cannot possibly be defensive because “no nation threatens China”—a 

view restated in the Bush II administration’s report, he Military Power of the 

People’s Republic of China.69 In the Pentagon’s view, “China’s military mod-

ernization remains ambitious” and in coming years “China’s leaders may be 

tempted to resort to force or coercion more quickly to press diplomatic advan-

tage, advance security interests, or resolve disputes.”70

he Bush II administration has not entirely abandoned engagement with 

Beijing, but—more openly than the Bush I and Clinton administrations—it 

has embraced containment of China as an alternative to engagement. Given 

the inluence of neoconservative foreign policy intellectuals on the admin-

istration’s grand strategy, this is unsurprising. Ater all, during the 1990s, 

leading neoconservatives were part of the so-called Blue Team of anti-China 

hardliners in the foreign policy community.71 Containment is a strategy that 

emphasizes using the traditional hard power tools of statecrat to prevent Chi-

na’s great power emergence and maintain American primacy.72 he heart of 

containment, however, lies in military power and alliance diplomacy.

What, speciically, do primacists mean when they call for China’s contain-

ment? First, they want the United States to pledge explicitly to defend Taiwan 

from Chinese attack and also to help Taiwan build up its own military capa-

bilities. Primacists believe that the United States should not back away from 

confronting China over Taiwan and, indeed, they would like the United States 

to provoke such a showdown. hey also want the United States to emulate its 

anti-Soviet Cold War strategy by assembling a powerful alliance of states that 

share a common interest in curbing rising Chinese power. As part of such a 

strategy, the United States should tighten its security relationship with Japan 

and invest it with an overtly anti-Chinese mission. Needless to say, primacists 

are determined that the United States maintain its conventional and nuclear 

military superiority over China. Indeed, with respect to nuclear weapons, as 

Keir Lieber and Daryl Press have pointed out in an important Foreign Afairs 

article, the United States currently has an overwhelming nuclear irst-strike 

capability against China, which will be augmented by the national ballistic 

missile defense system that the United States currently is deploying. Even if 
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Beijing switches its military modernization priorities from its current conven-

tional defense buildup to the enhancement of its strategic nuclear deterrent, 

it will take some time before China could ofset the irst-strike capability that 

the United States possesses.

Advocates of containment hope that the various measures encompassed by 

this strategy will halt China’s rise and preserve American primacy.73 However, 

as one leading proponent of containment argues, if these steps fail to stop 

China’s great power emergence, “the United States should consider harsher 

measures.”74 hat is, before its current military advantage over China is nar-

rowed, the United States should launch a preventive war to forestall China’s 

emergence as a peer competitor. Of course, in the abstract, preventive war 

always has been an option in great powers’ strategic playbooks—typically as a 

strategy that declining great powers employ against rising challengers. How-

ever, it also is a strategy that also can appeal to a dominant power that still is 

on top of its game and is determined to squelch potential challengers before 

they become actual threats.

In fact, preventive war (along with preemptive military strikes) is the grand 

strategic approach of the Bush II administration, as set out in its 2002 National 

Security Strategy (and reairmed by the administration in its 2006 National 

Security Strategy), and in policy statements by senior administration oicials 

(including President George W. Bush himself). here is nothing in the logic of 

the administration’s grand strategy doctrines of preventive war and preemp-

tive action that suggests that it is applicable only to terrorist groups like al 

Qaeda and so-called rouge states (like Iran and North Korea). If anything, 

preventive strategies should be most appealing with respect to potential rivals 

like China—those who could become peer competitors of the United States. 

Here, the pramacists’ ixation on defending Taiwan suggests that an Ameri-

can commitment to that island’s defense is valued most because it could aford 

Washington a possible pretext to take on China in a preventive war.

To be sure, the United States should not ignore the potential strategic rami-

ications of China’s arrival on the world stage as a great power. Ater all, the 

lesson of history is that the emergence of new great powers in the international 

system leads to conlict, not peace. On this score, the notion—propagated by 

Beijing—that China’s will be a “peaceful rise” is just as fanciful as claims by 

American policy-makers that China has no need to build up its military capa-

bilities because it is unthreatened by any other state. Still, this does not mean 

that the United States and China inevitably are on a collision course that will 

culminate in the next decade or two in a war. Whether Washington and Bei-

jing actually come to blows, however, depends largely on what strategy the 

United States chooses to adopt toward China, because the United States has 

the “last clear chance” to adopt a grand strategy that will serve its interests 

in balancing Chinese power without running the risk of an armed clash with 
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Beijing. If the United States continues to aim at upholding its current primacy, 

however, Sino–American conlict is virtually certain.

here are three elements of current U.S. grand strategy toward China that 

needed to be reconsidered. he irst two are the linked issues of trade and 

domestic liberalization. Trade is an issue where just about everyone involved in 

the current debate about America’s China policy has gotten it wrong. Engage-

ment—based on economic interdependence and free trade—neither will 

constrain China to behave “responsibly” nor lead to an evolutionary transfor-

mation of China’s domestic system (certainly not in any policy-relevant time 

span). Unfettered free trade simply will accelerate the pace of China’s great 

power emergence: the more China becomes linked to the global economy, the 

more rapidly it is able to grow in both absolute and relative economic power. 

To be sure, short of preventive war, there is nothing the United States can do to 

prevent China from eventually emerging as a great power. hus, there would 

be no point in simply ceasing economic relations with China. But the United 

States must be careful about how—and why—it trades with Beijing.

American trade with China should be driven by strategic, not market, con-

siderations. If Washington cannot prevent China’s rise to great power status, it 

nonetheless does have some control over the pace of China’s great power emer-

gence. A U.S. trade policy that helps accelerate this process is shortsighted 

and contrary to America’s strategic interests. he United States must reduce 

China’s export surplus to deprive it of hard-currency reserves that Beijing uses 

to import high technology and to invest in building up its economic and tech-

nological infrastructure (which, in turn, contributes to the modernization of 

China’s military). Washington also should tightly regulate the direct outlow 

of critical advanced technology from the United States to China in the form of 

licensing, ofset, or joint venture agreements. Individual American corpora-

tions may have an interest in penetrating the Chinese market, but there is no 

national interest, for example, in permitting U.S. irms to facilitate China’s 

development of an advanced aerospace industry.

On the other hand, those U.S. hard-liners who want to use Sino–Ameri-

can trade as a bludgeon to compel Beijing to accept America’s demands with 

respect to human rights and democratization also have gotten it wrong: while 

American leverage is too limited to have any signiicant positive efects, Wash-

ington’s attempts to transform China domestically inlame Sino–American 

relations. America’s values are not universally accepted as a model to emulate, 

least of all by China. Washington’s attempts to “export” democracy to China 

are especially shortsighted and dangerous and have sharpened Sino–Ameri-

can tensions—and strengthened Beijing’s resolve to resist U.S. primacy.

Finally, Taiwan is a powder-keg issue in Sino–American relations. China 

remains committed to national reuniication, yet Taiwan is moving percepti-

bly toward independence. Almost certainly, Beijing would regard a Taiwan-

ese declaration of independence as a casus belli. It is unclear how the United 
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States would respond to a China–Taiwan conlict, although President George 

W. Bush created a stir in 2001 when he declared that the United States would 

intervene militarily in the event of a Chinese attack on Taiwan. For sure, how-

ever, it is safe to predict that there would be strong domestic political pressure 

in favor of American intervention. Beyond the arguments that Chinese mili-

tary action against Taiwan would undermine U.S. interests in a stable world 

order and constitute “aggression,” ideological antipathy toward China and 

support for a democratizing Taiwan would be powerful incentives for Ameri-

can intervention. On Taiwan, in other words, the arguments of U.S. primacists 

have come close to locking-in Washington to a potentially dangerous policy.

he primacists’ claim that the United States must be prepared to defend 

Taiwan from Chinese invasion overlooks three points. First, for nearly a quar-

ter century, the United States has recognized that Taiwan is a Chinese prov-

ince, not an independent state. Second, America’s European and Asian allies 

have no interest in picking a quarrel with China over Taiwan’s fate. If Wash-

ington goes to the mat with Beijing over Taiwan, it almost certainly will do so 

alone. (Given their unilateralist bent, however, the prospect of ighting China 

without allies might not be much concern to American primacists.) hird, 

by defending Taiwan, the United States runs the risk of armed confronta-

tion with China—probably not in the immediate future, but almost certainly 

within the next decade or so.

It would be an act of folly for the United States to risk conlict for the purpose 

of defending democracy in Taiwan. he issue at stake simply would not justify 

the risks and costs of doing so. Indeed, regardless of the rationale invoked, 

the contention that the United States should risk war to prevent Beijing from 

using force to achieve reuniication with Taiwan amounts to nothing more 

than a veiled argument for ighting a “preventive” war against a rising China. 

If U.S. primacists believe that preventive war is a viable option for coping with 

a rising China, instead of using Taiwan as a ig leaf they should say so openly 

so that the merits of this strategy can be debated.

So what should the United States do about China? If the United States per-

sists with its strategy of primacy, the odds of a Sino–American conlict are 

high. Current American strategy commits the United States to maintaining 

the geopolitical status quo in East Asia, a status quo that relects American 

primacy. he United States’ desire to preserve the status quo, however, clashes 

with the ambitions of a rising China. As a rising great power, China has its 

own ideas about how East Asia’s political and security order should be orga-

nized. Unless U.S. and Chinese interests can be accommodated, the potential 

for future tension—or worse—exists. Moreover, as I already have demon-

strated, the very fact of American primacy is bound to produce a geopolitical 

backlash—with China in the vanguard—in the form of counter-hegemonic 

balancing. Nevertheless, the United States cannot be completely indiferent 

to China’s rise.
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he key component of a new geopolitical approach by the United States 

would be the adoption of an ofshore balancing strategy. Under this approach, 

a regional East Asian power balance would become America’s irst line of 

defense against a rising China and would prevent Beijing from dominating 

East Asia. he other major powers in Asia—Japan, Russia, India—have a much 

more immediate interest in stopping a rising China in their midst than does 

the United States, and it is money in the bank that they will step up to the plate 

and balance against a powerful, expansionist state in their own neighborhood. 

It is hardly surprising (indeed, it parallels in many ways America’s own emer-

gence as a great power) that China—the largest and potentially most powerful 

state in Asia—is seeking a more assertive political, military, and economic 

role in the region, and even challenging America’s present dominance in East 

Asia. his poses no direct threat to U.S. security, however. Doubtless, Japan, 

India, and Russia (and, perhaps, Korea) may be worried about the implications 

of China’s rapid ascendance, because a powerful China potentially would be a 

direct threat to their security. his is precisely the point of ofshore balancing: 

because China threatens its neighbors far more than it threatens the United 

States, these neighbors—not the United States—should bear the responsibility 

of balancing against Chinese power.

Iran Because of the strategy of primacy and empire, the United States and 

Iran are on course for a showdown. he main source of conlict—or at least 

the one that has grabbed the lion’s share of the headlines—is Tehran’s evident 

determination to develop a nuclear weapons program. Washington’s policy, 

as President George W. Bush has stated on several occasions—in language 

that recalls his prewar stance on Iraq—is that a nuclear-armed Iran is “intol-

erable.” Beyond nuclear weapons, however, there are other important issues 

that are driving the United States and Iran toward an armed confrontation. 

Chief among these is Iraq. Recently, Zalmay Khalilzad, the U.S. ambassador 

to Iraq, has accused Tehran of meddling in Iraqi afairs by providing arms 

and training to Shiite militias and by currying favor with the Shiite politicians 

who dominate Iraq’s recently elected government. With Iraq teetering on the 

brink of a sectarian civil war between Shiites and Sunnis, concerns about Ira-

nian interference have been magniied. In a real sense, however, Iran’s nuclear 

program and its role in Iraq are merely the tip of the iceberg. he fundamental 

cause of tensions between the United States and Iran is the nature of America’s 

ambitions in the Middle East and Persian Gulf. hese are relected in current 

U.S. grand strategy—which has come to be known as the Bush Doctrine. he 

Bush Doctrine’s three key components are rejection of deterrence in favor of 

preventive/preemptive military action; determination to efectuate a radical 

shake-up in the politics of the Persian Gulf and Middle East; and gaining U.S. 

dominance over that region. In this respect, it is hardly coincidental that the 

administration’s policy toward Tehran bears a striking similarity to its policy 
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during the run-up to the March 2003 invasion of Iraq, not only on the nuclear 

weapons issue but—ominously—with respect to regime change and democ-

ratization. his is because the same strategic assumptions that underlay the 

administration’s pre-invasion Iraq policy now are driving its Iran policy. he 

key question today is whether these assumptions are correct.

In his 2002 State of the Union speech, President George W. Bush famously 

labeled Iraq and Iran (along with North Korea) as part of the “axis of evil.” Just 

what this meant in strategic terms became apparent in an important address 

that Bush gave in June 2002 at West Point, in which he announced a new U.S. 

strategic posture.75 In that speech, Bush said that the post-9/11 threat to the 

United States “lies at the crossroads of radicalism and technology”; that is, the 

ability of rogue states and terrorist groups to obtain weapons of mass destruc-

tion (WMD). hrowing nearly a half-century of American strategic doctrine 

out the window, Bush declared that “Containment is not possible when unbal-

anced dictators with weapons of mass destruction can deliver those weapons 

on missiles or secretly provide them to terrorist allies.” Henceforth, instead of 

relying on deterrence and containment, he said, the United States would deal 

with such threats preemptively. “If we wait for threats to fully materialize,” 

Bush said, “we will have waited too long.”

he administration’s stance with respect to so-called rogue state threats 

was ampliied in its September 2002 National Security Strategy.76 Here, the 

ofending characteristics of such regimes were deined with speciicity. hese 

states “brutalize their own people”; launt international law and violate the 

treaties they have signed; are engaged in the acquisition of WMD, which are 

“to be used as threats or ofensively to achieve the aggressive designs of these 

regimes”; support terrorism; and “hate the United States and everything it 

stands for.”77 Given the nature of the threat, the National Security Strategy 

concluded that the Cold War doctrine of deterrence through the threat of 

retaliation is inadequate to deal with rogue states because the rulers of these 

regimes are “more willing to take risks, gambling with the lives of their peo-

ple and the wealth of their nations.” Moreover, in contrast to the strategic 

doctrines of the two superpowers during the Cold War, rogue states purport-

edly consider WMD to be the “weapons of choice” rather than weapons of 

last resort.78 Consequently, the administration argued, rogue states represent 

a qualitatively diferent kind of strategic threat, and the United States “can-

not remain idle while threats gather.” he United States, the administration 

announced, would adopt a new strategy: “To forestall or prevent such hos-

tile acts by our adversaries, the United States will, if necessary, act preemp-

tively.”79 he preemptive stance of the United States against rogue state threats 

provided the impetus for the invasion of Iraq and is also driving American 

policy toward Iran.

If its premises are accepted, the administration’s strategy is logical on 

its own terms. he problem, however, is that the assumptions on which this 



�� • Christopher Layne

strategy is based are dubious. First, the administration conlates two diferent 

threats: the threat from terrorist groups and the threat from so-called rogue 

states. Terrorist groups like al Qaeda do present a novel set of challenges stra-

tegically. Precisely because these groups are shadowy, “non-state” actors, it is 

hard to deter them. As is oten said, unlike states—rogue or otherwise—ter-

rorist groups have no “return address” to which retaliation can be directed. 

On the other hand, the threat of retaliation efectively deters states—even 

rogue states—for several reasons. For one thing, in contrast to terrorist orga-

nizations, if a state attacks the United States, Washington knows where to ind 

it—that is, the “return address” is ascertainable—and where to aim a retalia-

tory strike. Moreover, states can be deterred because, unlike terrorists, they 

have a lot to lose: if their actions prompt the United States to hit back, a state 

will sufer devastating damage to its economy, huge loss of life among its citi-

zens, and regime survival will be jeopardized. Jefrey Record has cut to the 

heart of the strategic error that confounds the Bush Doctrine:

Terrorist organizations are secretive, elusive, nonstate entities that char-

acteristically possess little in the way of assets that can be held hostage….

In contrast, rogue states are sovereign entities deined by speciic territo-

ries, populations, governmental infrastructures and other assets; as such 

they are more exposed to decisive military attack than terrorist organi-

zations. Or to put it another way, unlike terrorist organizations, rogue 

states, notwithstanding administration declamations to the contrary, 

are subject to efective deterrence and therefore do not warrant status as 

potential objects of preventive war and its associated costs and risks.80

To put it simply, although there is considerable justiication strategically for 

preempting terrorist threats, there is very little justiication for attacking states 

preemptively or preventively.

he very notion that undeterrable “rogue states” exist is the second ques-

tionable assumption on which the administration’s strategy is based. In an 

important article in the Winter 2004/2005 issue of International Security, 

Francis Gavin points out that the post-9/11 era is not the irst time that 

American policy-makers have believed that the United States faced a lethal 

threat from rogue states.81 During the 1950s and early 1960s, for example, the 

People’s Republic of China was perceived by Washington in very much the 

same way as it perceived Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, or, currently, Iran. Under 

the leadership of Chairman Mao Zedong, the Chinese Communist Party 

imposed harsh repression on China and killed millions of Chinese citizens. 

Moreover, Beijing—which had entered the Korean War in 1950, menaced Tai-

wan, gone to war with India in 1962, and seemingly was poised to intervene 

in Vietnam—was viewed (wrongly) as an aggressive state. For Washington, 

Mao’s China was the poster child of a rogue state, and during the Johnson 
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administration the United States seriously considered launching a preventive 

war to destroy China’s embryonic nuclear program.

In many ways, Mao was seen by U.S. policy-makers as the Saddam Hus-

sein of his time. Moreover, like Iranian president Mahmoud Ahmadi-Nejad—

who has made outrageous comments denying the Holocaust and threatening 

Israel’s destruction—Mao also sufered from diarrhea of the mouth. Indeed, 

Mao arguably was even more alicted because he trivialized the consequences 

of nuclear war. hus—before China became a nuclear power (1964)—Mao’s 

rhetoric cavalierly embraced the possibility of nuclear war. “If the worse came 

to worst and half of mankind died,” Mao said, “the other half would remain 

while imperialism would be razed to the ground and the whole world would 

become socialist.”82 Once China actually became a nuclear power, however, 

where nuclear weapons were concerned both its rhetoric and its policy quickly 

became circumspect and responsible. In fact, a mere ive years ater the John-

son administration pondered the possibility of striking China preventively, 

the United States and China were engaged in secret negotiations that, in 1972, 

culminated in President Richard Nixon’s trip to Beijing and Sino–American 

cooperation to contain the Soviet Union.

he United States’ experience with China illustrates an important point: 

the reasons states acquire nuclear weapons are primarily to gain security and, 

secondarily, to enhance their prestige. his certainly was true of China, which 

believed its security was threatened by the United States and by the Soviet 

Union. It is also true of Saddam Hussein’s Iraq and today’s Iran. As Gavin 

writes, “In some ways, the Kennedy and Johnson administration’s early analy-

sis of China mirrors the Bush administration’s public portrayal of Iraq in the 

lead-up to the war. Insofar as Iraq was surrounded by potential nuclear adver-

saries (Iran and Israel) and threatened by regime change by the most powerful 

country in the world, Saddam Hussein’s desire to develop nuclear weapons 

may be seen as understandable.”83 he same can be said for Iran, which is 

ringed by U.S. conventional forces in neighboring Afghanistan and Iraq and 

in the Persian Gulf, and which also is the target of the Bush II administration’s 

policy of regime change and democratization. Tehran may be paranoid, but 

in the United States—and Israel—it has real enemies. It is Iran’s fear for its 

security that drives its quest to obtain nuclear weapons.

he same architects of illusion who fulminated for war with Iraq now are 

agitating for war with Iran. If Iran gets nuclear weapons they say, three bad 

things could happen: it could trigger a nuclear arms race in the Middle East; it 

might supply nuclear weapons to terrorists; and Tehran could use its nuclear 

weapons to blackmail other states in the region or to engage in aggression. 

Each of these scenarios, however, is improbable in the extreme. During the 

early 1960s, American policy-makers had similar fears that China’s acqui-

sition of nuclear weapons would trigger a proliferation stampede, but these 

fears did not materialize—and a nuclear Iran will not touch of a proliferation 
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snowball in the Middle East. Israel, of course, already is a nuclear power (as 

is Pakistan, another regional power). he other three states that might be 

tempted to go for a nuclear weapons capability are Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and 

Turkey. As MIT professor Barry Posen points out, however, each of these 

three states would be under strong pressure not do to so.84 Egypt is particu-

larly vulnerable to outside pressure to refrain from going nuclear because its 

shaky economy depends on foreign—especially U.S.—economic assistance. 

Saudi Arabia would ind it hard to purchase nuclear weapons or material on 

the black market—which is closely watched by the United States—and, Posen 

notes, it would take the Saudis years to develop the industrial and engineering 

capabilities to develop nuclear weapons indigenously. Turkey is constrained 

by its membership in NATO and its quest to be admitted to membership of 

the European Union.

Notwithstanding the near-hysterical rhetoric of the Bush administration 

and the neoconservatives, Iran is not going to give nuclear weapons to terror-

ists. his is not to say that Tehran has not abetted groups like Hezbollah in 

Lebanon, or Hamas in the Palestinian Authority. Clearly, it has. However, there 

are good reasons that states—even those that have ties to terrorists—draw the 

line at giving them nuclear weapons (or other WMD): if the terrorists were to 

use these weapons against the United States or its allies, the weapons could be 

traced back to the donor state—which would be at risk of annihilation by an 

American retaliatory strike. Iran’s leaders have too much at stake to run this 

risk. Even if one believed the administration’s overheated rhetoric about the 

indiference of rogue state leaders about the fate of their populations, they do 

care very much about the survival of their regimes—which means that they 

can be deterred.

For the same reason, Iran’s possession of nuclear weapons will not invest 

Tehran with options to attack or intimidate its neighbors. Just as it did during 

the Cold War, the United States can extend its own deterrence umbrella to 

protect its clients in the region—like Saudi Arabia, the Gulf states, and Tur-

key. American security guarantees not only will dissuade Iran from acting 

recklessly but will also restrain proliferation by negating the incentives for 

states like Saudi Arabia and Turkey to build their own nuclear weapons. Given 

the overwhelming U.S. advantage in both nuclear and conventional military 

capabilities, Iran is not going to risk national suicide by challenging America’s 

security commitments in the region. In short, while a nuclear-armed Iran 

hardly is desirable, neither is it “intolerable,” because it could be contained 

and deterred successfully by the United States.

No serious expert doubts that Tehran is inching closer to developing a 

nuclear weapons capability. Yet, at least some observers feel that at the end 

of the day, this crisis—unlike Iraq—will not culminate in war. In part, this 

is because the United States—perhaps having learned from the Iraq war that 

there are high diplomatic costs of acting like the Lone Ranger—is working in 
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concert with Britain, France, Germany, and Russia to bring Iran before the 

bar of world opinion at the United Nations and is asking the international 

community to impose sanctions on Tehran. Yet, if sanctions are imposed, 

they are unlikely to be efective. hey seldom are. So at the end of the day, the 

United States will be let with the options of either using military power or 

acquiescing in a nuclear-armed Iran.

Some observers believe that the Bush II administration has been chastened 

by its experience in Iraq, and hence will avoid using military force against Iran. 

It is also commonly argued that the United States has been “overstretched” 

by its military commitment in Iraq and lacks the ground forces to go to war 

with Iran. It would be a mistake, however, to conclude that the administra-

tion has abandoned the military option. In January 2005, it was reported that 

since summer 2004 the United States had been mounting reconnaissance 

missions—using both aerial surveillance and on-the-ground special forces 

teams—to pinpoint nuclear installations and missile-launching sites inside 

Iran.85 here have been recent press reports—including a detailed story by 

Seymour Hersh in he New Yorker—that the Bush administration feverishly 

is preparing plans for a sustained military campaign against Iran.86

Although these eforts could be written of as either routine contingency 

planning or as a way of supplementing diplomacy with the threat of military 

action, we should not dismiss the possibility that the administration really 

is contemplating war against Iran. Ater all, this is a notoriously cloistered 

administration in which power remains tightly concentrated among a small 

circle of policy-makers. his is, moreover, an administration whose key poli-

cy-makers remain committed to their preexisting worldview. President George 

W. Bush remains at the apex of this decision-making process, imprisoned in 

his intellectual bubble and impervious to facts that create cognitive dissonance 

with his ixed view of the world. We have had ample time to observe Bush’s 

decision-making style, and it seems clear that once his mind is made up, he 

closes his mind to discrepant facts and stays resolutely—or more accurately, 

lemming-like—on course. Given his ot-stated view that a nuclear-armed Iran 

is intolerable, and that Iran is a rogue state, it would be foolish to think the 

military option is of the table.

But it should be. Attacking Iran would be a strategic blunder of the irst 

magnitude—far worse than going to war with Iraq. To be sure, while the United 

States may be short of ground troops, it still possesses more than enough air 

power to mount a sustained bombing campaign against Iran’s nuclear facili-

ties. he problem, of course, is that the United States does not know the loca-

tion of all of Iran’s nuclear sites. Consequently, although a bombing campaign 

probably would inlict enough damage to impose some delay on the Iranian 

nuclear program, the fact that the United States cannot pinpoint all of Teh-

ran’s nuclear facilities means that the United States cannot destroy the Iranian 

nuclear program or inlict long-term disruption. Simply stated, the United 
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States ultimately cannot prevent Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons. On 

the other hand, the risks to the United States in bombing Iran’s nuclear infra-

structure are high—higher than any beneit that might be gained by slowing 

down Iran’s acquisition of nuclear weapons. Because of its links to the Iraqi 

Shiites, Iran has the capability to intervene in Iraq and put U.S. forces—and 

the entire American project there—in even greater jeopardy. Tehran can also 

use its ties to Hezbollah and Hamas to create instability throughout the region. 

Indeed, the events of summer 2006 in Gaza and Lebanon suggest that it may 

be doing so—perhaps to remind the United States that Iran has the capability 

of responding to any military action that Washington might take in regard to 

Iran’s nuclear programs.

War is always a risky proposition—even for states that have impressive mil-

itary capabilities. As German Chancellor heobald Bethamann-Hollweg said 

during the July 1914 crisis, war is “a leap into the dark”—and a “cosmic roll of 

the iron dice”—because there are so many imponderables and so many things 

that can go wrong. his is a lesson that the current administration would do 

well to take to heart with respect to its Iran policy (and one it should have 

learned from its experience in Iraq). U.S. military and civilian strategists are 

so enamored with the idea of using shock and awe to impose America’s will on 

its enemies that they forget what strategy is all about: strategy is a two-player 

game, not a single-player game, in which U.S. adversaries have options of their 

own. Iran, in fact, has many options because of its links to terrorists, its own 

military capabilities (which are suicient to impose high costs should Ameri-

can forces ever launch a ground war against Iran), and the importance of its 

oil to the global economy.

Iran is in no position to slug it out toe-to-toe against the United States in a 

conventional military conlict, but it has political, economic, and even diplo-

matic cards that it can use to make it very costly to the United States to employ 

military force in an attempt to halt or delay Iran’s nuclear weapons program. 

If the United States does use force against Iran, it will be opposed diplomati-

cally by Europe, China, and Russia. More important, a military strike against 

Iran would unleash forces that could trigger a true “clash of civilizations” 

and would make the Persian Gulf and Middle East even more unstable—and 

more anti-American—than it is now. Simply put—unpalatable though it may 

be—the military option is not viable with respect to Iran. Still, although a 

nuclear-armed Iran is not a pleasant prospect, neither is it an intolerable one. 

Tehran won’t be the irst distasteful regime to acquire nuclear weapons (nor 

will it be the last). he United States has adjusted to similar situations in the 

past and can do so this time. Rather than preventive war and regime change, 

the best policies for the United States with respect to Iran are the tried and 

true ones of containment, deterrence, and diplomatic engagement.

he strategy of primacy and empire also calls for the United States to attain 

dominance in the Middle East by pursuing a policy of regime change with 



 he Case Against the American Empire • ��

respect to Iran. In February 2006, the administration requested that Con-

gress appropriate $75 million to “support the aspirations of the Iranian people 

for freedom in their own country.”87 In language eerily reminiscent of that 

used by the administration during the run-up to the March 2003 invasion of 

Iraq, President George W. Bush has declared that, “By supporting democratic 

change in Iran, we will hasten the day when the people of Iran can determine 

their future and be free to choose their own leaders. Freedom in the Middle 

East requires freedom for the Iranian people, and America looks forward to 

the day when our nation can be the closest of friends with a free and demo-

cratic Iran.” As the administration sees it, the government in Tehran is ille-

gitimate because it is unrepresentative of the Iranian people. As Bush put it, 

“Iran is a nation held hostage by a small clerical elite that is isolating and 

repressing its people, and denying them basic liberties and human rights.” 

his is a simplistic view, however—and a dangerous one if it fosters in Ameri-

can policy-makers the expectation that Iranians will welcome U.S.-initiated 

regime change. All Iranians have long memories of foreign—and especially 

American—interference in their nation’s internal afairs, which is why Wash-

ington is not positioned to exploit successfully any political divisions that, in 

fact, may exist in Iran. Indeed, nothing could be better calculated to trigger 

a strong Iranian nationalist backlash against the United States than a serious 

attempt by the administration to orchestrate regime change in Tehran.

he administration’s 2006 National Security Strategy takes dead aim at 

Iran, declaring that the United States “may face no greater challenge from a 

single country than from Iran.”88 he 2006 National Security Strategy makes 

clear that Washington’s concerns about Iran go well beyond the nuclear issue: 

“he Iranian regime sponsors terrorism; threatens Israel; seeks to thwart Mid-

dle Eastern peace; disrupts democracy in Iraq; and denies the aspirations of its 

people for freedom.”89 Finally, the 2006 National Security Strategy clearly out-

lines the administration’s view of how U.S.–Iranian tensions can be resolved: 

“he nuclear issue and our other concerns can ultimately be resolved only if 

the Iranian regime makes the strategic decision to change those policies, open 

up its political system, and aford freedom to its people. his is the ultimate 

goal of U.S. policy.”90 he policy of seeking regime change and democratiza-

tion in Iran is based on the same faulty premises that have led the United 

States into the morass in Iraq. To understand the dangers that could lie ahead 

in Iran, it is necessary to revisit the road to war and occupation in Iraq.

he Wages of the American Empire: he Iraqi Quagmire

he March 2003 invasion of Iraq and the subsequent—still ongoing—occupa-

tion is the most damning indictment of American Empire. he decision to 

invade Iraq was the inevitable consequence of the triumph within the Bush II 

administration’s policy-making councils of the ideas—and ideology—that the 

neoconservative architects of empire had been purveying since the early 1990s. 
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As such, Iraq demonstrates powerfully the illusions upon which the Ameri-

can Empire is based. As a consequence of these imperial fantasies, the United 

States blundered into an avoidable war—a war with disastrous consequences, 

the full dimensions of which will become clear only with the passage of time.

Wilsonianism and American Security Hard power is the backbone of American 

primacy. But liberal ideology is the foundation upon which the new Ameri-

can Empire is built. “Wilsonianism” is the shorthand term for the projection 

abroad of America’s domestic liberal ideology. Realism and liberalism oten are 

viewed by foreign policy analysts as polar opposite approaches to U.S. foreign 

policy. However, the American Empire joins realism and liberalism together 

like Siamese twins. For sure, U.S. policy-makers are—and always have been—

concerned about power and security. But Wilsonian ideology has a lot to say 

both about the purposes for which America’s power is used and about how its 

security requirements are conceptualized. he American Empire rests on the 

belief that to be secure, the United States must spread democracy abroad—if 

necessary, by force. For the United States, a world comprised of democracies 

will be peaceful, stable, and safe ideologically—or so it is claimed.91 By spread-

ing democracy abroad, the American Empire is supposed to bolster America’s 

security from external threat, and—at least as important—to ensure the integ-

rity of America’s liberal domestic institutions, which is considered to be tied 

inextricably to their replication abroad. As the diplomatic historian Walter 

LaFeber has observed, “America’s mission” of extending democracy world-

wide is not altruistic. Rather, “it grew out of the belief that American liberties 

could not long exist at home unless the world was made safe for democracy,” 

and thereby for America’s own economic system, which was held to be the 

very foundation of its domestic political system.92 Of course, the dark side 

of this view of America’s security requirements is the belief that the United 

States can be secure only in a world composed of democratic states. As diplo-

matic historian Lloyd C. Gardner notes, the key assumption underlying U.S. 

strategic and foreign policy is that “America must have a favorable climate for 

its institutions to thrive, and perhaps even for them to survive.”93

he belief that the export of democracy is crucial to American security 

was a key component of U.S. grand strategy during the Bush I and Clinton 

administrations. Indeed, the democratic enlargement—the active promotion 

by the United States of democracy abroad—was the centerpiece of Clinton 

administration’s foreign policy. If anything, the Wilsonian notion of spread-

ing democracy has played an even more salient role in the Bush II adminis-

tration’s grand strategy than it did during the two preceding administrations. 

In its 2002 National Security Strategy, the Bush II administration commit-

ted the United States to promoting a “balance of power that favors freedom” 

and declared that it would extend democracy “to every corner of the world.”94 

It stated that U.S. grand strategy would be “based on a distinctly American 
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internationalism that relects the union of our values and our national inter-

ests.”95 As the administration explained, this means that U.S. grand strategy 

“must start” from America’s “core beliefs and look outward for possibilities 

to expand liberty.”96 In his January 2004 State of the Union speech, President 

George W. Bush proclaimed that “America is a nation with a mission” and that 

its aim is “a democratic peace.”97

he 2006 version of its National Security Strategy of the United States reaf-

irms the primacy of democracy promotion in the administration’s grand 

strategy. Echoing the views of the Clinton administration, the 2006 strategy 

document states that the United States: “cannot pretend that our interests 

are unafected by states’ treatment of their own citizens. America’s interest 

in promoting efective democracies rests on an historical fact: states that are 

governed well are most inclined to behave well.”98 he administration believes 

that America’s strategic interests are congruent with its Wilsonian ideology. 

As the 2006 National Security Strategy states:

Championing freedom advances our interests because the survival of 

liberty at home increasingly depends on the success of liberty abroad. 

Governments that honor their citizens’ dignity and desire for freedom 

tend to uphold responsible conduct toward other nations, while govern-

ments that brutalize their people also threaten the peace and stability of 

other nations. Because democracies are the most responsible members 

of the international system, promoting democracy is the most efective 

long-term measure for strengthening international stability; reducing 

regional conlicts; countering terrorism and terror-supporting extrem-

ism; and extending peace and prosperity.99

Relecting the inluence of the neoconservative apostles of Empire, the 

Bush II administration regards the Middle East’s democratic transformation 

as the antidote to Islamic extremism and terrorism.

Attributing the terrorist threat to the United States to the failure of democ-

racy to take root in the Middle East, President George W. Bush has com-

mitted the United States to “a forward strategy of freedom in that region.”100 

Both President Bush and Condoleezza Rice have made clear their belief that, 

while it is a formidable and prolonged challenge—a “generational commit-

ment”—the Middle East’s successful democratization is crucial to American 

security.101 As Bush has put it:

Sixty years of Western nations excusing and accommodating the lack 

of freedom in the Middle East did nothing to make us safe—because in 

the long run, stability cannot be purchased at the expense of liberty. As 

long as the Middle East remains a place where freedom does not lour-

ish, it will remain a place of stagnation, resentment, and violence ready 

for export. And with the spread of weapons that can bring catastrophic 
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harm to our country and to our friends, it would be reckless to accept 

the status quo.102

Rice has argued that the Middle East sufers from a “freedom deicit.” 

Because of this, she says, “it is a region where hopelessness provides a fertile 

ground for ideologies that convince promising youths to aspire not to a uni-

versity education, career, or family, but to blowing themselves up—taking as 

many innocent lives with them as possible. hese ingredients are a recipe for 

great instability, and pose a direct threat to American security.”103 he admin-

istration is committed to its own version of the domino theory in the Middle 

East. It believes that a democratic Iraq will trigger a wave of democratization 

throughout the Middle East. As Bush has put it: “he failure of Iraqi democ-

racy would embolden terrorists around the world, increase dangers to the 

American people, and extinguish the hopes of millions in the region. Iraqi 

democracy will succeed—and that success will send forth the news, from 

Damascus to Tehran—that freedom can be the future of every nation. he 

establishment of a free Iraq at the heart of the Middle East will be a watershed 

event in the global democratic revolution.”104 his is why the administration 

believes the stakes in Iraq are so high.

Regime Change and Democratization: he Bush II Administration’s Real Reasons for 

Invading Iraq Doubtless, the apostles of Empire will seek to exculpate them-

selves with a “revisionist” view of the war and the decisions that led up to 

it. hey will claim that the decision to invade was correct; the United States 

could have defeated the insurgency and attained its larger aims in the region 

had not American strategy been hamstrung by poor planning and execution. 

he truth, however, is diferent: the American decision to use military force to 

overthrow Saddam Hussein and achieve regime change in Iraq was irredeem-

ably lawed in its conception. he imperial project of democratizing Iraq, and 

using it as a springboard to transform the entire Middle East politically, was 

doomed from the outset. here are many things that we know now about the 

Iraq war—things that were known—or should have been known—during the 

run-up to the invasion. First, as John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt pointed 

out in an important prewar article in Foreign Policy magazine, the U.S. policy 

of containing and deterring Saddam Hussein was working—which also was the 

pre-invasion view of the U.S. intelligence community.105 here was no chance 

that Saddam Hussein’s Iraq was going to attack either the oil-producing states 

of the Persian Gulf or Israel (the security of which oten seemed to weigh more 

heavily in the calculations of the American Empire’s neoconservative archi-

tects than did the national interests of the United States). Second, although in 

an attempt to rally public support for Iraq policy the administration repeatedly 

suggested there was a link between Saddam Hussein and 9/11, this patently 

was not true. Amazingly, however, the administration continues to rely on 
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this false canard to justify its decision to invade Iraq. As the administration’s 

2006 National Security Strategy says, in its view it “inherited an Iraq threat that 

was unresolved,” and “for America, the September 11 attacks underscored the 

danger of allowing threats to linger unresolved.”106 hird, there were no weap-

ons of mass destruction. he administration’s intimations—notably by Bush, 

Cheney, and Rice—that the United States needed to strike Iraq preventively 

to ensure that the American homeland itself did not fall victim to an Iraqi 

nuclear strike was conjured out of whole cloth. History will judge harshly 

as prevarications the administration’s tales of mushroom clouds, aluminum 

tubes, and Nigerian yellow cake—tales it told to mislead the American people 

into supporting a disastrous and unnecessary war in pursuit of the adminis-

tration’s imperial delusions in the Middle East.

Of course, the administration still likes to say that “everyone”—not just the 

U.S. intelligence community, but also the intelligence services of America’s 

allies—believed that Saddam Hussein had chemical and biological weapons 

and was attempting to acquire nuclear weapons. However, here, the admin-

istration overlooks two inconvenient facts. One is that if the administration 

had allowed the UN weapons inspectors more time to complete their task, it 

would have become evident that Iraq had no WMD capabilities. he other is 

that the Bush administration did not want the inspections to continue precisely 

because it was concerned that the inspectors would discover the truth about the 

nonexistence of Iraqi WMD, and thereby undercut the rationale for embarking 

on a war it already had decided to ight regardless of whether Iraq possessed 

WMD. For the same reason, the administration twisted the U.S. intelligence 

community’s indings on Iraqi WMD to suit its own political purposes.

Paul R. Pillar, who served as National Intelligence Oicer for the Near East 

and South Asia from 2000 to 2005 has written that the intelligence commu-

nity’s evidence—admittedly lawed—about Iraqi WMD played no part in the 

administration’s decision to go to war. he administration, he says, already 

had decided to go to war and was interested only in intelligence analysis that 

supported its decision. Indeed, we now know from several sources that from its 

irst days in oice, Iraq was high on the administration’s strategic agenda, and 

that within hours of the 9/11 attacks, leading administration oicials wanted 

to use the terrorist strikes on New York and Washington, D.C., as a pretext to 

attack Iraq.107 For this reason, the administration also simply ignored the con-

sensus of the intelligence community that the United States would face grave 

postwar diiculties if it occupied Iraq.108 here is ample evidence now that, 

in terms of explaining the administration’s decision to go to war, the issue of 

Iraqi WMD was a red herring. For example, Deputy Defense Secretary Paul 

Wolfowitz has stated that regardless of whether Iraq possessed weapons of 

mass destruction, the invasion was justiied, because “We have an important 

job to do in Iraq, an absolutely critical job to do, and that is to help the Iraqi 

people to build a free and democratic country.”109
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hanks to the “Downing Street Memoranda”—which chronicle the pre-

war discussions between British and Bush administration oicials—we know 

that as early as March 2002 regime change, indeed, was the real aim of the 

administration’s policy. However, in both Washington and London, oicials 

doubted that the case for war with Iraq could be sold politically on that basis. 

Elimination of Iraqi WMD was the most politically saleable argument for 

invading Iraq, and this is the argument—along with the alleged link between 

Saddam Hussein and 9/11—the Bush administration invoked to win support 

for the war, the real objective of which was to overthrow Saddam Hussein 

and to democratize Iraq as the catalyst to a broader democratic transforma-

tion throughout the Middle East region.110 Indeed, in July 2002, British intelli-

gence warned that “Bush wanted to remove Saddam, through military action, 

justiied by the conjunction of terrorism and WMD.” he British also noted 

that the administration’s “case was thin. Saddam was not threatening his 

neighbors and his WMD capability was less than that of Libya, North Korea, 

or Iran.”111 President George W. Bush himself has made it clear that WMD 

was not the factor that drove U.S. policy toward Iraq. In a December 2005 

speech—ater conceding that prewar intelligence estimates about Iraqi WMD 

were “wrong”—Bush said that “it wasn’t a mistake to go into Iraq. It was the 

right decision to make”:

Given Saddam’s history and the lessons of September the 11th, my deci-

sion to remove Saddam Hussein was the right decision. Saddam was a 

threat—and the American people and the world is [sic] better of because 

he is no longer in power. We are in Iraq today because our goal has always 

been more than the removal of a brutal dictator; it is to leave a free and 

democratic Iraq in its place. As I stated in a speech in the lead-up to the 

war, a liberated Iraq could show the power of freedom to transform the 

Middle East by bringing hope and progress to the lives of millions. So 

we’re helping the Iraqi—Iraqi people build a lasting democracy that is 

peaceful and prosperous and an example for the broader Middle East.112

During a press conference several days later, Bush reiterated that, although 

the intelligence information about Iraqi WMD was incorrect, his decision to 

remove Saddam Hussein was “right” because the administration’s “broader 

strategic objective” was the “establishment of democracy.”113

In seeking to democratize Iraq—and the Middle East—the administration 

embarked upon “Mission Impossible” (not “Mission Accomplished,” as the 

administration prematurely crowed in May 2003). he administration ought 

to have known this, because there were plenty of authoritative prewar warn-

ings of the diiculties the United States would encounter if it invaded—and 

occupied—Iraq. In November 2002, James Fallows wrote an article in he 

Atlantic Monthly about the post-conlict challenges the United States most 

likely would face ater defeating Iraq. His article was based on numerous 
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interviews with policy experts. he broad conclusion of those with whom he 

spoke was that “the day ater a war ended, Iraq would become America’s prob-

lem, for practical and political reasons. Because we would have destroyed the 

political order and done physical damage in the process, the claims on Ameri-

can resources and attention would be comparable to those of any U.S. state.”114 

In the short term, Fallows noted, the United States would face the diicult task 

of imposing order in what probably would be a chaotic environment. In the 

longer term, the United States would confront enormous obstacles in setting 

up an Iraqi government and in keeping Iraq from fracturing along sectarian 

lines. As Fallows noted, some senior administration oicials and their neo-

conservative acolytes in the foreign policy community expected that Saddam 

Hussein’s overthrow would be the catalyst to spread of democracy throughout 

the Arab world. However, among the experts that he interviewed, “the trans-

forming vision is not, to put it mildly, the consensus among those with long 

experience in the Middle East.”115

Fallows’s conclusions were supported by other studies. For example, before 

the war, an independent working group cosponsored by the Council on For-

eign Relations and Rice University’s James A. Baker Institute for Public Policy 

warned that “here should be no illusions that the reconstruction of Iraq will 

be anything but diicult, confusing, and dangerous for everyone involved.”116 

In contrast to the Panglossian hopes of administration oicials—notably Dep-

uty Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz—that revenues from the sale of Iraqi 

oil would cover the costs of postwar reconstruction, the working group pre-

sciently warned that because of prewar deterioration and war-inlicted dam-

age, there would be no oil “bonanza” in postwar Iraq. Moreover, the costs of 

postwar reconstruction of Iraq’s economy would be steep. Finally, the working 

group warned that “he removal of Saddam…will not be the silver bullet that 

stabilizes” the Middle East.117

Perhaps the most prescient study of the travails the United States would 

face was a paper written by two analysts at the U.S. Army War College’s Stra-

tegic Studies Institute. Although the apostles of Empire famously predicted 

that American troops would be greeted as liberators by the Iraqis, the authors 

of the Army War College report knew this was a pipe dream:

Most Iraqis and most other Arabs will probably assume that the United 

States intervened in Iraq for its own reasons and not to liberate the pop-

ulation. Long-term gratitude is unlikely and suspicion of U.S. motives 

will increase as the occupation continues. A force initially viewed as 

liberators can rapidly be relegated to the status of invaders should an 

unwelcome occupation continue for a prolonged period of time.118

he authors highlighted the probability that U.S. occupation forces would 

ind themselves facing guerilla and terrorist attacks—or even a large-scale 

insurrection.119 he report also stressed that “the establishment of democracy 
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or even some sort of rough pluralism in Iraq, where it has never really existed 

previously, will be a staggering challenge for any occupation force seeking to 

govern in a post-Saddam era.120 Ethnic and sectarian tensions, the authors 

noted, not only would constitute a formidable obstacle to Iraq’s democratiza-

tion, but also could lead to the breakup of a post-Saddam Iraq. he report also 

warned that the costs of rebuilding Iraq would be substantial, and that these 

could not be covered by Iraqi oil revenues. he authors’ bottom line was that, 

“he possibility of the United States winning the war and losing the peace in 

Iraq is real and serious.”121

he Army War College report was hardly the lone voice within the govern-

ment predicting that the United States would confront a monumental post-

war task if it invaded Iraq. he U.S. intelligence community counseled the 

administration to refrain from going to war and forecast that if did invade, the 

United States would face a “messy atermath in Iraq.”122 he intelligence com-

munity also believed that a postwar Iraq: “would not provide fertile ground 

for democracy; would witness a struggle for power between Sunnis and Shi-

ites; and would require ‘a Marshall Plan–type efort’ to rebuild the nation’s 

economy.”123 Events have underscored the prescience of the Army War Col-

lege’s, and the intelligence community’s, estimates of the probable course of 

events in postwar Iraq.

he argument has been made—notably in George Packer’s recent book, 

he Assassins’ Gate—that the United States’ failure in Iraq is not attribut-

able to the nature of the administration’s goals, but rather the result of the 

Pentagon’s top civilian leadership’s cavalier indiference to planning for the 

post-conlict occupation of Iraq.124 here is a kernel of truth to this argu-

ment, because the willful failure of the Defense Department’s civilian leaders 

to prepare adequately for the occupation bordered on criminal negligence. 

As a July 2002 memorandum prepared by British oicials for Prime Minis-

ter Tony Blair noted, the United States was giving “little thought” to dealing 

with a post-conlict Iraq notwithstanding that “a postwar occupation of Iraq 

could lead to costly and protracted nation-building.”125 Still, even with the 

best planning in the world, it is unlikely that the United States could have 

succeeded in democratizing Iraq. he administration had no understanding 

of the issues and challenges involved in democratic transformations. If it had, 

it surely would have realized both that Iraq was singularly unsuitable candi-

date for democratization and that America’s power to efectuate a region-wide 

democratic transformation was limited, while the risks of embarking on such 

a policy were sobering. To put it slightly diferently, promoting—or impos-

ing—democracy on other states is a daunting task, and American interests are 

not served by a policy of democracy promotion.

Democratizing Iraq: he Test Case of the American Empire Before the invasion, 

administration oicials pretty much believed that the processes of democra-
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tization and nation-building in Iraq would be a piece of cake. hey frequently 

invoked the examples of post-1945 Germany and Japan as “proof” that the 

United States could export democracy to Iraq without undue diiculty. For at 

least three reasons, they should have known better: the use of military force by 

outside powers to impose democracy rarely works; military occupations sel-

dom are successful; and the preconditions for a successful democratic trans-

formation did not exist in Iraq. Democracy and nation-building are hard tasks, 

and Washington’s track record is not encouraging.126 Since the Cold War’s end, 

the United States—without any notable success—has engaged in democracy 

promotion and nation-building in Panama, Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, Kosovo, 

and Afghanistan. U.S. eforts to assist post-Soviet Russia’s democratization—

a key American aim since the Cold War’s end—also have been disappointing. 

he lesson to be learned from these eforts is that, even under the best con-

ditions, the barriers to transplanting democracy successfully on foreign soil 

are formidable. his is no surprise to those scholars who study democratic 

transitions. hey know that successful democratic transitions invariably are 

the product of domestic factors.127 hat is, the push for democracy must come 

from within the state making the transition rather than being imposed by an 

outside power.128 In this respect, the post–World War II American occupa-

tions of Germany and Japan stand out as notable exceptions to the rule, and 

thus have little relevance in predicting the outcome of the U.S. democratiza-

tion efort in Iraq.

hose who have studied military occupations know that the odds of suc-

cess are stacked against occupying powers. As David Edelstein observes:

Military occupations usually succeed only if they are lengthy, but lengthy 

occupations elicit nationalist reactions that impede success. Further, 

lengthy occupation produces anxiety in imperialist occupation powers 

that would rather withdraw than stay. To succeed, therefore, occupiers 

must both maintain their own interest in a long occupation, and con-

vince an occupied population to accept extended control by a foreign 

power. More oten than not, occupiers either fail to achieve those goals, 

or they achieve them only at a high cost.129

he successful U.S. occupations of Germany and Japan—which helped 

both nations emerge from the ashes of World War II as prosperous and stable 

democracies—succeeded because of unique circumstances that enabled the 

United States to attain its goal of transforming Germany and Japan politically. 

Similar circumstances do not exist in Iraq, however. In contrast to Iraq, the 

United States was able to impose order and stability switly upon the defeated 

Germans and Japanese. Both of the Axis powers were utterly defeated and 

shattered societies; surrendered unconditionally; and were occupied by an 

overwhelming number of American (and, in Germany’s case, Allied) troops. 

In Japan, moreover, Emperor Hirohito commanded the Japanese people to 
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surrender and to cooperate with the occupation authorities. Furthermore, as 

Edelstein points out, “Whereas war-weary Germans and Japanese recognized 

the need for an occupation to help them rebuild, a signiicant portion of the 

Iraqi people have never welcomed the U.S.-led occupation as necessary.”130 

Finally, as Edelstein also notes, the Cold War was a hugely important factor 

contributing to the success of two post–World War II occupations. Both the 

Germans and the Japanese felt threatened by the Soviet Union, and they rec-

ognized their need to align with the United States in order to be safeguarded 

against the Soviet menace. In postwar Iraq, no such external threat exists to 

bind the United States and the Iraqis together. On the contrary, the leaders of 

Iraq’s dominant Shiite population gravitate toward Iran.

Among those who study democratic transitions there is widespread agree-

ment about the factors that conduce successful democratic transitions. hese 

include a modern market-based economy; absence of hostility between ethnic 

or religious groups; a political culture that is hospitable to democracy; and a 

vibrant civil society.131 Another important factor is the capacity of state insti-

tutions to perform their tasks efectively. Iraq met none of these criteria. As 

Andrew Rathmell has observed: “Iraq was not a promising environment for 

achieving the goal of building a peaceful, democratic, free-market nation. Iraq 

had failed to develop into a cohesive nation-state; its state structures had the 

form but not the substance of a modern state; its economy was in poor shape; 

and its society had endured almost half a century of debilitating violence.”132

From this perspective it’s no wonder that the American Empire has foun-

dered in its democratization and nation-building efort in Iraq. Iraq was noth-

ing like post–World War II Japan and Germany. In the wake of World War II, 

the United States could aspire to transform Germany and Japan into democ-

racies because there was a strong foundation upon which to build.133 Both the 

defeated Axis powers had the internal prerequisites in place for a successful 

democratic transformation and consolidation. First, Germany and Japan both 

had political cultures that were hospitable to democracy. Before 1933, ater 

all, Germany actually had been a practicing democracy. And while Japan 

was not, it had both substantial experience with parliamentary government 

and exposure to liberal ideas. Second, wartime devastation notwithstanding, 

Germany and Japan both had advanced economies and a substantial middle 

class. hird, both Germany and Japan were essentially homogenous societies. 

Neither was alicted with any serious power struggles between rival ethnic, 

national, or religious groups. Fourth, in both Germany and Japan, there were 

efective state institutions that the United States was able to reform and recon-

stitute, and to which power then could be transferred.

With respect to each of these factors, Iraq is an altogether diferent kettle 

of ish. Since it was created out of the post–World War I ruins of the Otto-

man Empire, Iraq has had no experience with democracy, and there is nothing 

to suggest that its political culture is conducive to democracy. Second, Iraq’s 
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economy was a shambles even before March 2003 (the result of Iraq’s long 

war with Iran, the 1991 Gulf War, and the UN-mandated economic sanctions 

imposed ater the 1991 war). hird, Iraq is a seething cauldron of ethnic and 

sectarian conlict in which Kurds, Sunni Arabs, and Shiite Arabs are battling 

for power. Indeed, as many of the administration’s critics predicted before 

the war, the U.S. invasion and occupation have opened a Pandora’s box of 

ethnic and sectarian strife in Iraq and brought it to the brink of civil war, 

and—perhaps—disintegration as a unitary national state. Moreover, as Robert 

Dahl points out, the building of democratic institutions can be side-tracked 

by the intervention of outside powers that are pursuing their own political 

agendas.134 Turkey, Saudi Arabia, the Gulf States, Syria, and Iran all have 

important interests at stake in postwar Iraq and are likely to meddle there by 

exploiting Iraq’s ethnic and sectarian fault lines. Fourth, in Iraq there are no 

efective state institutions that the United States can reconstitute. hese will 

have to be built from scratch, and there are no signs that the United States has 

been successful in doing so. Iraqi politics and government are characterized 

by corruption and the ongoing struggle for power among the Shiites, Sunnis, 

and Kurds. he “sovereign” Iraqi state remains unable to fulill the most basic 

deinition of a state: it has failed to attain a monopoly on the legitimate use of 

force and has been unable to impose order and stability in Iraq. In part, this 

is because key state institutions—like the military and police—are dominated 

by private (Shiite) militias. In short, no one should hold his breath waiting 

for the emergence of a democratic Iraq. In truth, there never was a snowball’s 

chance that the architects of Empire could achieve their goal of successfully 

democratizing Iraq, and if they had based U.S. policy on a careful study of 

both democratic transitions generally, and Iraqi history speciically, instead of 

relexive ideology, they would have realized this. Instead, they led the United 

States into the geopolitical quicksand of Iraq.

Conclusion: Imperial Illusions

he American Empire rests on two foundations. One is the faux realism of 

primacy. he other is Wilsonian ideology. he apostles of Empire argue that 

by maintaining American primacy, and by exporting democracy abroad, the 

United States can attain peace and security. As I have argued elsewhere, how-

ever, the peace promised by the American Empire is a peace of illusions.135

Primacy is a strategy that causes insecurity because it will lead to a geo-

political backlash against the United States. In time, this will take the form 

of traditional great power counterbalancing against American primacy. he 

emergence of new great powers during the next decade or two is all but cer-

tain. Indeed, China already is on the cusp of establishing itself as a peer com-

petitor to the United States. he U.S. grand strategy of maintaining its global 

primacy has put the United States on the road to confrontation with a rising 

China, and with Iran. In the short term, primacy has triggered asymmetric 



�� • Christopher Layne

responses—notably terrorism—in regions like the Middle East where Ameri-

ca’s geopolitical presence is resented.

Wilsonian ideology drives the American Empire because its proponents 

posit that the United States must use its military power to extend democracy 

abroad. Here, the ideology of Empire rests on assumptions that are not sup-

ported by the facts. One reason the architects of Empire champion democracy 

promotion is because they believe in the so-called democratic peace theory, 

which holds that democratic states do not ight other democracies. Or as 

President George W. Bush put it with his customary eloquence, “democracies 

don’t war; democracies are peaceful.”136 he democratic peace theory is the 

probably the most overhyped and undersupported “theory” ever to be con-

cocted by American academics. In fact, it is not a theory at all. Rather it is a 

theology that suits the conceits of Wilsonian true believers—especially the 

neoconservatives who have been advocating American Empire since the early 

1990s. As serious scholars have shown, however, the historical record does not 

support the democratic peace theory.137 On the contrary, it shows that democ-

racies do not act diferently toward other democracies than they do toward 

nondemocratic states. When important national interests are at stake, democ-

racies not only have threatened to use force against other democracies, but, in 

fact, democracies have gone to war with other democracies.

he Bush administration and the neoconservative imperialists believe that 

by democratizing the Middle East, the United States will solve the problem of 

terrorism and bring stability to the region. here are three things wrong with 

this vision of American Empire in the Middle East. First, democratization is not 

the magic bullet cure for terrorism. A policy of regime change—using U.S. overt 

military power or covert capabilities to oust governments in the Middle East 

and install new regimes that will clamp down on radical Islam—is misdirected 

and will not make the United States safer. Radical Islam is fueled by resentment 

against American primacy; speciically, the U.S. military presence in the region. 

he expansion of that presence for the purpose of overthrowing regimes does 

not make America more secure from terrorist attacks. On the contrary, it sim-

ply adds fuel to terrorist groups like al Queda. As Robert Pape observes:

Spreading democracy at the barrel of a gun in the Persian Gulf is not likely 

to lead to a lasting solution against suicide terrorism. Just as al-Qaeda’s 

suicide terrorism campaign began against American troops on the Ara-

bian Peninsula and then escalated to the United States, we should recog-

nize that the longer that American forces remain in Iraq, the greater the 

threat of the next September 11 from groups who have not targeted us 

before. Even if our intentions are good, the United States cannot depend 

on democratic governments in the region to dampen the risk of suicide 

terrorism so long as American forces are stationed there.138
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Second, the United States lacks the capabilities to democratize the region. 

As Brent Scowcrot has said: “he reason I part with the neocons is that I don’t 

think in any reasonable time frame the objective of democratizing the Middle 

East can be successful. If you can do it, ine, but I don’t think you can, and 

in the process of trying to do it you can make the Middle East a lot worse.”139 

hird, the administration and its neoconservatives should be careful what 

they wish for in the Middle East.

Even if the American Empire does bring about regime change and “democ-

ratization” in the Middle East, we probably will rue the consequences. As 

Katarina Delacoura points out, “democratization in the Arab world may have 

a number of outcomes unpalatable for the US.”140 he electoral victory of the 

radical Hamas organization in the February 2006 Palestinian elections—cou-

pled with the strong showing of the fundamentalist Islamic Brotherhood in 

Egypt’s 2005 parliamentary elections—proves the point: the United States 

is likely to be very displeased with the outcomes of democratic elections in 

the region. Indeed, the Bush administration was so upset with the victory 

of Hamas that it reportedly discussed with Israel a policy to destabilize the 

Palestinian Authority in order to force Hamas out of power.141 he overthrow 

of autocratic regimes will make the region even less stable than it currently 

is. Governments like Saudi Arabia’s may be distasteful, but there is truth to 

the adage that the devil one knows is better than the devil one does not know. 

For all of America’s Wilsonian traditions, the wisest of U.S. statesmen have 

accepted that the real world is not neatly divided between good regimes and 

bad ones, and that sometimes American interests are best served by dealing 

with nondemocratic regimes. his is especially true in a region like the Mid-

dle East where, as Lawrence Freedman reminds us, “the real alternatives are 

chaos or autocracy.”142

Simply put, American eforts to export democracy easily may backire. 

Why? Because ill-liberal democracies usually are unstable and oten adopt 

ultranationalist and bellicose external policies.143 As Edward D. Mansield and 

Jack Snyder have pointed out, “Pushing countries too soon into competitive 

electoral politics not only risks stoking war, sectarianism and terrorism, but it 

also makes the future consolidation of democracy more diicult.”144 Far from 

leading to the touted (but illusory) “democratic peace” that is so near and 

dear to the hearts of American imperialists, “unleashing Islamic mass opinion 

through sudden democratization might raise the likelihood of war.”145 More-

over, in a volatile region like the Middle East, it is anything but a sure bet that 

newly democratic regimes—which, by deinition would be sensitive to public 

opinion—would align themselves with the United States. And, if new democ-

racies in the region should fail to satisfy the political and economic aspirations 

of their citizens—precisely the kind of failure to which new democracies are 

prone—they easily could become a far more dangerous breeding ground for 
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terrorism than are the authoritarian (or autocratic/theocratic) regimes now in 

power in the Middle East.

Iraq has been the irst test case of the new American Empire, and the Bush 

administration and neoconservative architects of Empire have lunked. Far 

from creating a stable democracy in Iraq, they have created chaos. At best, 

Iraqi “democracy” will result in a pro-Iranian Shiite regime that will be hos-

tile to the United States (and to Israel). At worst, Iraq will fragment along 

ethnic and sectarian lines and plunge into civil war—a war that could draw 

in Iraq’s neighbors and cause regional instability that is worse by an order of 

magnitude than the instability that prevailed in the region before March 2003. 

Finally, the imperial adventure in Iraq has both distracted the United States 

from the real war against the terrorist perpetrators of 9/11 and simultaneously 

increased U.S. vulnerability to terrorism. President Bush has stated repeatedly 

that Iraq is “the central front on the war on terrorism.” But, if this is the case 

now, it was not before March 2003. here was no connection between al Qaeda 

and Iraq. Iraq only became a haven for terrorists ater the American inva-

sion—an invasion, as Bush’s own CIA Director Porter Goss said, that served 

to heighten the terrorist threat to the United States.146 One huge disaster is 

enough—more than enough—for any grand strategy. American Empire is a 

failed strategy. he time has come for the United States to adopt a new grand 

strategy that will avoid the errors of Empire, and actually enhance—rather 

than weaken—American security.
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3
Reply to Christopher Layne
The Strength of the American Empire

Bradley a. Thayer

During World War I, the French statesman Gorges Clemenceau famously 

defended his right to direct his country’s military afairs over the objections of 

the military. He is oten quoted as saying “War is too serious a matter to entrust 

to military men.” I would like to amend that: American grand strategy is too 

serious a matter to entrust solely to academics, or politicians and policy-mak-

ers, or issue-advocates and lobbyists. It is the proper purview of all Americans 

and is too serious a business to entrust to anyone but them. he spirit that ani-

mates this book is that the American people, as well as people in other coun-

tries, should understand the costs and beneits of American grand strategy and 

debate the grand strategic alternatives available to the United States.

his book is an efort to promote understanding of the grand strategy of 

the United States, its grand strategic options, as well as the beneits and risks 

associated with them. Layne and I are powerful advocates of alternative grand 

strategies, but we join each other in recognizing the importance of this debate 

and in our desire to foster it. We recognize that Americans can and will dis-

agree about the proper role of the United States in international politics and 

how best to advance and defend the interests of the United States.

To advance these goals, in this chapter I would like to respond to Layne’s 

criticisms of the grand strategy of primacy made in chapter 2 and present 

some inal relections on the grand strategy of ofshore balancing versus the 

grand strategy of primacy. I argue that primacy is the superior grand strategic 

choice for the United States because it provides the greatest beneit for the 

United States with the least risk. Furthermore, to abandon the grand strategy 

of primacy at this time would entail enormous dangers for the United States 

and its allies.
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Why Layne’s Critique of American Primacy Is Wrong

Layne levels several major allegations against the grand strategy of primacy, 

and I want to respond to the two most important: irst, that the pursuit of 

primacy makes the United States less secure; second, that Iraq serves as a test 

case for the American Empire, and—he submits—it is a test that the United 

States is failing. Before I reply, I would like to thank Layne for illuminating 

the risks associated with primacy. Although both of his charges are wrong—in 

fact, the pursuit of hegemony makes the United States more secure and Iraq 

relects some of the best principles of the United States—having Layne present 

the case against the American Empire helps to advance this vital debate.

Layne does not illuminate the risks associated with his preferred grand 

strategy of ofshore balancing principally because those risks far outweigh any 

gain. Abandoning primacy in favor of ofshore balancing would entail enor-

mous dangers for the United States and its allies. Most importantly, it would 

cause the United States to abandon its dominant position in favor of inferior-

ity for the irst time in a century. Ofshore balancing is a radical break with 

American tradition, statecrat, and policies which have allowed the United 

States irst, to defeat four peer competitors—Germany, Italy, Japan, and the 

Soviet Union in World War II and the Cold War; second, by peaceful means, 

to replace the previously dominant state—Great Britain; and third, to win 

greater security for the American people and their allies.

U.S. Power Makes the United States More, Not Less, Secure

here is a category of events in life: hings that almost never happen. Included 

in this are rich people complaining that they have too much money, athletes 

saying they are too strong, Hollywood stars bemoaning that they receive too 

much publicity, and countries asserting they have too much power and want 

less.

Countries want more power to protect their people and their other inter-

ests, such as economic growth and allies. Layne is right about a fundamental 

cause—the anarchy of the international system. But there is a debate among 

theorists of international relations concerning whether states should adopt 

a “Goldilocks” strategy—having just enough power, not too little nor too 

much—or if they should maximize their power to the extent that they are 

able to do so.1 Defensive realists like Layne favor a “Goldilocks” strategy for 

security. Ofensive realists, like me, favor maximizing power for security. 

For the United States, defensive realists are more passive, support a smaller 

military, and favor reducing its commitments abroad. Ofensive realists are 

more active, support a larger military, and favor using the power of the United 

States to protect its interests overseas, e.g., by taking the ight to the terrorists 

in the Middle East rather than waiting for them to come to the United States 

to attack Americans.
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Each country knows it will never be perfectly secure, but that does not 

detract from the necessity of seeking security. International politics is a dan-

gerous environment in which countries have no choice but to participate. 

Any involvement—from the extensive involvement of the United States to the 

narrow activity of Switzerland—in this dangerous realm runs the risk of a 

backlash. hat is simply a fact of life in international politics. he issue is how 

much participation is right. hankfully, thus far the United States recognizes 

it is much better to be involved so that it may shape events, rather than to 

remain passive, having events shaped by other countries, and then adjusting 

to what they desire.

In contrast to Layne’s argument, maximizing the power of the United 

States aids its ability to defend itself from attacks and to advance its interests. 

his argument is based on its prodigious economic, ideological, and military 

power. Due to this power, the United States is able to defeat its enemies the 

world over, to reassure its allies, and to dissuade states from challenging it. 

From this power also comes respect and admiration, no matter how grudging 

it may be at times. hese advantages keep the United States, its interests, and 

its allies secure, and it must strive to maintain its advantages in international 

politics as long as possible.

Knowing that American hegemony will end someday does not mean that 

we should welcome or facilitate its demise; rather the reverse. he United 

States should labor to maintain hegemony as long as possible—just as know-

ing that you will die someday does not keep you from planning your future 

and living today. You strive to live as long as possible although you realize that 

it is inevitable that you will die. Like good health, Americans and most of the 

world should welcome American primacy and work to preserve it as long as 

possible.

he value of U.S. power for the country itself as well as for most of the world 

is demonstrated easily by considering four critical facts about international 

politics. First, if you doubt that more power is better, just ask the citizens of a 

country that has been conquered, like the Czech Republic, Poland, Kuwait, or 

Lebanon; or the citizens of a country facing great peril due to external threats 

or terrorists, like Colombia, Georgia, Israel, Nepal, or Turkey. hese countries 

would prefer to possess greater power to improve their security. Or query the 

citizens of a fallen empire. For the British, French, or Russians, having the 

power to inluence the direction of international politics, having the respect 

and recognition that lows from power, and, most importantly, having the abil-

ity to advance and defend their country’s interests are elements of power that 

are missed greatly. In sum, the world looks very diferent from the perspective 

of these countries than it does from a powerful and secure United States.

Second, U.S. power protects the United States. hat sentence is as genuine 

and as important a statement about international politics as one can make. 

International politics is not a game or a sport. here are no “time outs,” there 
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is no haltime and no rest. It never stops. here is no hiding from threats and 

dangers in international politics. If there is no diplomatic solution to the 

threats it confronts, then the conventional and strategic military power of the 

United States is what protects the country from such threats. Simply by declar-

ing that the United States is going home, thus abandoning its commitments 

or making half pledges to defend its interests and allies, does not mean that 

others will respect its wishes to retreat. In fact, to make such a declaration 

implies weakness and emboldens aggression. In the anarchic world of the ani-

mal kingdom, predators prefer to eat the weak rather than confront the strong. 

he same is true in the anarchic realm of international politics. If the United 

States is not strong and does not actively protect and advance its interests, 

other countries will prey upon those interests, and even on the United States 

itself.

hird, countries want to align themselves with the United States. Far from 

there being a backlash against the United States, there is worldwide band-

wagoning with it. he vast majority of countries in international politics have 

alliances with the United States. here are approximately 192 countries in the 

world, ranging from the size of giants like Russia to Lilliputians like Vanu-

atu. Of that number, you can count with one hand the countries opposed to 

the United States—China, Cuba, Iran, North Korea, and Venezuela. Once the 

leaders of Cuba and Venezuela change, there is every reason to believe that 

those countries will be allied with the United States, as they were before their 

present rulers—Fidel Castro and Hugo Chavez—came to power. North Korea 

will collapse someday, removing that threat, although not without signii-

cant danger to the countries in the region. Of these states, only China has the 

potential power to confront the United States. he potential power of China 

should not be underestimated, but neither should the formidable power of the 

United States and its allies.

here is an old saying that you can learn a lot about someone by looking at 

his friends (or enemies). It may be true about people, but it is certainly true of 

the United States. Of the 192 countries in existence, a great number, 84, are 

allied with the United States, and they include almost all of the major eco-

nomic and military states.

his includes twenty-ive members of NATO (excluding the United 

States—Belgium, Bulgaria, Canada, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, 

France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxem-

bourg, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, 

Spain, Turkey, and the United Kingdom); fourteen major non-NATO allies 

(Australia, Egypt, Israel, Japan, South Korea, Jordan, New Zealand, Argen-

tina, Bahrain, Philippines, hailand, Kuwait, Morocco, and Pakistan); nine-

teen Rio Pact members (excluding Argentina and Venezuela—he Bahamas, 

Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, 

El Salvador, Guatemala, Haiti, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Para-
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guay, Peru, Trinidad and Tobago, and Uruguay); seven Caribbean Regional 

Security System members (Antigua and Barbuda, Barbados, Dominica, Gre-

nada, Saint Christopher and Nevis, Saint Lucia, Saint Vincent and the Grena-

dines), and thirteen members of the Iraq coalition who are not captured by the 

other categories: Albania, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Fiji, 

Georgia, Kazakhstan, Macedonia, Moldova, Mongolia, Singapore, Tonga, and 

Ukraine. In addition, Afghanistan, Iraq, Kyrgyzstan, Saudi Arabia, Tajikistan, 

and Tunisia are now important U.S. allies.

his is a ratio of almost 17 to 1 (84 to 5) of the countries allied with the 

United States against those who are opposed to it. And other states may be 

added to the list of allies. For example, a country like Nigeria is essentially 

pro–United States although there is no formal security arrangement between 

those countries. his situation is unprecedented in international politics—

never have so many countries been aligned with the dominant state in mod-

ern history.

As Figure 3.1 demonstrates, it is a big change from the Cold War when 

most of the countries of the world were aligned either with the United States 

(approximately forty-ive) or the Soviet Union (about twenty-four countries), 

which yields a ratio of 1.8 to 1 of states aligned with the United States to those 
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of the Soviet Union, as captured by Figure 3.2. Figure 3.3 illuminates the ratio 

of states aligned with the United States to those opposed to it in the post–Cold 

War period.

So, while we are entitled to our own opinions about international politics, 

we not entitled to our own facts. hey must be acknowledged. In the post–

Cold War world, the United States is much better of—it is much more power-

ful and more secure—than was during the Cold War.

What is more, many of the allies of the United States have become more 

dependent on the United States for their security than during the Cold War. 

For many years now, most NATO countries have only spent a fraction of their 

budget on defense, and it is not transparent how they would defend them-

selves if not for the United States did not. Only six of the twenty-ive members 

of NATO (not counting the United States) are spending 2 percent or more of 

their GDP on defense, while nineteen spend less than 2 percent. Such a low 

level of defense spending is possible only because of the security provided by 

the United States.

he fourth critical fact to consider is that the security provided by the 

power of the United States creates stability in international politics. hat is 

vitally important for the world, but easily forgotten. Harvard professor Joseph 

Nye oten compares the security provided by the United States to oxygen. If it 

were taken away, a person would think of nothing else. If the security and sta-

bility provided by the United States were taken away, most countries would be 

much worse of, and arms races, vicious security competition, and wars would 

result. It would be a world without NATO or other key U.S. alliances. We 

can imagine easily conlict between traditional rivals like Greece and Turkey, 

Syria and Israel, India and Pakistan, Taiwan and China, Russia and Georgia, 

Hungary and Romania, Armenia and Azerbaijan, and an intense arms race 

between China and Japan. In that world, the breakup of Yugoslavia would 

have been a far bloodier afair that might have escalated to become another 

European war. In contrast to what might occur absent U.S. power, we see that 

the post–Cold War world dominated by the United States is an era of peace 

and stability.

he United States does not provide security to other countries because it 

is altruistic. Security for other states is a positive result (what economists call 

a positive externality) of the United States pursuing its interests. herefore, it 

would be a mistake to seek “benevolence” in great power politics. In interna-

tional politics, states advance their self-interest and, most oten, what might 

appear to be “benevolent” actions are undertaken for other reasons. To assist 

Pakistani earthquake refugees, for example, is benevolent but also greatly aids 

the image of the United States in the Muslim world—so self-interest is usually 

intertwined with a humanitarian impulse.

he lesson here is straightforward: Countries align themselves with the 

United States because to do so coincides with their interests, and they will con-
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tinue to do so only as long as their interests are advanced by working with Uncle 

Sam. In 1848, the great British statesman Lord Palmerston captured this point 

best when he said: “We have no eternal allies and we have no perpetual enemies. 

Our interests are eternal and perpetual, and those interests it is our duty to 

follow.”2

It is important to know what other countries think of the United States, 

but, equally, it is a fundamental mistake to worry disproportionately about 

what the rest of the world thinks. Leaders lead. hat may be unpopular at 

times, indeed, perhaps most of the time. A cost of leadership is that the leader 

will be criticized for doing too much, or for accomplishing too little. But at the 

same time, few states would want to replace the leadership of the United States 

with the leadership of China. he allies of the United States are precisely its 

allies because to be so serves the interests of these countries. One country does 

not align itself with another for reasons of sentiment or emotion.

If the United States adopted ofshore balancing, many of those allies would 

terminate their relationship with the United States. hey would be forced to 

increase their own armaments, acquire nuclear weapons, and perhaps ally 

against the United States, even aiming their nuclear weapons at the United 

States. In those circumstances, the United States would be far less secure and 

much worse of than it is now.

hat might be the future if the United States changed its grand strategy. 

To be sure, at present the United States is a great ally. It is rich and powerful, 

with many allies all over the world. It weilds enormous inluence in interna-

tional institutions as well. When a global problem arises, countries turn to the 

United States to solve it.

When you relect on all the countries who have been hegemons, the United 

States is the most accommodating and helpful the world has seen. hat is a 

weighty point and must be emphasized—too frequently, it is not. he United 

States is so for many reasons, including its democratic ideology, the good-na-

tured qualities of the American people, and geography; and the United States 

is far away from the Eurasian and African landmasses, which makes it a more 

attractive ally for a typical country in Eurasia—say, Poland or Turkey—since 

the United States must be invited in comparison to a great power like Russia. 

If Warsaw or Ankara were to invite the Russians in, they may never leave, and 

they might incorporate Poland or Turkey into Russia. here is no danger of 

that with the United States. And this simple fact alone helps us enormously in 

our relations with the rest of the world.

he Success of Iraq: An Ally of the United States, Not Its Clone

When we deal with major events in international politics, time is oten needed 

to yield a context one does not see at the time. In military history, for example, 

many generals and admirals thought they had lost when the reverse was true. 

Jimmy Doolittle thought he was going to face a court martial immediately ater 
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his raid on Japan in April 1942. He saw the raid as a failure because none of the 

aircrat survived, all crash-landing in or near China. He did not realize that 

he had lited the morale of the entire country during a dark time when there 

was nothing but defeat. Ater World War II, the occupations of West Germany 

and Japan were perceived as confused and muddled afairs. However, we now 

know the occupations placed Germany and Japan on the path to become the 

vibrant democracies and economic powerhouses they are now. here is a simi-

lar perception of failure in Iraq in the minds of many Americans.

his should not be a surprise, since much of the American media persis-

tently shows a country of bombings and chaos. Most Americans do not have 

the time to get their news from other, more objective sources that illuminate 

the good, the bad, and the ugly in Iraq, rather than just the bad (terrorism) 

and ugly (corruption). Too frequently, the good—Iraq’s liberation and path 

toward democratic rule—is not emphasized. Countless American soldiers, 

sailors, airmen, and marines have complained about the coverage of Iraq by 

the American media and have argued that such negative coverage ignores 

the great improvements taking place in Iraq, undermines the support of the 

American people for the eforts of the military, and aids the insurgency, mak-

ing the job of the military that much harder. You can ind these accounts 

online, in blogs and other news sources. It takes efort to bypass big media 

corporations, or, at least, access to the Internet and a bit of time to gain a more 

accurate impression. But because not everyone has the time, there is a com-

mon perception that Iraq is in chaos.

hat impression is wholly wrong. Iraq has gone from an authoritarian 

country to a free country with a constitution. Iraqis are voting in elections 

for the irst time in their lives. More Iraqis participate in the electoral process 

than Americans. In 90 percent of Iraq, peace and stability reign, and people 

see the U.S. military as liberators and want to work with the United States as a 

partner in the region. hat is the success of Iraq—and it is a success.

To be sure, with economic and political modernization there will be ups 

and downs. No country has transitioned without profound diiculties from 

the misrule of a tyrant like Saddam Hussein through liberation to its social and 

physical reconstruction ater generations of horrible abuses and great neglect. 

But the slope of the curve is positive; Iraq is becoming stronger and more stable 

every day. Elections are a major indication of progress, and demonstrate that 

the vast majority of Iraqis support the government. Iraq has about 14 million 

eligible voters, and 11 million voted in 2005. Its voter participation rate puts 

the United States to shame. It is common wisdom that the Kurds and Shi’a 

support the government, but now the majority of Sunnis do as well. For exam-

ple, voter turnout from the mostly Sunni province of Anbar climbed from 2 

percent in the elections of January 30, 2005, when Sunnis where opposed to 

the government, to 55 percent in the elections of December 2005.
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When Iraq is a free and stable country, when its economy lourishes due to 

its oil wealth, when tourists lock to wonder at the remnants of ancient Baby-

lon, what will those who belittled the Iraqi reconstruction and stabilization 

eforts say? here will come a day when they have to respond to the facts on 

the ground and admit that Iraq has been restored to its rightful place in the 

community of nations and as a leader in the Arab world.

To get to that day, the United States labors to resolve two problems. he 

irst is the insurgency, which is comprised of foreign jihadists who have come 

to Iraq to ight the United States and the new Iraqi government; criminals 

who were let loose by Saddam before the invasion in March 2003; and diehard 

Ba’athists who dream of restoring Saddam Hussein to power and who com-

prise most of the insurgents. Second, there is the risk of civil war among the 

three major groups in Iraq: the Shi’a (about 60 percent of Iraq’s population), 

Sunni (between 15 and 20 percent), and Kurds (approximately 17 percent).

he risk of civil war is reduced as long as a large U.S. military force is present 

in Iraq. Its risk is disappearing as the new Iraqi government inds its strength. 

he insurgency is a danger the United States confronts now. he insurgency 

can be defeated and is being defeated by following the classic prescription for 

doing so—advancing economic, political, and social changes simultaneously 

with improving the lives of the Iraqi people. Principally, these measures will 

be done by the Iraqis themselves, not by the United States.

One of the foremost experts on guerrilla warfare, T.E. Lawrence, better 

known as “Lawrence of Arabia” because he led the Arab guerrilla war against 

the Ottoman Empire in World War I, famously described ighting an insur-

gency as “learning how to eat soup with a knife.”3 hat is, counterinsurgency 

operations are messy and they take a long time. he Iraqi and American people 

and their militaries have to understand both points. Fighting the insurgency 

in Iraq is messy— at times there is great violence, innocent people are hurt or 

killed, soldiers are killed brutally, and Iraqi governmental forces are targeted 

by the insurgents. Both the U.S. and Iraqi forces must have the will power to 

endure this diicult situation.

Prodigious progress is being made. he infrastructure of Iraq is being 

rebuilt, and life has returned to normal for the vast majority of Iraqis. But 

progress takes time, just as eating soup with a knife does. Indeed, time is prob-

ably the most important factor for counterinsurgencies. Time is necessary to 

convince the pro-Saddam diehards in the insurgent movement that Saddam 

and Ba’ath rule are never coming back—the new Iraq is here to stay. Time 

is necessary to weaken the insurgency gradually and bring its members to 

realize that their path is a dead end. he new Iraq is passing them by. Every 

campaign against guerrilla movements takes time—at least a half a decade, 

and sometimes several decades. he American and Iraqi people must real-

ize that the counterinsurgency campaign in Iraq will take many years, and 

they must have the will to stick it out, to persevere through the low points in 
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the campaign against the guerrillas. he insurgency is roughly ixed in size, 

it is not likely to grow or decline rapidly, and, as history has proven of most 

insurgencies, they are resilient. Table 3.1 provides important context for the 

insurgency in Iraq. Historically, major insurgencies averaged a little over thir-

teen years to resolve.

he United States is undermining guerrillas and destroying their cohe-

sion by demonstrating the integrity and competence of the new government 

in Iraq—the new government is working for the people of Iraq, all elements of 

the Iraqi population, and it is an encouraging sign that the Sunni population 

is participating in the political process.

In contrast, the insurgents want to take the Iraqi people back to the bad 

old days of torture, executions, and misery under Saddam Hussein and Ba’ath 

Party rule. he insurgents murder innocent Iraqis and attack Iraqi and Coali-

tion troops but ofer no positive vision for the people of Iraq. hey can ofer 

only intimidation, subjugation, and hatred. his malicious message resonates 

less and less with the Iraqi people and with others in the region. Commenta-

tors oten speak of “the Arab Street,” popular opinion in the Arab world, and 

warn that it will erupt against the United States. he assumption is that the 

Arab Street will always be opposed to the United States and its allies. he 

evidence does not support that. In December 2005, the Arab Street did erupt, 

but it did so against Abu Musab al-Zarqawi. Over two hundred thousand Jor-

danians protested his terror attacks in Jordan and Iraq. his shows that Arabs, 

just as everyone else, are fed up with the senseless killing conducted by the 

insurgents in Iraq.

In order to understand how to defeat the Iraqi insurgency, it is necessary to 

understand that it does not operate under a central command, but is fractured 

and comprised of the jihadists, of whom the terrorist Abu Musab al-Zarqawi 

was the most famous before he was killed by U.S. forces in 2006. hese jihadists 

are religious fanatics and are mostly foreigners. here are also criminals, who 

are secular and who are using the insurgency to promote criminal aims; and 

Ba’athists, the members of the failed regime of Saddam Hussein who are secular 

and hate religious forces.

he jihadists and the Ba’athists are the most dangerous. However, they are 

divided in both their ideologies and goals. Also, they are only rooted in the 

Sunni population—and thus they are a minority within a minority. hese 

facts about the insurgency mean that the United States and the Iraqi govern-

ment have enormous advantages in their struggle against it.

here are ive critical steps that must be accomplished by the United States 

and the Iraqi government to defeat the insurgency; and, indeed, the United 

States and the Iraqi government are accomplishing all of them. Consequently, 

the insurgency has great weaknesses and will be defeated over time. But it 

will take time, as Table 3.1 shows. he American and Iraqi people, as well 

as the people of allied states like Britain and Australia, have to understand 
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Table 3.1 Major Insurgencies of the 20th Century

Case dates

duration  

in years

Afghanistan 1979–1989 10

Angola UNITA 1975–1991 16

Algeria 1954–1962 8

Arab Revolt 1916–1918 2

Argentina 1970–1976 6

Brazil 1968–1971 3

Chinese Revolution 1927–1949 22

Colombia    1964–2006a 42

Cuba I l898–1902 4

Cuba II 1906–1909 3

Cuba III 1917–1933 16

Cuba IV 1953–1959 6

Cyprus Rebellion 1955–1961 6

Dominican Republic 1916–1924 8

El Salvador 1979–1993 14

Haiti 1915–1934 19

Huk Rebellion 1946–1954 8

Irish Revolution 1916–1921 5

Israel-Palestinian I 1964–1993 29

Israel-Palestinian II    2000–2006a 6

Malaya 1947–1960 13

Mau Mau Rebellion 1952–1963 11

Nicaragua 1926–1933 7

Nicaragua (FSLN) 1974–1979 5

Northern Ireland 1969–1998 29

Peru 1980–2006a 26

Philippines 1899–1916 17

Portuguese Angola 1961–1975 14

Portuguese East Africa 1961–1975 14

Rif Rebellion 1921–1924 3

Second Boer War 1899–1902 3

Spain ETA 1968–2006a 38

Southwest Africa/Namibia 1966–1988 22

Sudan I 1955–1972 17

Sudan II 1983–2005 22

Uruguay 1962–1972 10

Venezuela 1960–1970 10

Vietnam I 1946–1954 8

Vietnam II 1959–1975 16

Average 13.28

a Conlict remains ongoing.
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this. Based on history, we may expect that the insurgency will last at least 

thirteen years. Recognizing that it will take time allows Americans and those 

who wish the new Iraqi government well to steel themselves for a long, low-in-

tensity struggle.

First, joint ofensive operations are weakening the insurgency by kill-

ing and capturing its members. his is occurring, and the Iraqis are learn-

ing much from the U.S. military and intelligence services. he insurgency is 

fought increasingly by Iraqis rather than Americans. he Iraqis are develop-

ing this capability and growing stronger every day.

Second, the Iraqi military and police forces are getting progressively better, 

and the responsibility for the security of Iraq is being handed of to them from 

the U.S. military. he United States is building up the Iraqi military and intel-

ligence forces to take over more responsibility from the United States as soon 

as possible. As the Iraqis grow in strength, the American military forces will 

be drawn down gradually. A small number of U.S. forces will continue to work 

with the Iraqis ater the bulk of the U.S. military forces have let. hey will be 

assigned directly to Iraqi units in order to train them. In addition, U.S. forces 

may be expected to provide logistical support as well as heavy armor forces 

and air support for combat operations.

Intelligence forces are just as important for combating an insurgency as 

military forces, and there has been much progress in this realm, although it 

is largely unnoticed by the world’s media. At the time of writing, the Iraqis 

have two intelligence agencies, the Iraqi National Intelligence Service (INIS), 

to focus on foreign threats such as Iran and Islamic extremists; and the Gen-

eral Security Department (GSD), which is the counterespionage and counter-

terrorism organization. he INIS and GSD work much like the CIA and FBI 

in the United States, with one concerned with foreign threats and the other 

centered on combating espionage and terrorism within the country. he intel-

ligence agencies of the United States, the Iraqi government, and perhaps other 

allies are iniltrating the insurgency in order to stop it.

hird, the new Iraqi government must root out corruption and work to 

eliminate local grievances at the grassroots level in order to continue to gain 

popular support. Additionally, the government has to make economic and 

political reforms and improvements in the country—from electricity to elec-

tions. he good news is that there is great progress on almost every front. he 

cement holding the guerrillas together has to be destroyed by conveying the 

message to them and the people that they are holding Iraq back from being the 

greatest of the Arab countries, as it had been in the past.

Fourth, the new Iraqi government and the U.S. military must maintain the 

initiative by using guerrilla tactics against the insurgency—reconnaissance, 

iniltration, hit-and-run tactics, and surprise ambushes to keep the guerril-

las of-balance and keep them moving constantly and under threat. his is 
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occurring as well. he safe havens the guerrillas once had in Fallujah and 

Ramadi are gone now and will not return.

Fith, the new government has to demonstrate that those in the guerrilla 

movement will be welcome if they defect. he best way to accomplish this is 

through an information campaign that proclaims speciic cases of people who 

were guerrillas, or supported them, but who now support the government. 

In the past, most successful counterinsurgency campaigns have had similar 

programs. It is in the government’s interest to allow the guerrillas to defect 

to the government’s side without fear of repercussions. In fact, the Iraqis have 

been efective in this regard. Defectors have appeared on Iraqi television to 

apologize, to state that they were wrong to engage in terrorism, and to appeal 

to their former comrades to end their terrorism and join the government.

he United States will be successful in Iraq, and the insurgency will wither 

away, despite the best eforts of Iran to keep it going. But Americans must 

understand that an independent and free Iraq will not be a toady or pawn of 

the United States. he United States may expect to have signiicant diferences 

with a free Iraq, and this may cause frustration in Washington. When Iraq’s 

interests coincide with those of the United States, Washington may expect 

to be able to work closely with Baghdad. In other words, we may expect Iraq 

not to be subservient to the United States, but an ally of it: a major reason for 

America to have fought to liberate Iraq from tyranny.

Most poignantly, in 2006, U.S. Army Colonel H.R. McMaster, who was 

a hero in Operation Desert Storm, relected on his long experience in Iraq 

as commander of the hird Armored Cavalry Regiment and what he could 

communicate to the American people to permit them to understand the con-

ditions in Iraq:

I was patrolling ater an attack on police recruits. It was a suicide attack 

immediately ater the operation. And I was walking with a small element 

up the street of Hasan Koy, which previously was a hostile area. I saw 

an Iraqi coming toward me on crutches, a young man, and I thought, 

well, this is an insurgent, a terrorist….So I went up to him and started 

asking him some questions. It turns out he was wounded in that attack 

where he was waiting in line to be recruited for the Iraqi police. He was 

now walking on crutches across town to join the Iraqi army so he could 

defeat these terrorists and bring security to his family.

I guess what people don’t get to see is, they don’t get to see how resolute 

and how determined these courageous Iraqis are. And the other thing 

I wish we could communicate more clearly is the relationships we’ve 

developed with people. I mean, we’ve made lifetime friends among the 

good Iraqi people. So the Iraqi people you tend to see most on cover-

age…are the ones…who are conducting attacks against us….But there 

are so many good people in this country who deserve security and who 
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are doing everything they can to build a future for their families, their 

towns and their country.4

A major step in remaking the Middle East began with Operation Iraqi 

Freedom. As a result of the success of Operation Iraqi Freedom, the United 

States has been able to foster change in the region from Lebanon to Iraq. he 

change has been along the following parameters. First, regimes opposed to 

the interests of the United States are pressured to reform or face the possibil-

ity of being removed. Second, the United States should spread democracy in 

the Middle East if this can be accomplished without hurting existing friendly 

regimes.5 his is part of a larger efort to promote liberal democracy around 

the world. he more liberal democracies there are in the world, the more con-

genial for the United States and the easier it is for the United States to main-

tain its hegemony.

However, I am a good realist, so if there is a tension between democracy 

and maintaining a pro-American government, then the latter is the right 

choice for the United States at this time. American decision-makers should 

keep in mind the Shah of Iran, a U.S. ally, who was undermined by President 

Carter, when he pushed too hard and too quickly, for democratic reform. he 

Shah fell and was replaced by a much worse government—the rule of Aya-

tollah Khomeini. hirty years later, the United States still grapples with the 

consequences. Accordingly, what is vitally important is that governments are 

supportive and respectful of the interests of the United States. Fundamen-

tally, realism should govern the foreign policy of the United States—America’s 

interests irst.

Primacy Is the Right Grand Strategy for the United States

here is no viable alternative grand strategy for the United States than pri-

macy. Primacy is the best and most efective means to maintain the security 

and safety of the United States for the reasons I argued in chapter 1. However, 

it is also the best because every other grand strategic “alternative” is a chimera 

and can only weaken the United States, threaten the security and safety of the 

American people, and introduce great peril for the United States and for other 

countries.

A large part of what makes primacy such a success is that other countries 

know where the United States stands, what it will defend, and that it will be 

involved in disputes, both great and small. Accordingly, other countries have 

to respect the interests of the United States or face the consequences. Ofshore 

balancing incurs the risks of primacy without its beneits. It pledges that the 

United States will defend its interests with air power and sea power, but not 

land power. hat is curious because we could defend our interests with land 

power but choose not to, suggesting our threat to defend is not serious, which 

weakens our credibility and invites challenges to the interests of the United 
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States. Ofshore balancing increases the probability of conlict for the United 

States. It raises the danger that the interests of the United States will be chal-

lenged not only from foes like China and Iran, but, perversely, also from coun-

tries now allied with the United States like Japan and Turkey.

General Douglas MacArthur said that there was no substitute for victory. 

Just as there is no substitute for victory, there is no alternative for leadership. 

For if the United States does not provide that leadership to its allies by pledg-

ing to use all of its power in their defense, then they will provide their own 

security. If the United States does not lead the world, another hegemon will 

rise to replace it. hat hegemon will be China. China will then be in a position 

to dictate to the rest of world, including the United States. he United States 

would be far less secure in such a world.

his is because, irst, the physical security of the United States would be 

jeopardized. Due to its military superiority, China would have the ability to 

triumph over the United States in the event of war or an international crisis, 

like the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis. he United States would be forced to back 

down, thus placing China’s interests before its own. China would be able to 

blackmail the United States, to coerce it to do Beijing’s bidding. he United 

States would be relegated to the role of pawn on the international chessboard.

Second, the United States would lose its allies and global inluence. As 

China’s power grew, countries would look to Beijing to be their ally in order to 

gain security and assistance. It will be the case that countries long allied with 

the United States, such as Australia, will no longer be allies as their interests 

require them to look to Beijing and away from Washington.

hird, the Chinese economy will dominate the global economy. World-

wide, both countries and businesses will look to China not simply as a market, 

as they do now, but the economic locomotive of the world’s economy, as the 

lender of last resort, and as the stabilizer of economic exchange and the inter-

national trade and monetary regimes. Countries will have to appease China 

economically or face the consequences of its wrath.

Fourth, Chinese will be the language of diplomacy, trade and commerce, 

transportation and navigation, the Internet, world sport, and global cul-

ture. Additionally, China will dominate science and technology, in all of its 

forms—the life sciences, bioengineering, computer science, and even space 

exploration. It will be a great blow to the pride of the United States, greater 

than Sputnik in 1957, when China travels to the Moon, as they plan to do, and 

plants the communist lag on Mars, and perhaps other planets in the future.

In sum, the United States will be far less inluential and subjected to the 

role that China, not decision-makers in Washington or the American people, 

wants it to play. Fundamentally, the security of the United States would be 

dependent on the decisions made in China. hat is the world of the future if 

the United States does not maintain its primacy.
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To abandon its leadership role would be a fundamental mistake of Ameri-

can grand strategy. Indeed, in the great history of the United States, there is 

no parallel, no previous case, where the United States has made such a titanic 

grand strategic blunder. It would surpass by far its great mistake of 1812, when 

the young and ambitious country gambled and declared war against a mighty 

empire, the British, believing London was too distracted by the tremendous 

events on the Continent—the formidable military genius of Napoleon and the 

prodigious threat from the French empire and its allies—to notice while it con-

quered Canada.

he citizens of the United States cannot pretend that, by weakening our-

selves, other countries will be nice and respect its security and interests. To 

suggest this implies a naïveté and innocence about international politics that 

would be charming, if only the consequences of such an opinion were not so 

serious. hroughout its history, the United States has never refrained from 

acting boldly to secure its interests. It should not be timid now.

Many times in the great history of the United States, the country faced 

diicult decisions—decisions of confrontation or appeasement—and sig-

niicant threats—the British, French, Spanish, Germans, Italians, Japanese, 

and Soviets. It always has recognized those threats and faced them down, to 

emerge victorious. he United States should have the conidence to do so now 

against China not simply because to do so maximizes its power and security 

or ensures it is the dominant voice in the world’s afairs, but because it is the 

last, best hope of humanity.

he United States faces a choice as signiicant as any in its history: To main-

tain leadership or to live in a world dominated by the Communist Chinese, 

the last signiicant representative of a cruel and failed ideology. A world domi-

nated by the United States, the country Walt Whitman called “essentially the 

greatest poem,” is far superior for the whole of the world’s population than a 

world controlled by the Communist Chinese.6 In this book and in academic 

settings, we may debate the issues that concern that choice. Intellectually, that 

is entirely appropriate. But emotionally and instinctually, each of us knows 

that, should any country be dominant, the United States is the best choice to 

exercise such power. hat recognition alone quite perfectly answers the debate 

over the American Empire.

Notes
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human past and is supported by empirical evidence from tribal societies, archaeology, 
and the behaviors of other animals as documented by ethologists. See Bradley A. hayer, 
Darwin and International Relations: On the Evolutionary Origins of War and Ethnic Con-
lict (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2004).

 2. he Oxford Dictionary of Quotations, 5th ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 
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ary 27, 2006, available at: http://defenselink.mil/transcripts/2006/tr20060127-12385.html.
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The Illusion of the American Empire

ChrISToPher layNe

Introduction

In this chapter, I focus on the costs of the American Empire. Contrary to its 

proponents’ claims, the strategy of primacy and empire comes with a steep 

price tag. It is increasingly clear that the United States will be hard-pressed 

to aford the costs of empire without undermining its economy. Moreover, in 

addition to its economic impact, the strategy of primacy and empire has a cor-

rosive efect on democracy in the United States and is at odds with America’s 

most cherished political values.

he Costs of Empire

Economics and Empire

At the end of the day, Americans must ask not only if the strategy of primacy 

and empire makes America more secure, or more insecure, but also ask what 

are that strategy’s costs, and can America aford them? It is, of course, a tru-

ism that economic strength is the foundation of American primacy. A strong 

economy generates the wealth that pays for the extensive military apparatus 

necessary to maintain America’s dominant geopolitical position. But here the 

United States confronts a problem that traditionally has perplexed the states-

man of great powers: striking the proper balance between public and private 

investment in the domestic economy, domestic consumption, and investment 

in military power. On the one hand, because they are expected to provide 

welfare as well as national security, modern states constantly face the dilemma 

of allocating scarce resources among the competing external and domestic 

policies. At the same time, grand strategists must be cognizant of the danger 

that overinvesting in security in the short term can weaken the state in the 

long term by eroding the economic foundations of national power.1 Finding 



��� • Christopher Layne

the right balance between security and economic stability is a timeless grand 

strategic conundrum.2

Paul Kennedy’s 1987 book, he Rise and Fall of the Great Powers, ignited an 

important debate about the sustainability of American primacy. In a nutshell, 

Kennedy argued that the United States was doomed to repeat a familiar pat-

tern of imperial decline because the excessive costs of military commitments 

abroad was eroding the economic foundations of American power. An impor-

tant backdrop to Kennedy’s book was the so-called twin deicits: endless fed-

eral budget deicits, and a persistent balance of trade deicit. As a result, the 

United States had quickly gone from being the leading creditor state in the 

international economic system to being the leading debtor and had became 

dependent on inlows of foreign—especially Japanese—capital. As Robert Gil-

pin noted (also in 1987), the inlow of Japanese capital “supported the dollar, 

helped inance the [Reagan] defense buildup, and contributed to American 

prosperity. More importantly, it masked the relative economic decline of the 

United States.”3 he late 1980s debate about possible American decline was 

terminated abruptly, however; irst, by the Soviet Union’s collapse, and then 

by U.S. economic revival during the Clinton administration, which also saw 

the yearly federal budget deicits give way to annual budget surpluses.

he proponents of American primacy and empire assert both that the 

United States can aford this grand strategy and that American economy is 

fundamentally robust. hese claims might come as news to most Americans, 

however. When a company like General Motors—historically one of the lag-

ship corporations of the U.S. economy—teeters on the edge of bankruptcy 

and sheds some 126,000 jobs—rosy descriptions about the strength of the U.S. 

economy ring hollow.4 Similarly, the notion that the U.S. economy is healthy 

certainly would not be shared by the hundreds of thousands of U.S. workers 

who have lost their jobs in America’s ever-contracting manufacturing sec-

tor—oten because their jobs have been outsourced to China or India. Even 

more worrisome, future outsourcing of American jobs is not likely to be con-

ined just to blue-collar workers. Rather, an increasing number of high-skill/

high-education jobs will low from the United States to other countries.5 

Another warning sign that all is not well with the U.S. economy is the “middle 

class squeeze”—the fact that middle class incomes in the United States have 

been stagnant since the early 1970s. Doubtless, the American economy has 

made gains in productivity, but those gains are being enjoyed by only a small 

number of Americans in the highest income brackets. As the Financial Times 

recently noted:

Since 1973, the income of the top 10 per cent of American earners has 

grown by 111 per cent, while the income of the middle ith has grown 

by only 15 per cent. hat trend has become more pronounced in the 
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last few years. Between 1998 and 2004, the median income of American 

households fell by 3.8 per cent.6

To some the American economy may seem buoyant, but the hollowing-out of 

America’s manufacturing industrial base, the outsourcing of American jobs, 

and stagnant middle-class incomes are lashing red lights warning that all is 

far from well with the U.S. economy.

Indeed, the economic vulnerabilities that Kennedy pinpointed in the late 

1980s may have receded into the background during the 1990s, but they did 

not disappear. Once again, the United States is running endless federal budget 

deicits, and the trade deicit has grown worse and worse. he United States 

still depends on capital inlows from abroad, with China fast replacing Japan 

as America’s most important creditor, to inance its deicit spending, inance 

private consumption, and maintain the dollar’s position as the international 

economic system’s reserve currency. Because of the twin deicits, the underly-

ing fundamentals of the U.S. economy are out of alignment. he United States 

cannot continue to live beyond its means indeinitely. Sooner or later, the bill 

will come due in the form of sharply higher taxes and interest rates—and, 

consequently, economic slowdown. And, as the United States borrows more 

and more to inance its budget and trade deicits, private investment is likely 

to be “crowded out” of the marketplace, with predictable efects on the econ-

omy’s long-term health. In a word (or two), the United States is sufering from 

“iscal overstretch.”7

Economically, the United States is looking at the same problems in the 

early twenty-irst century that it faced in the 1980s (and which had been 

building since the early 1960s). Except this time, the long-term prognosis is 

bleaker, because there are two big diferences between now and then.8 First, 

during the Cold War, Japan (and, during the 1970s, West Germany) subsi-

dized U.S. budget and trade deicits as a quid pro quo for American secu-

rity guarantees. It will be interesting to see whether an emerging geopolitical 

rival like China—or, for that matter, the European Union—will be as will-

ing to underwrite American primacy in coming decades. Second, there have 

been big changes on the economic side of the ledger that cast a long shadow 

over America’s long-term economic prospects. For one thing, the willingness 

of other states to cover America’s debts no longer can be taken for granted. 

Already, key central banks are signaling their lack of conidence in the dollar 

by diversifying their currency holdings.9 here are rumblings, too, that OPEC 

may start pricing oil in euros and that the dollar could be supplanted by the 

euro as the international economy’s reserve currency. Should this happen, the 

United States no longer could aford to maintain its primacy.10

he domestic economic picture is not so promising, either. he annual 

federal budget deicits are just the tip of the iceberg. he real problems are 

the federal government’s huge unfunded liabilities for entitlement programs 
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that will begin to come due about a decade hence.11 Moreover, defense spend-

ing and entitlement expenditures are squeezing out discretionary spending 

on domestic programs. Just down the road, the United States is facing stark 

“warfare” or “welfare” choices between, on the one hand, maintaining the 

overwhelming military capabilities upon which its primacy rests, or, on the 

other hand, discretionary spending on domestic needs and funding Medicare, 

Medicaid, and Social Security.12 Here, the proponents of primacy and empire 

overlook a huge change in the U.S. iscal picture. hey assert that the United 

States can aford its imperial strategy because defense spending now accounts 

only for about 4 percent of U.S. gross domestic product (GDP), which is well 

below Cold War levels. his is true, but very misleading.

Why? Because under the Bush II administration, the norm in the allocation 

of federal discretionary spending that prevailed throughout most of the Clin-

ton administration has been reversed: the Pentagon’s share of discretionary 

spending in the federal budget once again exceeds domestic spending. What 

really matters is not the percentage of GDP absorbed by defense spending, but 

the Defense Department’s share of discretionary federal spending. Coupled 

with mandatory spending on entitlements (and debt service), defense spend-

ing is squeezing discretionary federal spending on domestic programs. Given 

the long-term unsustainability of federal budget deicits, coming years will see 

strong pressures to reduce federal spending. However, because defense, enti-

tlements, and debt service together account for 80 percent of federal spend-

ing, it is obvious that—as long as U.S. defense spending continues at the high 

levels mandated by the strategy of primacy and empire—the burden of federal 

deicit reduction will fall primarily on the remaining 20 percent of the bud-

get—that is, on discretionary domestic spending. In plain English, that means 

that the United States will be spending more on guns and less and less on but-

ter—“butter” in this case meaning, among other things, federal government 

investments in education, infrastructure, and research, which all are crucial 

to keeping the United States competitive in the international economy. Sooner 

rather than later, Americans will be compelled to ask whether spending on the 

American Empire is more important than spending on domestic needs here 

at home.13

In fact, if anything, the costs of the American Empire are likely to increase 

in coming years. here are two reasons for this. First, there is the spiraling 

cost of the Iraq quagmire. As some readers may recall, the Bush II admin-

istration’s economic advisor, Lawrence Lindsey, was ired because he dared 

to predict that the cost of the Iraq war, and its atermath, might reach $200 

billion. he administration predicted that the war itself would cost no more 

than $50–$60 billion and that Iraq would pay for its own postwar recovery 

from oil sales. Of course, the United States to date has borne most of the cost 

of Iraq’s postwar recovery. As far as the ultimate economic costs of the war are 

concerned, it is apparent that the administration’s $50–$60 billion estimate 
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was a projection right out of Fantasyland. Recently, Joesph Sitglitz (a Nobel 

laureate in economics) and Linda Bilmes have indicated that, at the end of the 

day, the budgetary cost of the war will be somewhere between $750 billion 

and $1,184 billion (which includes, among other things, the costs of military 

operations, Veterans Administration costs attributable to the war, increased 

defense spending, and additional interest on the national debt). Moreover, 

they estimate that the direct and indirect costs of the war to the U.S. economy 

will be between $1,026 billion and $1,854 billion.14

he second reason that defense spending is likely to increase is the simple 

fact that the U.S. military is not large enough to meet all of America’s imperial 

commitments. Since the Cold War’s end, the United States has shown every 

sign of succumbing to the “hegemon’s temptation”—the temptation to use its 

military power promiscuously—and Iraq, along with the simultaneous crises 

with Iran and North Korea, have highlighted the mismatch between America’s 

hegemonic ambitions and the military resources available to support them. 

To maintain its dominance, the American military will have to be expanded 

in size, because it is too small to meet present—and likely future—commit-

ments.15 No one can say for certain how long signiicant U.S. forces will need 

to remain in Iraq (and Afghanistan), but it’s safe to say that substantial num-

bers of troops will be there for a long time. At the same time, in addition to the 

ongoing War on Terrorism (and the concomitant requirements of homeland 

defense), the United States faces possible future conlicts with North Korea, 

Iran, and China.

During the past iteen years or so since the Soviet Union’s collapse, the 

United States was able to postpone the need to grapple with the painful issues 

Kennedy raised in 1987. However, the chickens are coming home to roost, 

and those questions soon will have to be faced. Gilpin’s 1987 description of 

America’s grand strategic and economic dilemmas is, if anything, even more 

timely today:

With a decreased rate of economic growth and a low rate of national 

savings, the United States was living and defending commitments far 

beyond its means. In order to bring its commitments and power back 

into balance once again, the United States would one day have to cut 

back further on its overseas commitments, reduce the American stan-

dard of living, or decrease domestic productive investment even more 

than it already had. In the meantime, American hegemony was threat-

ened by a potentially devastating iscal crisis.16

At some point, the relative decline of U.S. economic power that is in the of-

ing will bring American primacy to an end. In the shorter term, however, the 

United States can prolong its primacy if Americans are willing to pay the price 

in terms of higher taxes, reduced consumption, and curtailment of domestic 

programs. But, of course, there is a treadmill-like aspect to preserving the 
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American Empire, because perpetuating it will hasten the weakening of the 

economic base upon which it rests.

he Domestic Political Consequences of Empire

In the most memorable—and controversial—passage of his second Inaugural 

Address, President George W. Bush declared that, “We are led, by events and 

common sense, to one conclusion: he survival of liberty in our land increas-

ingly depends on the success of liberty in other lands. he best hope for peace 

in our world is the expansion of freedom in all the world. America’s vital inter-

ests and deepest beliefs are now one.” In claiming that the survival of democ-

racy in America depends on the successful export of democracy abroad, Bush 

has reprised Wilsonianism’s most dubious thesis. Like his predecessors—

going back to Woodrow Wilson himself—Bush believes that America can 

avoid becoming a “garrison state” only by following a policy of strategic inter-

nationalism and democracy promotion abroad. Contrary to Bush’s assertion 

in his Inaugural Address, however, an imperial foreign policy is antithetical to 

the lourishing of democracy and liberty here in the United States.

It may be true that America’s Founding Fathers envisioned that the United 

States would become an “empire of liberty,” but it is also true that their vision 

of empire was conined to North America. Moreover, they were crystal clear 

that their vision of empire was based on important values rooted in America’s 

own history and political culture, including a republican form of government, 

protection of individual liberties, and suspicion of state power. hey also 

understood full well that if the United States ever got mixed up in the kind of 

overseas imperialism practiced by the European great powers, these American 

values would be imperiled. his argument was reprised during the post–Span-

ish–American War great debate of 1898–99 about whether the United States 

should annex the Philippines. In his classic anti-imperialist essay, “he Con-

quest of the United States by Spain,” William Graham Sumner predicted—

accurately—that if the United States went into the empire business, its unique 

political culture would be transformed and its system of government would 

come to resemble those of the other great imperial powers of the day: Britain, 

France, Germany, and Russia. In more recent times, real conservatives like 

Dwight Eisenhower and Robert Tat—a very diferent breed from the faux 

conservative neocon cheerleaders for American Empire—warned that the 

Cold War was efectuating a domestic transformation of the United States and 

that the core values of limited government, shared congressional and execu-

tive responsibility for foreign policy, and iscal prudence were being eroded.

Bush’s words about defending liberty and freedom by promoting it abroad 

ring hollow. Seldom in American history has an administration displayed less 

regard for the Constitution, the law—domestic and international—and civil 

liberties. he truth is that by—purportedly—promoting democracy abroad, 

the Bush administration is trampling upon it at home. To start with, contrary 
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to all settled Constitutional principles, the administration has claimed 

that the president’s war powers are all but unconstrained. In essence, the 

administration claims that as long as it is in the pursuit of “national security,” 

the president can do pretty much whatever he deems necessary. he result of 

this sweeping assertion of power can be seen in the administration’s use of the 

National Security Agency (NSA) to engage in domestic surveillance of phone 

calls and emails. As James Risen has written, since 9/11, “he Bush admin-

istration has swept aside nearly thirty years of rules and regulations and has 

secretly brought the NSA back into the business of domestic espionage.”17 As 

Risen reports, shortly ater 9/11 Bush signed an executive order authorizing 

the NSA to monitor and eavesdrop on virtually all telephone calls and email 

traic inside the United States. he executive order was a deliberate end run 

around the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act, which requires the NSA 

to obtain a court order before eavesdropping on domestic communications. 

Under Bush’s order, the NSA is completely unaccountable; there is no judi-

cial—or other—oversight of its domestic surveillance. As Risen notes, “the 

NSA determines, on its own, which telephone numbers and e-mail addresses 

to monitor. he NSA doesn’t have to get approval from the White House, the 

Justice Department, or anyone else in the Bush administration before it begins 

eavesdropping on a speciic phone line inside the United States.”18

he Patriot Act is another instance where the Bush administration has 

used 9/11 to roll back civil liberties. Under the Patriot Act, the administra-

tion is using “national security letters,” which allow secret surveillance and 

information gathering of “U.S. residents and visitors who are not alleged to 

be terrorists or spies.”19 As the Washington Post reported, “Issued by FBI ield 

supervisors, national security letters do not need the imprimatur of a prosecu-

tor, grand jury or judge.”20 Moreover, the Patriot Act prohibits the target of a 

national security letter from disclosing to “any person” that they have been 

served with such a letter. On its face, the language prohibits a person, or orga-

nization, that is served with a national security letter from contacting a lawyer 

and challenging the letter’s legality.21 he FBI uses national security letters to 

obtain the very kinds of information about citizens’ lives that historically has 

been protected by the Fourth Amendment’s proscription against unreason-

able searches and seizures, including phone records, correspondence, inan-

cial information, and even the books a citizen checks out from the library, 

or the movies a citizen rents from a video store. Real conservatives know 

that when the government is given such unchecked, wide-ranging powers to 

intrude into the lives of citizens, civil liberties are at risk. As Bob Barr, a con-

servative former congressman has said, “he beef with the NSLs is that they 

don’t have even a pretense of judicial or impartial scrutiny. here’s no checks 

and balances whatever on them. It is simply some bureaucrat’s decision that 

they want information, and they can basically just go and get it.” his, appar-

ently, is the Bush administration’s version of democracy in America.
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he Bush administration’s treatment of “enemy combatants” taken pris-

oner as part of the so-called Global War on Terror is another example of how 

the administration has acted contrary to America’s deepest values. Assert-

ing a dubious legal claim that it can seize enemy combatants and bring them 

before military tribunals, the administration has set up internment facilities 

at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, the Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq, and the Bagram air 

base in Afghanistan. he detainees in these camps are—so the administration 

claims—entirely outside the jurisdiction of the U.S. legal system (and outside 

the purview of the Geneva Conventions on the treatment of prisoners of war). 

According to the administration, the United States can keep enemy combat-

ants—even American citizens suspected of engaging in terrorist acts—in cus-

tody indeinitely and is not required to charge them with a crime, aford them 

legal counsel, or even bring them to trial.

Shielded from judicial oversight, the administration has deliberately pro-

mulgated policies that have shaded applicable international law to allow U.S. 

interrogators to engage in the torture “lite” of enemy combatants at Guanta-

namo Bay. he administration also has authorized the use of hard-core tor-

ture by allowing the CIA to establish secret prisons abroad, and to carry out 

a policy of so-called renditions (where the United States hands over enemy 

combatants to countries where interrogation techniques are not limited by 

legal niceties).22 Although the overwhelming consensus among experts is that 

torture invariably fails to produce useful information—that is, it is not cost 

efective—the United States has paid a huge price in terms of its international 

standing for its treatment of enemy combatants. As Stephen Walt observes, 

“imagine how America’s image might have been improved had it placed the 

prisoners at Guantanamo Bay under the protections of the Geneva Convention 

and had Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld apologized and resigned in response 

to the torture scandal at Abu Ghraib prison.”23 While these policies would not, 

Walt admits, eliminate all the manifestations of anti-Americanism abroad, 

they “would have made it much harder to portray the United States as a ‘rogue 

superpower,’ and it would have given America’s friends around the world far 

more efective ammunition in the battle for world opinion.”24 Not only have 

the administration’s detention and torture policies sullied America’s reputa-

tion abroad, but in a practical sense those policies are counterproductive.25 

Abu Ghraib, for example, injected new life into the Iraqi insurgency and was 

a veritable recruiting poster for Islamic terrorist groups. Most of all, however, 

the Bush administration’s policies with respect to enemy combatants have 

inlicted a deep wound to America’s own self-image as a decent and humane 

nation. As the British learned in India and Ireland, and the French in Algeria, 

imperial policies and democratic values don’t mix.

Bush’s words about liberty and freedom ring hollow in another sense, too. 

American oicials want to promote democracy abroad, but are loathe to prac-

tice it in the conduct of U.S. foreign policy. he reason that democracies—
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like the United States—are supposed to be peaceful is that citizens can hold 

accountable leaders who squander lives and treasure on unnecessary wars. 

Moreover, democracy is supposed to ensure that policy making is transparent, 

and policies are subject to open debate. hat’s the theory, at any rate. But it’s 

based on a romantic notion of how American democracy works that even a 

sophisticated fourth grader knows is illusory.

What this theory leaves out is what political scientists call “the state”—a 

nation’s central decision-makers and the institutional mechanisms through 

which they exercise power. Because it is overtly antistatist, liberal political 

theory downplays the role of the state. But even in liberal countries like the 

United States, the state is an autonomous actor. hat is, rather than by being 

constrained by civil society, the state mobilizes the levers of power to manipu-

late civil society and harness it to support state policies. For example, to main-

tain public support for an imperial policy abroad—and their grip on political 

power at home—American foreign policy elites have since the early 20th cen-

tury engaged in a calculated policy of threat exaggeration to overcome the 

stubborn fact that, because of geography and its overwhelming power, the 

United States is basically immune from serious threats from abroad. Conse-

quently, for well over a century, oicial American rhetoric has been based on 

a inely honed set of images: dangerous ideologies, a “shrinking world,” and 

falling dominoes. To mobilize support for their policies, the American foreign 

policy elite has created a rhetorical climate of fear in order to convince Ameri-

cans that only strategic internationalism can preserve the nation’s security 

and way of life.

Another way the state manipulates civil society is by controlling the low of 

information and shaping public opinion. In the U.S. government, there even 

is a name for this: “perception management.” Of course, perception manage-

ment simply is a fancy term for sophisticated lying. It is the kind of manipula-

tion of the truth that the Bush administration engaged in during the run-up to 

the Iraq war—the claim that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction and—even 

more—the assertion that Saddam Hussein was linked to the 9/11 attacks. As 

Louis Fisher rightly observes, the decision to go to war with Iraq “cast a dark 

shadow over the health of U.S. political institutions and the celebrated sys-

tem of democratic debate and checks and balances.”26 It’s not just the Bush II 

administration that has engaged in perception management, however. It is a 

bipartisan tool. During the Kosovo war, the Clinton administration justiied 

U.S. intervention by implying that Serbia was engaged in, as Defense Secre-

tary William Cohen said, “a horriic slaughter”—a genocide of Holocaust-like 

proportions against the Kosovars. Ater the war, these claims were found to be 

wholly without foundation.

In the long term, the actual facts may come to light. hey did with respect 

to this administration’s false claims about Iraq and with the Clinton admin-

istration’s wild exaggerations about Kosovo. But in the short term, perception 
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management allows policy-makers to stile dissent, preempt congressional 

opposition, and gain a free hand to carry out their interventions. By the time 

the congress, the public, and the media realize they were misled, it’s too late, 

because the oicial policy already has been implemented and is irreversible. 

Indeed, some policy-makers have been quite candid in urging the need for the 

United States to formulate military strategies that will enable it to intervene 

and prevail quickly before congressional or public opposition can mobilize. 

In an interview with the International Herald Tribune on the eve of his retire-

ment as NATO Supreme Commander, Wesley K. Clark urged precisely that 

the United States adopt strategies that could design around the constraining 

efects of the democratic process.

It’s quite evident that the Bush administration has a rather blinkered 

view of the democratic process. On the eve of his second inauguration, Bush 

claimed that the November 2004 election had “legitimized” his foreign policy. 

In a 2005 New Yorker article, Seymour Hersh showed that this is exactly what 

top administration policy-makers believe.27 hat is, they believe that in the 

2004 presidential election, the American electorate gave the administration a 

second-term green light to go ater “outposts of tyranny” like Iran, Syria, and 

North Korea. Just how an electoral victory procured through deceit and disin-

formation—and by equating disagreement with the administration’s foreign 

policy with a lack of patriotism—amounts to a mandate is an interesting ques-

tion. Still, as Bush himself put it, November 2004 was the administration’s 

“accountability moment.” his is a curious view of the American political 

process. In the United States, the accountability of oicials is supposed to be 

ongoing, not momentary.

If the administration puts its current plans into efect, soon we may be 

denied even momentary accountability in matters of war and peace. he New 

York Times, the Washington Post, and the New Yorker have all reported that 

the administration is moving to gut the Central Intelligence Agency and 

transfer key responsibilities for intelligence gathering and covert operations 

to the Pentagon—where these activities will be shielded from outside over-

sight and accountability. hat is, the Bush administration is trying to restruc-

ture the national security apparatus so that it can wage “low-intensity wars” 

in secret. So much for the notion that, in a democracy, policy is supposed to 

be made openly so its merits can be debated fully. And so much for the notion 

that policy-makers are to be held accountable for their actions.

he American Empire has been bad news for democracy and civil liberties 

in America. Under the Bush II administration, Americans have seen the very 

apotheosis of Empire: a government that has built its Iraq policy on a founda-

tion of lies and the doctoring of intelligence, made an unprecedentedly sweep-

ing assertion of presidential war powers, and has rolled back civil liberties. 

Moreover, the administration has attempted to place its actions beyond the 
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realm of congressional and public scrutiny. All of this is corrosive of Ameri-

can democracy. As Louis Fisher observes:

Democracy depends on laws but much more on trust. Constitutions and 

statutes are necessarily general in scope, placing a premium on judg-

ment and discretion. Without conidence in what public oicials say and 

do, laws are easily twisted to satisfy private ends. Leaders who claim 

to act in the national interest may, instead, pursue personal or parti-

san agendas….In an age of terrorism, especially ater 9/11, the public 

needs full trust in the integrity of its elected leaders and in the intelli-

gence agencies that guide crucial decisions. For all the sophistication of 

the U.S. political and economic system, if trust is absent, so is popular 

control.28

Under the Bush administration, the pursuit of American Empire indeed 

has weakened trust in government. Americans need to reassert their control 

in order to preserve a vibrant democracy here in the United States. he Bush 

administration has disregarded Dwight Eisenhower’s sage warning that, “We 

are defending a way of life and must be respectful of it…not only so as not to 

violate its principles and precepts, but also not to destroy from within what 

we are trying to defend from without.” his is what real conservatism is all 

about. Americans should not countenance the administration’s assault on the 

Constitution and on America’s values and reputation for fairness and decency. 

hey should demand that the Bush administration abandon its imperial pol-

icy of “democracy promotion” abroad and, instead, turn its focus to practicing 

democracy here in the United States.

Beyond Primacy and Empire: Toward a New Grand Strategy

America’s greatest foreign policy realist thinkers—Hans Morgenthau, George 

F. Kennan, Walter Lippmann, Robert W. Tucker, and Kenneth Waltz—have 

always understood that power has both a seductive and corrupting efect on 

those who wield it—even the United States: “he possession of great power has 

oten tempted nations to the unnecessary and foolish employment of force, 

vices from which we are not immune.”29 Similarly, they also have been rightly 

concerned that a too powerful America would instill feelings of fear and inse-

curity among the other states in the international system. Kenneth Waltz has 

stressed the dangers that ensue whenever power becomes too tightly concen-

trated (whether internationally or domestically). As he has put it, “I distrust 

hegemonic power, whoever may wield it, because it is so easily misused.”30 

Here, Waltz paralleled Edmund Burke’s famous—and very timely—injunc-

tion about the boomerang efects that follow when overwhelming power is 

married to overweening ambition:
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Among precautions against ambition, it may not be amiss to take one 

precaution against our own. I must fairly say, I dread our own power and 

our own ambition; I dread our being too much dreaded….It is ridiculous 

to say we are not men, and that, as men we shall never wish to aggran-

dize ourselves in some way or other…we may say that we shall not abuse 

this astonishing and hitherto unheard of power. But every other nation 

will think we shall abuse it. It is impossible but that, sooner or later, this 

state of things must produce a combination against us which may end 

in our ruin.31

Burke’s warning resonates today, because as the diplomatic historian Walter 

LaFeber observes, “In the post–September 11 world, exceptionalism, com-

bined with the immensity of American power, hinted at the dangers of a 

nation so strong that others could not check it, and so self-righteous that it 

could not check itself.”32

Realists understand that notions of American exceptionalism can warp 

U.S. grand strategy. Waltz—echoing Morgenthau’s injunction that the task of 

realism is to prevent statesmen from “moral excess and political folly”—has 

recognized that an America ensconced in a position of global primacy would 

be tempted to equate its own preferences with justice and be just as likely as 

other powerful states to use its power unwisely: “One cannot assume that the 

leaders of a nation superior in power will always deine policies with wisdom, 

devise tactics with inite calculation, and apply force with forbearance.”33 It is 

for this reason that realists like Lippmann, Kennan, Morgenthau, and Waltz 

have highlighted the dangers that await if the United States gives in to the 

temptations of primacy and have counseled instead that the United States 

pursue a grand strategy based on prudence and self-restraint.

Realists always have held that grand strategy must be grounded in the con-

cept of national interest. hey also have known, however, that the very term 

“national interest” invariably has a moral—or normative—dimension. his 

is because there is no single, objectively “true” national interest.34 Rather, the 

concept of “national interest describes a starting point, an approach to formu-

lating policy.”35 hinking in terms of national interest improves the quality 

of statecrat by forcing decision-makers to ask the right questions—about the 

relation of ends to means, about what is necessary versus what merely is desir-

able—when they formulate grand strategy. Applied to grand strategy, the con-

cept of national interest reminds policy-makers that they must be guided by 

what the sociologist Max Weber called the “ethic of responsibility”—which, in 

layman’s terms, restates the familiar injunction that the road to hell is paved 

with good intentions—and, hence, that decision-makers must “be calculators 

instead of crusaders.”36 Primacy and empire, however, serve to infuse Ameri-

can grand strategy with precisely the crusading mentality and self-righteous-

ness that the United States should want to avoid.
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For the last century, U.S. policy-makers have been haunted by the fear that 

the closure of other regions of the world to the penetration of America’s Wil-

sonian ideology will destroy “the American way of life.” As the diplomatic 

historian Frank Ninkovich has put it, U.S. foreign policymakers have believed 

(and still do) that closure of these regions would “cut of the oxygen without 

which American society, and liberal institutions generally, would asphyxi-

ate.”37 Wilsonianism always has been based on the fear that unless the United 

States can remake the world in its own ideological image, it will be trans-

formed at home into a “garrison state.” hat is, unless American ideology is 

preeminent globally, the United States might have to accept curtailed political 

liberties and economic regimentation at home in order to ensure its security 

in an ideologically hostile world. his is why U.S. foreign policy rests on the 

assumption that political and economic liberalism cannot lourish at home 

unless they are safe abroad.

his worldview is the outgrowth of a fundamental pathology in American 

liberalism. As Louis Hartz pointed out in his classic book, he Liberal Tradi-

tion in America, in domestic politics, American liberalism has been deeply 

hostile to alternative ideologies and preemptively has sought to suppress 

them. American liberalism can be secure at home—or so it is believed—only 

when it has no rivals. Not to put too ine a point on it, American liberalism—

supposedly an ideology of tolerance—aims to extirpate other ideologies and 

worldviews. Wilsonianism seeks to replicate externally American liberalism’s 

domestic primacy. In other words, American liberal ideology is the fountain-

head of the American Empire.

Long before Saddam Hussein came down the pike, “regime change” has 

been a favored tool of American foreign policy. Here, however, U.S. grand 

strategy tends to become a self-fulilling prophecy, because it causes states 

that might not otherwise have done so to become threats. hat is, Wilsonian-

ism causes the United States to be more, not less, insecure than it would be if 

its external ambitions were more modest. When, by asserting the universal 

applicability of its own ideology, the United States challenges the legitimacy 

of other regimes—by labeling them as outposts of tyranny or members of an 

axis of evil—the efect is to increase those states’ sense of isolation and vulner-

ability. With good reason, such states fear that their survival could be at risk. 

Iran is a good example. Given that states—and regimes—are highly motivated 

to survive, it’s no surprise that others respond to American policy by adopting 

strategies that give them a chance to do so—like acquiring WMD capabili-

ties and supporting terrorism. One thing is for sure: because of its Wilsonian 

foundations, the American Empire is a recipe for confrontation and antago-

nism with “others.”

Wilsonianism views the world as sharply divided between good states 

and bad—or even “evil”—states. And the policy implications are obvious: 

if bad states are the source of war and terrorism, the prescription is for the 
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United States to use its power and transform them into good states. In this 

respect, Wilsonianism reveals the dark side of American ideology: permanent 

(or semipermanent) war, and—ironically—the transformation of the United 

States into the very garrison state—or, as it came to be known during the 

Cold War, “national security state”—that the strategy of primacy and empire 

was supposed to prevent. America’s real realists—Kennan, Lippmann, Mor-

genthau, Tucker, and Waltz—have always feared that the pursuit of primacy 

would lead to excessive interventionism and cause the United States to adopt 

both a crusading mentality and a spirit of intolerance. Moreover, the real real-

ists have understood that the United States pays a big price at home for over-

reaching abroad. For real realists, foreign policy restraint has been the real key 

to defending America’s domestic political system and core values. For all of 

these reasons, Kennan, Lippmann, Morgenthau, Tucker, and Waltz opposed 

America’s Vietnam policy, just as the current generation of realists took the 

lead in opposing the Iraq war. America’s real realists have highlighted the 

dangers that await if the United States gives in to the temptations of primacy 

and empire and have counseled instead that the United States pursue a grand 

strategy based on prudence and self-restraint. here are two mechanisms that 

can constrain the United States. First is a roughly equal distribution of power 

in the international system, because if confronted by countervailing power the 

United States would be forced to forego primacy in favor of a more cautious 

strategy.38 he other possible restraining mechanism is that America’s own 

domestic political system will prevent “national leaders from dangerous and 

unnecessary adventures.”39 For the present, at least, there is no counterbalanc-

ing power that can compel the United States to forsake its pursuit of primacy 

and empire. hus, the United States must follow a policy of self-restraint if it 

is to avoid primacy’s adverse geopolitical and domestic consequences. Since 

World War II, such self-restraint seldom has been abundant—and has com-

pletely vanished during the Bush II administration. Grand strategic self-re-

straint can be developed only—if at all—by engaging in a vigorous intellectual 

debate about the consequences of primacy and empire and about America’s 

grand strategic options—and only if that debate carries over into the public 

policy arena.40 Here, the torch has been passed to a new generation of realists 

both to make the case against American Empire and its accompanying perils 

and to simultaneously make the case for a new U.S. grand strategy.
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