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Introduction

September 11, 2001, marks a pivotal day for American grand strategy. Homicide bombers initiated World War IV by demolishing the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center and destroying part of the Pentagon. This attack shattered the optimistic illusions so prevalent during the tranquil 1990s that American foreign policy had reached the end of history: democracy was triumphant and catastrophic wars were a relic of the past. The Bush administration’s bold and ambitious grand strategy for waging the war on terror (the Bush Doctrine) has ignited a passionate debate about the purposes of American power and America’s role in the world.

The Bush Doctrine rests on two main pillars. First, the events of September 11 rudely demonstrate the inadequacy of deterrence, containment, or ex post facto responses when dealing with terrorists and rogue regimes bent on acquiring weapons of mass destruction (WMD); hence, the United States cannot rule out the option of using force preemptively rather than reactively. Second, the root cause of 9/11 and similarly inspired aggression is the culture of tyranny in the Middle East, which spawns fanatical, aggressive, secular, and religious despotisms; hence, the United States must promote democratic regime change in that region. Or, in the words of President Bush, “The gravest danger to freedom lies at the perilous crossroad of radicalism and WMD technology.”1 His remedy is “the advance of freedom, especially in the Middle East.”2 The president envisages the achievement of these goals as the work of generations: “The United States is in the early years of a long struggle similar to what our country faced in the early years of the Cold War. The twentieth century witnessed the triumph of freedom over threats of fascism and communism. Yet a new totalitarian ideology now threatens, an ideology grounded not in secular philosophy but in the perversion of a proud religion. Its content may be different from the ideologies of the last century, but the means are similar: intolerance, murder, terror, enslavement, and repression.”3 The most scathing criticism of the Bush Doctrine in the United States has come from a formidable coalition of isolationists, realists, and liberal multilateralists.4 Such discord is the norm in times of peril. In the annals of American history, war often has served as the catalyst for fundamental transformations of American grand strategy.5 The wars of the French Revolution and Napoleon, lasting from 1792 to 1815, triggered a ferocious debate in America over foreign policy, which eventually culminated in President Washington’s dictum of no entangling alliances or commitments outside the Western Hemisphere that entailed the cost or risk of war. This strategy of isolationism, or armed neutrality, reigned supreme in American diplomacy for nearly 150 years; the discredited American intervention in World War I was the exception that proved the rule. It took the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, and Nazi Germany’s declaration of war against the United States days later to convince a generation of American statesmen once and for all that isolationism no longer sufficed to protect American national security in the changing circumstances of the twentieth century.

After World War II the Truman administration devised a new grand strategy of vigilant containment in response to the emergence of the Soviet threat and the advent of nuclear weapons. This strategy aimed to wear down and ultimately defeat Soviet totalitarianism through robust forward deterrence and through the establishment of a worldwide American alliance system, with the democracies of Western Europe and Japan as the linchpins.

During the 1970s the agonizing debate over the Vietnam War generated intense pressure to recast American grand strategy. The unanticipated outcome of this debate was the election of Ronald Reagan, who contributed mightily to winning the Cold War during the 1980s by reviving and intensifying President Truman’s original conception of robust containment.

This book offers a vigorous defense of the Bush Doctrine and the principles underlying it, which I call moral democratic realism. It strives to connect the Bush Doctrine and the contemporary debate over American foreign policy to the richer, deeper tradition of American diplomatic history, drawing from the positive lessons as well as the cautionary tales of the past. Two major premises shape this case for moral democratic realism and the Bush Doctrine’s conformity to it.

The first is that the fundamental purposes of American foreign policy have remained largely the same since the founding of the United States: to assure the integrity and vitality of a free society, “which is founded upon the dignity and worth of the individual.” Or in the timeless words of National Security Council 68 (NSC 68), written in 1950, which laid out the rationale for U.S. strategy for much of the Cold War: “Our determination to maintain the essential freedoms as set forth in the Constitution and the Bill of Rights; our determination to create conditions under which our free and democratic system can live and prosper; and our determination if necessary to defend our way of life, for which as in the Declaration of Independence, with firm reliance on the protection of Divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our lives, our Fortunes, and our sacred Honor.”6 The second is that the cardinal virtue of prudence, as St. Thomas Aquinas defined it—“right reason about things to be done”—ought to serve as the standard for evaluating the best practicable American grand strategy.7 Aquinas’s conception of prudence does not correspond to mere caution or Machiavellian cunning. On the contrary, it not only presupposes moral virtue, the choice of right ends, but also the wisdom to choose the right means to achieve them. The eminent Thomist Joseph Pieper aptly expresses Aquinas’s conception of prudence that informs this book:

The pre-eminence of prudence means that so-called “good intentions” and “meaning well” by no means suffice. Realization of the good presupposes that our actions are appropriate to real situations, that is, to the concrete realities that inform the environment of concrete human action; and that we objectively take concrete reality seriously, with clear-eyed objectivity. . . . In the decisions of prudence, which by the very nature of prudence are concerned with things concrete, contingent, and future, there cannot be that certainty which is possible in a theoretical conclusion. . . . Man, then, when he comes to a decision cannot ever be sufficiently prescient nor can he wait until logic affords him absolute certainly. If he waited for that, he would never come to a decision; he would remain in a state inconclusiveness, unless he chose to make a shift with deceptive certitude. The prudent man does not expect certainty where it cannot exist, nor on the other hand does he deceive himself with false certainties.8

The requisites for prudence in statecraft include, among other things, the capacity to apply general principles to particular circumstances; a realistic assessment of man’s nature and the dynamics of the international environment; discernment about the probable consequences of alternative courses of action; and the ability to reconcile the desirable with the possible.9

Employing this standard of prudence, chapters 1 through 4 analyze the inadequacies of major alternative schools of foreign policy that are at odds with the Bush Doctrine: isolationism, neorealism, classical realism, and liberal multilateralism. Chapter 5 lays out the precepts of moral democratic realism and the compelling rationale for it as the best practicable guide for American foreign policy. Moral democratic realism is congenial with but not identical to Charles Krauthammer’s democratic realism.10 Like the neoconservative outlook of William Kristol and Robert Kagan, it incorporates the higher realism that understands why spreading stable, liberal democracy is in the American national interest.11 Yet moral democratic realism grounds American foreign policy more explicitly in Judeo-Christian ethics than Krauthammer does. It also imposes tighter geopolitical limits on the use of American power to promote democracy than Kristol and Kagan’s more unconstrained vision does. For, as George Weigel observes, “Democracy is not simply a matter of procedures; democracy is a matter of ideas, ideals, and moral commitments. . . . Neither skepticism nor relativism by their own logic can give account” for why people should aspire to be free, tolerant, decent, and civil.12

Chapter 6 assesses the record of the three major contending approaches to the final two decades of the Cold War: President Nixon’s realism; President Carter’s liberal multilateralism; and President Reagan’s moral democratic realism. This is a critically important case not only because of the intrinsic importance of the Cold War, but because these approaches continue to dominate the current debate over the Bush Doctrine. Chapter 7 argues that the war in Iraq was a correct application of the Bush Doctrine. Chapter 8 weighs the implications of the Bush Doctrine and moral democratic realism for the challenges American foreign policy will face beyond the war on terror, the most daunting of which is the rising power of China.


1

The Imprudence
of Isolationism

Commentators as astute as Charles Krauthammer and Norman Podhoretz have largely dismissed rather than systematically refuted the isolationist tradition in their powerful defenses of President Bush’s approach to the war on terror.1 This is a mistake. As Eugene Rostow has observed more perceptively, public understanding of the American tradition in foreign affairs before World War I—particularly Washington’s Farewell Address and the Monroe Doctrine—still has a significant influence on the way in which the nation conceives of its proper role in the world.2 One must seriously confront contemporary isolationist critics of President Bush, such as Patrick Buchanan, who warn of dire peril for the nation unless we repudiate the policy of democratic globalism. Revisiting the formative period of American foreign policy also refines our facility for making reasonable distinctions between the permanent and the contingent aspects of the Founders’ thinking about foreign affairs.3

In a series of books, articles, and public commentary, Buchanan has set forth a systematic rehabilitation and defense of an America-first foreign policy that demands the withdrawal of American power and protection from most of the world outside the Western Hemisphere.4 His main line of argument runs as follows: by piling up open-ended, extravagant, and provocative commitments unrelated to the true interests of the nation, American leaders have “reenacted every folly that brought previous great powers to ruin.” Borrowing heavily from the arguments of Paul Kennedy’s 1987 The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers, Buchanan assails as reckless and unsustainable a foreign policy that commits America to go to war for scores of nations where we have never fought. He warns that the day of reckoning is approaching when American global hegemony is going to be challenged, and our leaders will discover they lack the resources to make good on all the war guarantees they have handed out so frivolously; and the American people, awakened to what it is their statesmen have committed them to do, will declare war themselves, unwilling to pay the price of empire.5

Buchanan calls the Bush Doctrine “a prescription for permanent war for permanent peace, though wars are the death of republics.” Wisdom, according to Buchanan, yielded again to hubris when the Bush administration committed the United States to extending liberty and freedom in the Middle East. He identifies as the root cause of Islamic hostility toward the United States the massive American presence in the Middle East and what he considers our one-sided support for Israel. We must, Buchanan declares, jettison American commitments that risk our involvement in major conflicts in Europe, Asia, the Middle East, and Latin America. Instead, he advocates a return to isolationism—or in his preferred designation, “the America First Tradition”—which, he claims, governed American foreign policy from 1776 until 1917.

There are, however, several enormous problems in Buchanan’s analysis fatal to his project of reviving isolationism as an alternative to President Bush’s moral democratic realism.

Washington’s Strategy of Non-entanglement Rightly Understood

Americans wisely have repudiated Buchanan’s hostility to the notion of exporting the institutions of freedom. From our founding, our great statesmen have always conceived of the United States as an empire of liberty, a beacon for spreading democracy elsewhere; indeed, the Declaration of Independence defines rights not in particular but in universal terms. What Americans have always debated vigorously is not the desirability but the possibility of expanding the zone of democratic peace at tolerable cost and risk.6 During our formative period in the early nineteenth century, the nation confined its role to promoting freedom by example. The United States was still a fledgling republic, vulnerable to the major powers of a European state system; domestic conditions for establishing liberal democracy abroad remained unpropitious. John Quincy Adams captured the essence of a policy that was surely prudent for the conditions of his time:

America, in the assembly of nations, since her admission among them, has invariably, though often fruitlessly, held forth to them the hand of honest friendship, of equal freedom, of generous reciprocity. . . . She has abstained from interference in the concerns of others, even when conflict has been for principles to which she clings, as to the last vital drop that visits the heart. . . . Wherever the standard of freedom and independence has been or shall be unfurled, there will her heart, her benedictions and her prayers be. But she goes not abroad, in search of monsters to destroy. She is the well-wisher to the freedom and independence of all. She is the champion and vindicator only of her own.7

Thus, when the wars of the French Revolution broke out in 1792, President Washington stoutly and prudentially defied the intense pressure of Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson and Speaker of the House James Madison to construe broadly our obligations to France under the Franco-American Alliance of 1778 and adopt a pro-French orientation that would risk war with Great Britain and Spain. Instead, Washington proclaimed in his seminal Neutrality Proclamation of 1793 American impartiality in the struggle between France and Great Britain. Jefferson, Madison, and the powerful pro-French forces in American politics that they represented construed the French Revolution wrongly as a struggle for well-ordered liberty analogous to the American Revolution rather than the descent into tyranny it was to become.

Washington not only harbored more serious doubts about the trajectory of the French Revolution, but also recognized that the United States was in no position to embark on ideological crusades in any event. Even after the Treaty of Paris of 1783, which ended the Revolutionary War, the American strategic position remained precarious. Spain controlled New Orleans and access to the Mississippi, on which three-eighths of American trade depended. Great Britain continued to occupy military posts in the West, despite its own agreement to evacuate; the British continued to stir up the hostility of Indian tribes toward American settlers.

The international wars stemming from the French Revolution, which consumed the major European powers for more than two decades, posed simultaneously an immense opportunity and potentially grave danger for the nation. By staying neutral, the United States could expand relatively unmolested and settle its frontier problems with Britain in the north and Spain in the south to America’s advantage and without war. If the United States became embroiled in the French Revolution, the young nation would become perilously vulnerable to France’s British and Spanish enemies sitting athwart its vital flanks.8

These strategic circumstances dictated the policy of neutrality Washington pursued during his two administrations and inspired his Farewell Address of September 19, 1796, in which he justified this strategy. “Our detached and distant situation invites and enables us to pursue a different course,” counseled Washington.

If we remain one people . . . the period is not very far off, when we may defy material injury from external annoyance . . . when belligerent nations, under the impossibility of making acquisitions upon us, will not likely hazard the giving us of provocation; when we may choose between peace and war as our interests, guided by our Justice, shall counsel. . . . Why forgo the advantages of so peculiar a situation? —Why quit our own to stand on foreign ground? Why, by interweaving our destiny with that of any part of Europe, entangle our peace and prosperity in the toils of European ambition, Rivalship, Interest, Humor or Caprice? ’Tis our true policy to steer clear of permanent alliances, with any portion of the foreign world. . . . Taking care always to keep ourselves by suitable establishments, on a respectable defensive posture, we may safely trust to temporary alliances for extraordinary circumstances.

The principles that Washington set forth in the farewell address—non-entanglement in affairs outside the Western Hemisphere—were not only prudent but necessary in an era of multipolarity: the United States was weak in the world of the strong. In these circumstances the United States had no interest at stake worth the potentially mortal risk of being prematurely immersed in the “vicissitudes, combinations, and collisions” of a European states system.9 The source of Buchanan’s error lies not in his defense of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century isolationism, but in his extension of this policy into a permanent rather than contingent strategy, which the Founders never intended.

Nor does Buchanan grasp how much the efficacy of isolationism presupposed another contingent rather than permanent condition: a self-regulating European balance of power, in which Great Britain operates reliably as the ultimate balancer.10 Long before Sir Halford Mackinder developed his conception of geopolitics at the beginning of the twentieth century, generations of British statesmen instinctively practiced fundamentals of his geopolitical maxims: if a single hostile power or combination of such powers came to dominate Europe, it would possess the abundance of resources necessary to overcome Great Britain on sea as well as on land. Great Britain therefore had a vital interest in preventing any such powers from achieving this dominance. Winston Churchill wrote:

For four hundred years the foreign policy of England has been to oppose the strongest, most aggressive, most dominating power on the Continent. . . . Faced by Philip II of Spain, against Louis XIV, . . . against Napoleon, against William II of Germany, it would have been easy and must have been very tempting to join with the stronger and share the fruits of his conquest. However, we always took the harder course, joined with the less strong Powers, and made a combination among them, and thus defeated and frustrated the Continental military tyrant wherever he was, whatever nation he led. Thus we preserve the liberty of Europe. . . . Here is that wonderful unconscious tradition of British foreign policy. . . . I know of nothing which has occurred to alter or weaken the justice, wisdom, valour and prudence upon which our ancestors acted. I know of nothing in military, political, economic, or scientific fact which makes me feel that we are less capable. I know of nothing which makes me feel that we might not, or cannot, march along the same road. . . . Observe that the policy of England takes no account of which nation it is that seeks overlordship of Europe. . . . It is concerned solely with whoever is the strongest or politically dominant tyrant.11

During our formative period, 1776–1824, all great American statesmen from Benjamin Franklin to John Quincy Adams paid keen attention to the European balance of power, deftly exploiting the rivalries it spawned: first to win independence for America; then to consolidate the American republic; then vastly to expand the realm of it. The 1778 alliance with France, so decisive for the outcome of the Revolutionary War, came about through our exploitation of the long and bitter rivalry between Great Britain and France. French statesmen regarded the success of the American Revolution as a way of avenging Britain’s smashing victory in the French and Indian War.

During the initial phase of the wars of the French Revolution, the Washington administration exploited the distractions of and rivalries between the major powers of Europe to secure two major treaties. Jay’s Treaty of 1794 brought the British finally to execute fully the Treaty of Paris of 1783, diminished the American Indian threat in the Northwest, and averted a war with the British over neutral rights for which the United States was woefully unprepared. Pinckney’s Treaty of 1795 with Spain secured American access to the entire Mississippi, which was so important for retaining the loyalty of the Western states and expanding across the continent.12

Similarly, the great diplomatic historian Samuel Flagg Bemis described the Louisiana Purchase of 1803 as “another magnificent example” of how Europe’s distresses worked to America’s advantage. It was the impending resumption of war between France and Great Britain that induced Napoleon to sell the Louisiana Territory to the United States for a bargain price: the size of the nation virtually doubled, and the United States was ensured that it would become a vast continental republic rather than a vulnerable coastal state.13

Europe’s rivalries again worked to America’s advantage to produce another great milestone in American diplomacy: the Monroe Doctrine of December 1823 prohibited European powers from restoring to Spain any of its former colonies that had established their independence. Monroe could proclaim this bold doctrine with confidence—in defiance of the Holy Roman Alliance of France, Russia, Prussia, and the Hapsburg Empire—because the Royal Navy silently but effectively underwrote it. Great Britain also opposed the restoration of Spanish colonial rule to newly independent Latin American republics for strategic as well as commercial reasons. As the dominant maritime and commercial power of the day, Britain preferred an independent Latin America open to trade rather than a Spanish empire that restricted it. Hence, Great Britain warned France and other members of the Holy Roman Alliance against interference with the independence of the former Spanish colonies.14

With the exception of Thomas Jefferson, who obtusely dismissed the grave danger Napoleon would pose to the United States if France conquered all of continental Europe and Great Britain, virtually all the Founders dreaded the prospect of a single power achieving such dominance, with good reason: the preservation of the European balance of power was vital to the United States as well as to Great Britain. Even Jefferson acknowledged that “it cannot be in our interest that all Europe should be reduced to a single monarchy.” He wished for and expected “a salutary balance [that] may be ever maintained among nations.”15

The American interest in preventing any single hostile hegemon from dominating any of the world’s major power centers thus has remained constant since the founding. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the United States had neither the need nor the capacity to maintain a balance of power in Europe; a felicitous combination of technology, prevailing political conditions on the European continent, and foresight of British statesmanship produced an equilibrium among the major powers of Europe that was favorable to American interests. In the second half of the nineteenth century, the prodigious expansion of the American republic coincided with a period of remarkable stability in Europe, and Americans were inclined to take this European equilibrium for granted.16

Isolationism’s Peril and the Two World Wars

By the beginning of the twentieth century, a convergence of political and technological developments had rendered the strategy of isolationism perilously obsolete. The rise of a united, enormously powerful Germany at the cutting edge of the Industrial Revolution after 1871, and the belated but incipient emergence of Russia into modernity beginning in the late nineteenth century, had radically undermined the equilibrium of the European balance of power, along with Britain’s capacity to maintain it.

No one grasped the logic or implications of this transformation better than Halford Mackinder. His prescient theories, first set forth in Geographical Pivot of History, published in 1904, have rightly shaped American grand strategy since World War II. Mackinder warned that any single power dominating the resources of Eurasia, “the World Island,” as he called it, would have the potential to dominate the world, including the United States. He depicted the history of Eurasia as a perennial struggle between more closed, authoritarian continental empires of the east-central European heartland, preeminent in land power, versus more free and eventually more democratic empires of Western Europe, preeminent in sea power. According to Mackinder, the maritime states enjoyed a significant comparative advantage over their rivals between 1500 and 1900, because of the superior mobility and flexibility of sea versus land power. He warned, however, that the advent of railroads and the internal combustion engine would substantially erode this advantage in the twentieth century. In these new political, technological, and economic conditions, powerful heartland empires could mount a more plausible attempt at world domination than ever before. He ranked Germany, and eventually Russia, as the two most formidable contenders for achieving such domination. As early as 1905, Mackinder advocated an alliance of maritime democracies to contain both of them. He wrote later that such an association might have avoided World War II “if the triple alliance of the United States, Great Britain, and France, negotiated at Versailles, had become operative.”17

Although one can legitimately quarrel with the particulars of Mackinder’s analysis, the main thrust of his argument remains unassailable: the United States cannot remain safe in a world in which a hostile hegemon dominates any or all of the world’s power centers, which today include not just Europe but eastern Asia and the Middle East. Nor can Americans prudently ignore the imperative of revising U.S. grand strategy to meet new threats, or pursuing new opportunities that dynamic and changing conditions in world politics may yield.

After 1900 the United States could no longer count on reaping without cost the huge benefits that the balance of power had provided it during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. First, Great Britain alone could not maintain the balance against Germany’s two hegemonic bids for empire that culminated in World Wars I and II. Nor could the British maintain the balance against the Soviet Union’s bid for hegemony during the Cold War. It became necessary for the United States to jettison its isolationism to create what Churchill called an imbalance of power in favor of the Western democracies. The twentieth-century emergence of the United States as an economic superpower made possible what changing strategic conditions made necessary. By 1900 United States generated 25 percent of the world’s manufacturing product, a figure nearly twice the size of Great Britain’s and Germany’s combined total. Tragically, it would require the devastating calamity of the two world wars with Germany to dispel once and for all the illusions to which Buchanan and his isolationist remnant still cling.

Ignoring the recent work of Niall Ferguson, Thomas J. Fleming, and others who offer a more respectable if ultimately unpersuasive case against World War I, Buchanan continues to revive Charles Tansill’s old canard that an insidious combination of pro-British sentiment, the interests of Wall Street bankers fearful of Britain’s defaulting on its huge loans, Theodore Roosevelt’s militarism, and Woodrow Wilson’s utopianism dragged the United States into a costly war in defiance of our previous tradition and national interest. Buchanan’s historical assumption—that a German victory in World War I would not have posed great danger to the United States—is dubious.18 Fritz Fischer, David Fromkin, Donald Kagan, and others have demonstrated that Germany aspired to use a conquered Europe as a base for world empire.19 Consider, most notoriously, the German war plan of October 1914, which set forth war aims mutually exclusive with the legitimate interests of the other European powers and the United States. The British historian Michael Howard conveys aptly what German victory would have entailed: “A German hegemony offered nothing except the rule based on military power exercised by a caste concerned only to preserve and extend its own dominance. . . . Prussianism . . . remained a creed that despised the liberal democracy of the West, elevated service to the state as the highest virtue, and glorified military values above all others. Such sentiments can be found elsewhere in Europe. . . . But nowhere else did they exist in such a ferocious combination.”20

The geopolitical assumptions of contemporary isolationists are even more dubious than those of the historical ones. It made strategic sense for America to stay out of European conflicts so long as Britain operated as an effective balancer, ensuring that no Continental power achieved a decisive aggregation of power. By 1917, however, Germany was too powerful for Britain to overcome without American intervention.

Theodore Roosevelt is the American statesmen who grasped America’s strategic interests more quickly and clearly than any of his contemporaries.21 He not only played a pivotal role in convincing Americans to enter World War I, but more generally became the most prominent and persuasive advocate of vigilant internationalism and interventionism: “As long as England succeeds in keeping up the balance of power in Europe, not only in principle but reality, well and good. Should she, however, fail in doing so, the United States should be obliged to step in, at least temporarily, in order to reestablish the balance of power in Europe, never mind against which country or countries our efforts have to be directed. In fact, we are becoming, owing to our strength and geographical situation, more and more the balance of power of the whole globe.”22

Roosevelt recognized that the United States faced new dangers and the size and strength of American power conferred new responsibilities.23 He recognized that America’s moral and geopolitical interests lay in the victory of the Western democracies over an authoritarian, militarist Germany, whose regime Roosevelt considered the root cause of German aggression that precipitated World War I: “We are going to war with Germany because Germany has bitterly wronged us. But there is much more at stake. We are fighting Germany because under its present government, a government of ruthless and despotic militarism, Germany has become the arch foe of international right and of ordered freedom throughout the world.”24 Though his countrymen assumed complacently that Great Britain would successfully muster a coalition of European states to thwart German ambitions, Roosevelt knew better: He called early and often for the United States to enter the war, not just to maintain freedom of the seas and to make the world safe for democracy, but to prevent a German victory that would topple that balance of power that was in America’s national interest to sustain.

There is, of course, much that is legitimate to criticize about the way the United States intervened in World War I in general and about the diplomacy of President Woodrow Wilson in particular: his utopian vision that the United States was fighting a war to end all wars; his unrequited faith in collective security rather than alliances; his obsession with and utopian aspirations for the League of Nations; his role in negotiating the much maligned Treaty of Versailles; and his inability to compromise with Senator Henry Cabot Lodge, which resulted in the rejection not only of the League of Nations, but of the more important forerunner to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)—an alliance among the United States, Great Britain, and France to buttress the peace and restrain Germany’s discontent from taking a violent path.25

Yet all this does not invalidate the powerful case for American entry into World War I. The Treaty of Versailles was flawed, but it was not the punitive peace that Buchanan, echoing John Maynard Keynes, portrays. It was considerably less severe than what the Germans had in mind for Western Europe, judging by their October 1914 war plans, or what they imposed on the defeated Russians with the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk in 1918. The tragedy of World War I was not American intervention, but the failure of the victors, including the United States, to enforce the Versailles Treaty’s disarmament provisions when they had the power to do so. By any standard of measure, the America-first policy that Buchanan champions exponentially increased the cost of World War II.26

Yet Buchanan defiantly insists that Franklin Delano Roosevelt (FDR) foolishly and deceitfully maneuvered the United States into the war—the same charge he now levels at neoconservatives for the Bush Doctrine and the 2003 war with Iraq. By Buchanan’s analysis (a rehash of the historian A. J. P. Taylor’s revisionist account that Taylor later had the good sense to disavow), “Hitler had not wanted war with the West. But when the West declared war, he overran France to secure his rear before setting out to conquer the East. . . . Hitler saw the World divided into four spheres: Great Britain holding its Empire; Japan dominant in East Asia; Germany master of Europe; and America Mistress of the Western Hemisphere.”27 Buchanan adds: “If Hitler could not put a soldier in England in the fall of 1940, the notion that he could invade the Western Hemisphere—with no surface ships to engage the United States and British fleets and U.S. airpower dominant in the west Atlantic—was preposterous.”28 Buchanan does not believe that “hundreds of thousands of American boys should have been killed in Europe and Asia fighting Hitler and Tojo,” because he does not believe the United States was threatened by Japan’s bid for empire in Asia or Nazi Germany’s domination over all of Europe.29

Buchanan’s defense of the morally and geopolitically indefensible violates all standards of strategic prudence. Historians have established beyond reasonable doubt that Hitler strove to dominate not only the entire European continent, but the entire world. Hitler expected eventually to fight the United States when Nazi Germany had the enormous resources of Eurasia at its disposal, and when the United States would have no allies to resist a Nazi onslaught. Would not a conquered Europe have provided Hitler the strength he needed, at least for intimidating the United States into acquiescing to his dominance everywhere else? Would the United States really have reduced the cost and risk of confrontation by waiting even longer?30

Although FDR made his share of serious mistakes, his role in overcoming isolationist opposition to American intervention in World War II is not one of them. FDR understood sooner and more clearly than any prominent political figure of the day besides Churchill the mortal threat Nazism posed. That FDR was not more resolute sooner is a more plausible argument than Buchanan’s isolationist critique.31 When World War II began in September 1939, Roosevelt, like most Americans, hoped that American aid to Britain and France would suffice to defeat Hitler. American rearmament began in earnest, and Roosevelt became convinced of the necessity for direct American involvement in the war only belatedly, after the fall of France in June 1940 proved that aid alone was insufficient. The United States entered World War II woefully unprepared and nearly too late, grievous mistakes for which isolationists must bear a large share of responsibility.32

Roosevelt’s diplomacy toward the Soviet Union was indeed his most dangerous and costly mistake. He badly underestimated the malevolence and ambitions of the Soviet regime. He fatuously believed, in the words of his sympathetic biographer Conrad Black, that “there was susceptibility in Stalin to deal honorably with an American leader who was not a European imperialist.” He hoped, Black added, “that Stalin would succumb to the temptation of being a figure for stability and gradually a reliable associate in the governance of the world.”33 In 1940 Roosevelt chose Henry Wallace as his vice president, a man who would run for president in 1948 claiming no containment of the Soviet Union was necessary. One shudders to think how the Cold War would have turned out had Roosevelt died before the 1944 election, when he finally replaced Wallace on the ticket with Harry Truman, or had Eleanor Roosevelt succeeded in her bid to keep Wallace as vice president.

Nevertheless, the policy of isolationism that Buchanan defends and the appeasement of Hitler during the 1930s deserve significantly more blame than Roosevelt’s mistakes for Soviet domination of much of Eastern Europe after World War II. An American military presence in Europe after World War I might have stabilized the European continent and deterred the Germans from gambling on Hitler in the first place. The democracies could have stopped Hitler right up until the German remilitarization of the Rhineland in March 1936 without relying on Soviet power, had statesmen ignored Roosevelt’s isolationist critics and heeded Churchill’s warning about the need for decisive preemptive action to save “much blood, toil, tears, and sweat.”

Even as late as the Munich crisis of September 1938, France and Britain together could have defeated Nazi Germany. By 1939, however, the democracies had squandered an enormous material advantage pursuing the morally and strategically bankrupt policy of appeasement.34 During World War II Roosevelt rightly saw Hitler as a greater danger than Stalin. Limited collaboration with the Soviet Union was, therefore, prudent under the terrible circumstances to avert the greater moral and geopolitical evil of a total Nazi victory.

FDR’s sound instincts as a strategist also served, overall, to mitigate some of the more dangerous aspects of his fatuous view of communism. He was right to insist on a cross-channel invasion of France in June 1944, which contributed to containing Soviet influence in Europe far more effectively than Churchill’s preferred strategy of invading Europe through the “soft underbelly” of Italy and the Balkans.35 He and Churchill also were right to insist on the unconditional surrender of Germany and Japan, which paved the way for both vanquished powers to emerge as vital components of a successful democratic alliance system that triumphed over an evil and gravely dangerous Soviet empire.36

Yet a more sagacious Roosevelt would have heeded Churchill’s advice to push as far into Eastern Europe as possible, which at least would have saved Berlin and most of Czechoslovakia from Soviet control. A less naive Roosevelt would not have repeated Wilson’s mistake of embracing pernicious illusions about the efficacy of international organizations and collective security as a substitute for American power and the willingness to use that power.37

The Perils of Isolationism during the Cold War

American statesmen after World War II finally learned the lessons that Halford Mackinder and Theodore Roosevelt had sought to impart. First, the United States could not be secure if a single hostile hegemon dominated the major powers of the world—Europe and East Asia because of the intrinsic resources those regions possess, and the Middle East because of its abundance of oil on which the entire world depends. Second, the Soviet Union could mount a plausible bid to achieve such dominance absent muscular American deterrence. Third, Western Europe, Japan, and other key allies in vital geopolitical power centers needed firm, credible, and unambiguous security commitments, because only the United States possessed the resources to contain the Soviet Union in a bipolar world of two superpowers. Fourth, new technologies—most dramatically the advent of nuclear weapons—diminished further the advantage of America’s insular geographic position. Fifth, these weapons ruled out the option of totally defeating the Soviet Union by traditional military means.38

The strategy of vigilant containment that the Truman administration devised and subsequent Cold War administrations implemented to varying degrees easily meets the standard of prudence that ought to be the measure of any sound strategy. Vigilant containment established the framework for winning the Third World War, a more appropriate name for the Cold War, at tolerable cost and risk, given the enormity and malignancy of the Soviet threat to America’s vital interests. Vigilant containment also constituted a vastly more prudent strategy than any of the alternatives, particularly the isolationism that the honorable but mistaken Robert Taft, Republican senator from Ohio, continued to advocate even after the Second World War. Senator Taft opposed American participation in the NATO alliance and vigilant post-World War II internationalism generally; he favored a “Fortress America” concept that would have made the world safe for Stalin and Mao, just as interwar isolationism made the world safe for Hitler, Mussolini, and Tojo.39

The Perils of Isolationism Today

Likewise, in the prohibitively unlikely event that the United States ever embraced it, Buchanan’s or any other variant of an America-first policy would yield nothing but strategic and moral disaster in today’s environment.40 The imperatives of geopolitics still mandate a strong, activist, global American foreign policy for the reasons Henry Kissinger described: “Geopolitically, America is an island off the shores of a large landmass of Eurasia, whose resources and population far exceed the United States. The domination by a single power of either of Eurasia’s two principal spheres—Europe or Asia—remains a good definition of strategic danger for America. . . . For such a grouping would add the capacity to outstrip America economically, and in the end, militarily.”41

Similarly, the United States still must prevent any hostile entity from dominating the Middle East. The world’s need to ensure access to that region’s enormous supplies of oil is an important reason but not the only vital one. Such a hegemon would pose an unacceptable strategic danger by having the potential to combine the power emanating from controlling the Middle East’s oil reserves with radicalism and the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMD). Especially in a unipolar world, in which the United States is the sole superpower, robust American power and the willingness to use that power remain indispensable to deter hegemonic threats from arising in vital geopolitical regions, or to defeat such bids at the lowest possible cost and risk, should deterrence fail. The diffusion of WMD capabilities has expanded the zone from which grave threats can arise. Now smaller countries can conceivably inflict the type of damage on the United States that in previous eras required a large geopolitical power base even to contemplate. The United States must possess the capabilities and inclination to thwart such threats as well.

Like Buchanan, liberal isolationists such as Eric Nordlinger have it backwards when they advocate maximizing conciliation, disengaging from America’s worldwide alliance system, and reassuring dangerous challengers.42 The best practicable order depends on the United States robustly deterring its adversaries and reassuring its friends by clear and credible commitments to vital geopolitical regions.

Contrary to Nordlinger’s and Buchanan’s claims, the United States can afford to operate as the ultimate balancer in Europe, East Asia, and the Middle East, now and for some time to come. Even Paul Kennedy has repudiated his earlier warnings about the dangers of American imperial overstretch, from which Buchanan draws so heavily. Writing in the Financial Times in February 2002, Kennedy marveled that “nothing has ever existed like the disparity in power” between the United States and the rest of the world—not even the Roman, Muslim, or British empires at their peaks. The United States spends more on deterrence than the next nine countries combined, an asymmetry that will increase as the United States under President Bush continues to raise defense spending substantially. The result is an array of force Kennedy calls “staggering.”43

Simultaneously, the American share of world economic product steadily expanded from 22 percent in the 1980s to about 30 percent today, as the Russian and Japanese share declined. Since the 1980s growth rates in the European Union also have lagged far behind those of the United States. This trend is likely to continue because of Western Europe’s demographic decline, an overgenerous welfare state, the difficulty of assimilating its burgeoning Muslim population, and the inability of Western European governments to muster the will to make their economic systems more competitive.44

Even more remarkably, the United States achieved and can sustain its current level of military predominance indefinitely and inexpensively. The United States now spends less than 4 percent of its gross domestic product (GDP) on defense, compared with 13.5 percent in fiscal year (FY) 1953 under President Truman, 8.7 percent in FY 1969 under President Johnson, and 6.0 percent in FY 1986 under President Reagan. The Bush administration’s defense spending as a percentage of GDP is just slightly higher than that of the Roosevelt administration on the eve of Pearl Harbor, when the United States remained unprepared and isolationist.45

In the long term, China potentially poses the most serious threat to American predominance. Nevertheless, the gravity of this thrust will depend on whether the Chinese economy continues to grow annually at a rate of 9 or 10 percent for the next three decades; and whether the political system averts the cataclysmic convulsions that frequently plunged the nation into chaos. The American economy will remain way ahead of China’s, even under the most optimistic scenarios for Chinese economic growth and political stability. Josef Joffe shows why with this highly plausible calculation: assuming China maintains a 7 percent annual growth rate endlessly, and assuming the U.S. economy grows correspondingly at a modest 3 percent a year, the U.S. GDP in 2035 will still exceed China’s by a factor of 2.5.46

Writing in the March/April 2005 issue of Foreign Affairs, David S. Levy and Stuart H. Brown sum up their persuasive refutation of the “overstrech myth” this way:

Despite the persistence and pervasiveness of this doomsday prophecy, U.S. hegemony is in reality solidly grounded: It rests on an economy that is continually extending its lead in the innovation and the application of new technologies, ensuring its continuing appeal for foreign central banks and private investors. The dollar’s role as the global monetary standard is not threatened, and the risk to U.S. financial liabilities has been exaggerated. To be sure, the economy will at some point have to adjust to the decline in the dollar and a rise in interest rates. But these trends will at worst slow the growth of U.S. consumers’ standard of living, not undermine the United States’ role as global pacesetter. If anything, the world’s appetite for U.S. assets bolsters U.S. predominance rather than undermines it.47

The upshot is this: no plausible counterweight to American diplomatic, military, and political power looms on the horizon for many years to come. What the United States has not been able to afford since the beginning of the twenty-first century is the America-first strategy that Pat Buchanan and other contemporary isolationists propound.
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The Perils of Neorealism

It is best to envisage the distinctions among various schools of thought in American foreign policy on a continuum: isolationism is at one end of it; full-fledged Wilsonian collective security is at the other; and various forms of realism and democratic globalism lie somewhere in between.1 Many of President Bush’s sharpest and most prominent critics come from the realist tradition in American foreign policy, which has two main branches: neorealism and classical realism. This chapter will address the neorealist challenge to the Bush Doctrine.

The Premises of Neorealist Theory

Neorealism draws from classical realist theories, which emphasize the enduring importance of power, geopolitics, and rivalry in international relations, as well as the frequent necessity of war as a means to defend vital interests. It differs, however, from classical realism in one crucial respect: whereas the flawed nature of man is the starting point for classical realists such as George F. Kennan and Hans Morgenthau writing in the American tradition, neorealists claim greater scientific precision by giving primacy to what they call the structure of the international system. This structure ultimately defines how states behave, including the United States. By international system neorealists mean the distribution of power among the major states that struggle to survive in conditions of anarchy, that is, with no single overriding authority having the monopoly on the legitimate use of violence. Systems have different dynamics depending on what neorealists call polarity—a system may have one (unipolar), two (bipolar), three (tripolar), or four or more (multipolar) major powers.

Correspondingly, Kenneth Waltz, the father of neorealism, and his leading disciples discount the importance of major powers’ regime type or ideology or the individual motives of statesmen for understanding international politics. Their argument is that the dynamics of the international system operate as an invisible hand that impels statesmen to calculate cost and risk essentially the same way—whether the states are tyrannies or democracies; whether the president is Ronald Reagan or Jimmy Carter; whether the leader is Winston Churchill, Neville Chamberlain, Joseph Stalin, or Saddam Hussein. For Waltz and neorealists generally, state behavior varies primarily on the basis of differences of power rather than ideology, internal structure of property relations, or form of government.2

Neorealists reject in particular the idea of a democratic peace—that stable, liberal democracies do not fight one another. So they oppose any American foreign policy that identifies regime type as the root cause of aggression or that places great emphasis on the need to defend and expand stable, liberal democracy. This includes Franklin Roosevelt’s and Winston Churchill’s views of causes of and cures for the threats Nazi Germany and imperial Japan posed; Harry Truman’s or Ronald Reagan’s version of vigilantly containing Soviet communism with the object of promoting regime change; and the Bush Doctrine today.3

Whereas classical realists such as Hans Morgenthau and Henry Kissinger tend to be offensive realists, viewing great powers as inherently aggressive, the leading neorealists, John Mearsheimer excepted, tend to be defensive realists, reluctant to countenance the use of force. These defensive neorealists consider security in international politics as generally plentiful rather than precarious. For they assume that states for the most part seek security rather than hegemony and balance against, rather than bandwagon with, sources of danger that periodically arise.4

Neorealism and American Foreign Policy

During the Cold War defensive neorealists criticized what they considered the excessive zeal of American foreign policy and its exaggerated sense of threat; Ronald Reagan was a prime target of their disapproval. In his first book, The Origins of Alliances, which propelled him to the pinnacles of academic prominence, Stephen M. Walt, dean of Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government, argued that the United States could take a relatively relaxed view of the Soviet threat because balancing is the dominant tendency of international politics. The United States should worry more, according to Walt, “about how it provokes opposition through misplaced belligerence.” He concluded that “knee-jerk opposition to leftist forces in the Third World should be abandoned” because Marxist ideology “is a relatively weak cause of alignment.”5

During the First Gulf War of 1990–1991, many leading neorealists opposed the first Bush administration’s use of force to liberate Kuwait after Saddam Hussein’s invasion.6 During the current war on terror, neorealists have assailed President Bush’s policy of preemption and democratic globalism, especially the war President Bush launched in 2003 to liberate Iraq. John Mearsheimer pronounced in a New York Times editorial published November 4, 2001, that the use of American military power in Afghanistan could not succeed; indeed, it only made “the problem worse.”7 On September 26, 2002, thirty-three scholars, many of them prominent neorealists, published an advertisement in the New York Times opposing the invasion of Iraq to remove Saddam. This group proposed instead that “the United States should maintain vigilant containment of Iraq—using its own assets and the assets of the United Nations.”8

Mearscheimer and Walt laid out the standard neorealist antiwar rationale in the January–February 2003 issue of Foreign Policy. An invasion of Iraq was, in their view, more likely to provoke bitter anti-American backlash than trigger democratic reform in the Arab world. Even if such reform succeeded, they discounted its potential effect on American policy. Even if Saddam acquired nuclear weapons, Mearsheimer and Walt assured us, Saddam would pose no extraordinary danger, because he was rational and deterrable. Consequently, they saw “no good reason why the United States cannot contain Iraq, just as it contained the Soviet Union during the Cold War.”9

More recently, Walt has lamented “how much the United States would have gained” had the it followed his approach: “Had the Bush Administration rejected preventive war in Iraq in March 2003 and chosen instead to continue the UN–mandated inspections process that was underway, it would have scored a resounding diplomatic victory.”10 Instead, Walt predicts, the United States will probably leave Iraq in even worse shape than it was under Saddam Hussein.11

Now Walt has published a new book, Taming American Power: The Global Response to U.S. Primacy, which has reaped acclaim among academics and liberal critics of the Bush administration. He denounces President Bush’s policy of global dominance as a dangerous failure and sets forth a neorealist strategy of “offshore balancing” as an alternative. Under this strategy the United States would repudiate the Bush Doctrine and deploy its power abroad under only two conditions: a direct threat to vital American interests—Europe, industrialized Asia, or the Middle East—and the inability of regional powers to uphold the balance on their own.12

The United States, Walt believes, must behave as a more mature great power and avoid the temptation of arrogance if it wants its privileged position to be acceptable to others. “Instead of telling the world what to do and how to live—a temptation that both neoconservative empire builders and liberal internationalists find hard to resist—the United States should lead the world primarily by its example.” Walt makes one conspicuous exception from such restraint: democratic Israel. Like Pat Buchanan, Walt blames Israel for many of our troubles in the Middle East; if Israel remains unwilling to grant the Palestinians a viable state—or if it tries to impose an unjust solution unilaterally—then Walt advocates that the United States end its economic and political support. Neither Arafat’s tyranny nor the poisonous ideology that sustained it have any bearing, in Walt’s view, on assessing the Palestine Liberation Organization’s (PLO) ultimate motives or the justice of Israel’s response.13

The Limits of Neorealism

Neorealism contains elements of truth that American policy makers always ought to ponder. The distribution of power is indeed critical in international politics. In a unipolar age the United States has a broader range of prudential strategic options than in the bipolar era of the Cold War or multipolar world of the nineteenth-century European balance of power. It is sometimes counterproductive, as neorealists claim, to wield American power with what Stephen Walt calls “too many footprints.”

Neorealism also offers a set of foreign policy prescriptions that are intuitively appealing. If neorealists such as Walt are right, the United States can pursue a less active foreign policy, saving much bloodshed and terror, while allowing the international system’s natural dynamic to provide American security at much less cost and risk. If, however, neorealists are wrong and American statesmen heed their advice, the United States could find itself in great difficulty, which greater vigilance and dedication to the spread of democracy could have averted.

In an excellent critique of neorealist opposition to the 2003 invasion of Iraq, the Georgetown University political scientist Robert Lieber notes the “mixed record” of neorealist predictions since the end of the Cold War.14 His assessment is much too generous. The actual historical record demonstrates the opposite of what neorealism claims. The dynamics of the international system do not eliminate powerful states’ significant range of choice. Nor do states invariably balance against threats in a timely and effective way. Nor do all states or statesmen behave essentially alike. Regime type, ideology, and the propensities of individual leaders account for substantial variations in how states not only define their interests but pursue them. Contrary to what neorealism maintains, prudence often calls for statesmen to accept the costs of commitments and risks of action sooner to prevent potentially greater dangers from arising later, even when future scenarios are inevitably speculative.15

Neorealism and Appeasement

Begin with the dismal failure of the policy of appeasing Nazi Germany and the horrific consequences of it.16 Stephen Walt claims that the history of the 1930s offers strong evidence in support of his theory and policy prescriptions.17 This is untenable, to say the least. Does Walt really believe that Great Britain, France, or the other European powers countered Nazi Germany vigilantly or effectively? Massive evidence, including Hitler’s own assessment, proves otherwise.18 Consider Churchill’s devastating indictment of the policy of appeasement that Walt defends:

That we should all have come to this pass makes those responsible, however honorable their motives, blameworthy before history. Look back and see what we had successively accepted and thrown away: a Germany rearmed in violation of a solemn treaty; air superiority or even air parity cast away; the Rhineland forcibly occupied and the Siegfried Line built or building; the Berlin-Rome Axis established; Austria devoured and digested by the Reich; Czechoslovakia deserted and ruined by the Munich Pact, its fortress line in German hands; its mighty arsenal of Skoda henceforward making munitions for German armies. . . . The services of thirty-five Czech divisions against a still unripened German army cast away. . . . All gone to the wind.

And now, when every one of those aids had been squandered and thrown away, Great Britain advances, leading France by the hand, to guarantee the integrity of Poland—of that very Poland which with hyena appetite had only six months before joined in the pillage and destruction of the Czech state. . . . History, which we are told is mainly the record of crimes, follies, and miseries of mankind, may be scoured and ransacked to find a parallel of this sudden and complete reversal of five or six years policy of easygoing placatory appeasement, and its transformation overnight into a readiness to accept an obviously imminent war on far worse conditions and on far greater scale.19

Indeed, the dominant theme of The Gathering Storm, the first volume of Churchill’s magisterial history of the Second World War, starkly contradicts neorealism’s counsel that democracies assess threats without regard to regime type or the animating ideology of the menacing power: “How the English-speaking peoples through their unwisdom, carelessness, and good nature, allowed the wicked to rearm.”20 The dynamics of domestic politics, misperception, and poor statesmanship all played a vital part in the tragic failure to stop Hitler sooner. The policies of British prime ministers Stanley Baldwin and Neville Chamberlain, which Walt bizarrely characterizes as an effort to balance “that came very close to succeeding,” resulted in disaster. The German invasion of Poland on September 1, 1939, unleashed a devastating war that France lost and Great Britain could not win alone. The war also killed sixty million people, including six million Jews whom the Nazis exterminated, and led the Soviet Union into the heart of east central Europe, enslaving its population for the next half century.

Interwar statesmen committed the terrible mistake of appeasing Hitler precisely because of their too-relaxed view of Nazism, and because of their erroneous judgments about the relative gravity and priority of multiple threats. That the appeasers had, in Walt’s words, “good reason to think” that Hitler posed only a limited threat does not excuse them from censure or save the flawed theories on which they relied. The appeasers, too, believed that the logic of the international system rather than the nature of the Nazi regime primarily determined German foreign policy. Most considered Hitler not an ideologue but a reasonable man with whom they could do business, someone who calculated risk prudently.

Walt’s untenable effort to manipulate history to fit his theory, though vexing, raises less serious questions than his distressing lack of proportion, which casts further doubt on the prudence of relying on either his theory or his prescriptions for American foreign policy today. Compare, most strikingly, his gentle treatment of the appeasers with his strident criticisms of many aspects of American foreign policy during the Cold War and of the Bush Doctrine today. Yet the United States won the Cold War with substantially less cost and risk than the failed policy of appeasement imposed on democracies during the interwar years. Contrast, for example, the absence of war in Europe during the past sixty years with the carnage of the first forty-five years of this century. Note, too, that the most robust versions of containment neorealists criticize most severely—President Truman’s and President Reagan’s—succeeded far better than the softer alternatives more congenial to neorealist thinking, which the United States actually pursued with poor results during the decade of the 1970s.

Neorealism and the Cold War

The Cold War reveals emblematically the imperative of taking regime type and ideology into account in devising a prudential grand strategy. Unlike neorealists, American Cold War statesmen with the greatest foresight recognized that more than the international environment strongly affected the conduct of states. Unlike neorealists, they recognized an intimate connection between the internal order prevailing in communist and liberal democratic nations and their external behavior.

The grand strategies of Presidents Truman and Reagan emanated from a set of assumptions substantially at variance with neorealism’s foundational principles: the Soviet Union was not a nation-state with limited aims and objectives, but an evil, repressive, expansionist empire driven by an evil ideology as perverse as Nazism. The Cold War was a geopolitical as well as a moral struggle in which the United States was on the right side of history. At the outset President Truman expressed confidence “in the eventual triumph of universal moral order based on liberal values over Soviet totalitarianism,” which he considered “an implacable enemy of human freedom.”21 This struggle would continue, however, so long as Joseph Stalin remained in power and the depraved regime that he and Vladimir Lenin had built remained in place. The source of the Soviet Union’s unquenchable animosity toward the United States lay not in specific American conduct, but in its very existence. Or as the former Soviet foreign minister and ambassador to Washington Maxim Litvinov put it with regard to Stalin, “The ideological conception prevailing” in the Soviet Union was “that conflict between Communist and capitalist worlds is inevitable.” Western acquiescence to the “Soviet Union’s territorial demands” would not satisfy Stalin but merely lead “to the West being faced with the next set of demands.”22

Just as the nature of the Nazi and imperial Japanese regimes constituted the root cause of the aggression they perpetrated in World War II, the nature of the Soviet regime constituted the root cause of the Cold War. So President Truman accepted the logic and policy recommendations of NSC 68, outlined by the National Security Council in April 1950. This document crystallized and dictated the main lines of American foreign and defense policy for much of the Cold War, which were in the long term “to foster fundamental change in the nature of the Soviet system” and in the short term to thwart the Soviet Union’s grand geopolitical design to achieve dominance of the Eurasian landmass.23

Beginning in the late 1940s, American statesmen accordingly sought to contain Soviet expansion with a combination of military and economic power. Though a liberal democracy with a strong tradition of isolationism and exceptionalism, the United States implemented containment in ways that largely resembled classic great power politics because external pressures gave the nation little alternative. American statesmen established and sustained the NATO alliance and the Mutual Defense Treaty of 1952 with Japan as a shield behind which these allies could restore their economic power. Simultaneously, the United States promoted Western European and Japanese economic recovery through the Marshall Plan, the General Agreement on Tariff and Trade, the International Monetary Fund, the encouragement of Western European integration, and acceptance of an imbalance of trade in Japan’s favor.

Contrary to neorealist assertions that the United States could achieve more by doing less, American statesmen assumed that the burdens of prevention paled in comparison to the cost and risk of cure. Take, for example, American policy toward Western Europe. The goal of containment was not just to deter the Soviet Union but to prevent a recurrence of the rivalries among the states of Europe that culminated in two cataclysmic world wars. The clarity, capability, credibility, and commitment of American power served as indispensable conditions for the success of NATO, European integration, and Germany’s reconciliation with its former enemies. Western European states did not counter the Soviet threat or cooperate with one another spontaneously. They cooperated because a credible American commitment protected them from the Soviet Union and freed them from having to fear one another. Without a visible American presence, Western Europe might have reverted to the dangerous balance of power rivalries that had caused war in the past, and France and Great Britain surely would have worried far more after World War II about growing German strength and perhaps tried to prevent German rearmament. The Soviet Union could have played on the fears and divisions of the Western European powers to dilute and delay effective balancing behavior as Nazi Germany had successfully during the interwar years.24

It is worth quoting at length Robert Cooper’s assessment of the important role the United States played in reinforcing the basic fact that Western European states no longer want to fight one another:

More important was the existence of a common friend. The presence of U.S. forces enabled Germany to keep forces at a lower level than its strategic position would have warranted: without them, Germany would have needed to maintain forces large enough to deal with wars on two fronts—against France and Russia simultaneously. Such forces would always have been a cause for alarm to both its neighbors and would probably provoke an arms race as well. . . . The same reasoning would have applied to the nuclear sphere too. As it was, the U.S. nuclear guarantee enabled Germany to remain non-nuclear. But even if Germany had pursued a low level of armaments and had chosen to remain non-nuclear, that would not have been enough. . . . France or Britain might still have suspected a secret German troop build-up or a secret nuclear weapons programme. What mattered above all therefore was the openness NATO created. NATO was and is a massive intra-Western confidence-building measure. This is why the reunification of Germany within NATO was so important. In a curious way, it is part of how NATO won the Cold War: not by beating Russia but by changing the strategic position of Germany.25

Neorealism and the Democratic Peace

Yet the Truman Doctrine and the policy of vigilant containment did not reflect geopolitical calculation alone. It also reflected the judgment that our vital interests and our deepest beliefs often coincided. After World War II, American statesmen strove to create stable, liberal democracies in Western Europe in the belief that stable, liberal democracies do not fight one another and make better allies than other types of regimes. They were right.26

The Truman administration and its most far-sighted successors prudently recognized what still eludes neorealists and most classical realists: our vital interest lies in promoting a zone of democratic peace, especially in crucial geopolitical areas. The norms of stable, liberal democracies not only render the threat of force among them illegitimate, but encourage a significant—though by no means complete—convergence of interests among such regimes. The institutional constraints of checks and balances, the separation of powers, and the need for public support preclude statesmen in stable, liberal democracies from resorting to massive violence when the prospects of a satisfactory peaceful resolution remain high. The perception that statesmen in other stable, liberal democracies operate under similar restraints exerts a reciprocal pacifying effect among such regimes.27 Natan Sharansky’s general proposition is therefore right: the United States is always better off with stable, liberal democracies, even those that hate it, than despotisms, even those that love it. It is to America’s great advantage to spread and sustain stable, liberal democracy when it is prudent to do so.28

Granted, this argument requires substantial qualification. First, the adjectives stable and liberal are crucial for the democratic zone of peace to operate. Liberalism requires freedom from arbitrary authority, freedoms that include freedom of conscience, a free press, equality under the law, religious liberty, the right to hold and exchange property, the right of private contract, and firm constitutional boundaries beyond which the state cannot go. The protection and vindication of these freedoms require a representative government based on democratic elections and the consent of the governed.

Fareed Zakaria warned correctly that illiberal democracies such as the theocracy in Algeria and the militant mullahs of Iran can pose significant threats to freedom and to their neighbors. Likewise, states in the process of democratization also are often quite aggressive.29 Even with the positive changes in the Middle East that President Bush’s invasion of Iraq unleashed, democratic reform in the region will proceed slowly and laboriously, with cyclical ebbs and flows. Recent elections in Egypt and the Palestinian territories did not result in victory for the forces of political reform and moderation.

Second, democratic triumphalists make the opposite mistake of structural realists by treating the democratic peace as a permanent rather than contingent phenomenon.30 The spread of stable, liberal democracy is not inevitable, irreversible, or necessarily universal. Although stable, liberal democratic allies always are the preferred option, such allies are not always the available option. Desperate times often require desperate measures. During the Second World War, the West had no choice but to make a temporary, tactical arrangement with Stalin to thwart the greater evil of a total Nazi victory. The mistake lay in FDR’s thinking that the United States could or should perpetuate that arrangement.

Prudence justifies choosing the lesser moral and geopolitical evil to prevent the greater one. During the Cold War few potential stable, liberal democratic allies existed outside Western Europe and Japan. The choice was usually between authoritarian regimes of the right and totalitarian regimes of the left. President Kennedy trenchantly expressed this perennial dilemma for American foreign policy after the 1961 assassination of Rafael Trujillo, dictator of the Dominican Republic: “There are three possibilities in descending order of preference: a decent democratic regime, a continuation of the Trujillo regime, or a Castro regime. We ought to aim at the first, but we really can’t renounce the second until we are sure we can avoid the third.”31

Similarly, in Dictatorship and Double Standards, Dr. Jeane Kirkpatrick made a compelling moral and practical case for supporting the former types of regime against the latter. Authoritarian regimes such as Taiwan and South Korea were likely to be less repressive, more amenable to benign evolutionary reform, and more reliably pro-American and anti-Soviet than totalitarian regimes such as Cuba and North Korea. History confirmed her judgment. South Korea and Taiwan became full-fledged, prosperous democracies under the umbrella of American protection, thanks to the considerable leverage over both countries that the United States possessed and eventually exercised. Cuba and North Korea remain poor and brutal tyrannies operated along Stalinist lines.32

Premature efforts to choose a stable, liberal democratic option when no viable one exists can lead to worse rather than better results. For much of the Cold War, that was especially true of the Middle East, where only Israel stood out as a stable, liberal democracy amid various forms of authoritarianism and despotism. Consequently, the United States had to collaborate tactically with an autocratic quasi-medieval Saudi regime and the mujahideen in Afghanistan to avert the greater moral and geopolitical evil of direct or indirect Soviet domination of the region. Our mistake lay not in collaborating but in striving to perpetuate these arrangements when fundamental conditions changed. Without the Soviet threat to induce cooperation, the fundamental differences between the United States and many autocracies in the Middle East began to loom much larger than the convergence of interest that existed during the Cold War.

During the 1970s the United States also sensibly collaborated tacitly with communist China for the limited purpose of constraining the greater danger of surging Soviet power. Our mistake lay in thinking this arrangement with Chinese dictators could or should be permanent beyond the collapse of the Soviet Union.33

Even in a unipolar world, with conditions more propitious for the United States, spreading democracy or choosing a democratic ally is not always the prudentially available option. Although the United States should welcome the successful national elections in Palestine and Iraq, as well as local elections in Saudi Arabia and the end of Syrian rule in Lebanon, stable, liberal democracy has yet to take hold in the Middle East. It will take time, patience, and the capacity to accept serious reverses along the way for the United States to succeed in spreading democracy durably rather than just contingently. The recent victory of the radical Hamas in the Palestinian territories underscores the critical distinction between stable, liberal democratic regimes, which are benign, and illiberal democracies, which are often menacing. In some cases, moreover, the United States will have to engage with regimes—such as Pakistan under Musharraf—that fall far short of our ultimate preferences.

Stable, liberal democracy is, however, always the preferred option. Alliances with such regimes rest on a far more reliable foundation than tactical arrangements with dictatorships. Convergences of enlightened self-interest among stable, liberal democracies are much more likely to transcend changes in time and circumstance—to become permanent rather than tactical interests. In this regard, our burgeoning relationship with democratic India should have greater priority than our collaboration with authoritarian Pakistan, though the Bush administration wisely sought to retain good relations with Pakistan for the larger goal of winning the war on terror. Fareed Zakaria explains why:

Most countries have relationships that are almost exclusively between governments. Think of the links between the United States and Saudi Arabia, which exist among a few dozen high officials [have] and never really gone beyond that. But sometimes bonds develop not merely between states and between societies. Twice before the United States had developed a relationship with a country that was strategic, but also with much more—with Britain and later with Israel. In both cases, the resulting ties were broad and deep, going well beyond governmental officials and diplomatic negotiations. The two countries knew each other and understood each other and as a result became natural and almost permanent partners. America has the opportunity to forge such a relationship with India. . . . That does not mean the United States and India will agree on every policy issue. Remember that even during their close wartime alliance, Roosevelt and Churchill disagreed about several issues, most notably India’s independence. America broke with Britain over Suez. It condemned Israel for its invasion of Lebanon. Washington and New Delhi have different interests and thus will inevitably have policy disputes. But it is precisely because of the deep bonds between these countries that such disagreements would not alter the fundamental reality of friendship, empathy, and association.34

Third, sustaining and spreading stable, liberal democracy often require an imbalance of power heavily favoring the forces of freedom. For instance, the collapse of liberal democracy in Europe during the interwar years occurred because of an insidious interaction between deteriorating internal and external conditions. America’s withdrawal into isolation, Great Britain’s indifference, and French weakness conspired to undermine the favorable security environment on which the survival of fragile democracies in Germany and Eastern Europe largely hinged. The failure to enforce the defective but potentially effective Versailles Treaty emboldened German opponents of Weimar democracy to overthrow the regime and the treaty. At the same time the progressive erosion of French willingness and capability to back its allies’ commitments to Eastern Europe demoralized the democrats there and encouraged already powerful antidemocratic forces in the region.35 In the early 1920s, for example, almost all of Europe’s twenty-eight regimes west of the Soviet Union, including those in Eastern Europe, were democracies. By the end of 1938 that number had dwindled to twelve, and none remained in Eastern Europe. By 1941 only five democracies remained intact.36

Conversely, a felicitous interplay between the establishment of stable, liberal democracies and the benign effects of American power accounts largely for the tremendous success of vigilant containment in Western Europe after World War II. Consider the case of Germany, the linchpin of the NATO alliance. On the one hand, the substantial American commitment increased the odds that democracy in West Germany would succeed after the Second World War, despite past failures. On the other hand, cooperation of the Western European states presupposed a stable, democratic Germany, anchored to the West. Before 1945 a united Germany was a militaristic and aggressive Germany, a Germany that willed, as others had not, two catastrophic world wars. Whether postwar Germany became a menace or an asset to Western Europe depended as much on the regime type of the German state as on external causes. As historical experience makes clear, a totalitarian Germany, the Germany of Adolf Hitler, was the most dangerous type of Germany for Germans and for the world. An authoritarian, militaristic Germany, the Germany of Kaiser Wilhelm, was less dangerous—but still very dangerous. The stable, liberal democratic Germany of Konrad Adenauer and his successors is the least dangerous type of Germany: a peaceful Germany more likely to cooperate with the other states in Western Europe, and to reconcile successfully its historic differences with France that led to three major wars. If liberal democracy alone did not suffice to ensure that post–World War II European states would cooperate with each other or with the United States, it contributed greatly to fostering shared values and eliminating the possibility of war or fundamental conflicts of interest among them.37

The American success with Japan after World War II also illustrates the interplay among democracy, external security, stability, and peace. Since Japan’s emergence as a major power early in the twentieth century, the character of its impact on East Asia hinged significantly on the nature of Japan’s internal regime. As was true of Germany, Japan’s relentless aggression that culminated in World War II in the Pacific stemmed from the authoritarian, militarist, and fanatical nature of the regime. As was true of Germany, the establishment and maintenance of liberal democracy in Japan facilitated its smoother, more benign transition from vanquished to full-fledged world power. As was true of Germany, the history of the interwar years warns that problems of trade and economic rivalry, which merely irritate Japanese-American relations today, become potentially explosive when the Japanese maintain a militaristic and authoritarian regime. As was true of Germany, a vigorous American presence in Japan not only kept it firmly in the democratic camp, but also reassured China and the weaker states of East Asia that they had less to fear from Japan’s reemergence than before.38

Samuel Huntington has argued persuasively that even in the developing world, where the American record remains more controversial, a significant correlation exists between the rise and fall of American power and the rise and fall of liberty.39 He suggests, likewise, that external actors such as the United States, the Vatican, and the European community contributed significantly to a major third wave of democratization in Europe, East Asia, and Latin America during the final phase of the Cold War in the 1980s.40

What was true during the Cold War remains true today. The robustness of American power is generally good for the spread of stable, liberal democracy; correspondingly, the spread of stable, liberal democracy is generally good for the United States. Consider the benign effects of NATO expansion, which prominent neorealists unwisely oppose. Unlike the interwar years, when the withdrawal of the United States, the indifference of Britain, and the erosion of the French alliance system created a power vacuum that doomed democracy in Eastern Europe, NATO membership and the prospect of attaining it have expanded the zone of democratic peace, eased the transition from communism to freedom in the region, and provided a hedge against possible resurgence of Russian nationalism under an authoritarian regime. The United States has already benefited considerably from its indispensable role in liberating Eastern Europe from Soviet tyranny, encouraging the spread of democracy there, and sustaining it with the expansion of NATO. In the war on terror, grateful Eastern European democracies continue to support President Bush overwhelmingly. They do so, despite some reservations, because this generation of Eastern Europeans does not take its freedom for granted, as many of their counterparts in Western Europe tend to do. Indeed, the durability of the Democratic peace in Europe after the Cold War has utterly confounded the prediction of John Mearsheimer that Europe would return to the dangerous pattern of rivalry reminiscent of the years before World War I. Again, his neorealist disdain for the importance of regime type accounts for this whopping error.41

Consider Russia as well. What marked the genuine end of the Cold war was the collapse of the Soviet regime—the pivotal variable neorealists dismiss in their flawed conception of American grand strategy. As the great historian of Russia Richard Pipes has argued insightfully, a Russia without a totalitarian regime is a less menacing adversary than the Soviet Union.42 Nevertheless, an authoritarian Russia would remain a greater geopolitical threat than a liberal democratic Russia, based on czarist experience. A comparison of Boris Yeltsin’s foreign policy with those of his successors again illustrates the important interest the United States has in a democratic Russia. Whereas Yeltsin at the height of his popularity and authority extolled the virtues of free markets, democracy, and a nonimperialistic foreign policy, Vladimir Putin, his more authoritarian successor, attempted more aggressively to reassert Russian authority in constituent parts of the Soviet Union, though not with the zeal or success of czarist or Soviet times.43 The more authoritarian Russia becomes, the less cooperative it is likely to be.44 The United States therefore should find it most disturbing that President Putin laments the collapse of the Soviet Union, calling it a “tragedy.”

No doubt the United States would face less difficulty in East Asia, the geopolitical pivot of the twenty-first century, were China to become stable, liberal, and democratic. It is therefore a legitimate and prudential goal of American foreign policy to encourage the evolution of the authoritarian and expansionist People’s Republic of China (PRC) into a more benign regime: through trade that will strengthen the private sector, which will eventually demand greater political as well as economic freedom, and through credible containment of Chinese ambitions in the meantime, with Japan and India the linchpins of an American-led democratic alliance system in the region.

Neorealism, the Democratic Peace, and the Middle East since 9/11

This study will defer until later chapters an extended analysis of the Bush Doctrine, its application to the Iraq War, and the rationale of and requirements for the United States’ remaining vitally engaged in the world’s major power centers, especially East Asia. It suffices here to make a few observations highlighting why we should also reject what neorealists advocate for the Middle East.

First, the policy of deterrence toward Iraq that John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt offered as their preferred alternative to invasion would have no plausibility whatsoever had the United States or other countries previously heeded their advice.45 Without Israel’s preemptive attack of May 1981 on the Osirak nuclear reactor in Iraq, Saddam Hussein almost certainly would have possessed nuclear weapons when he invaded Kuwait in August 1990, which would have made the cost of liberating it prohibitive.46 Without the Gulf War of 1990–1991, which most neorealists opposed, Saddam might have achieved a nuclear capability within two years, according to the inspectors of Iraqi facilities sent in pursuant to UN resolutions 685–88, which suspended hostilities so long as Saddam abided by their terms. Without driving Saddam out of Kuwait and demolishing his conventional forces, the United States would have had to leave the “footprints” of an even larger force in Saudi Arabia—which bin Laden himself invokes as one of his prime motivations for perpetrating the dastardly attacks of September 11, 2001. William Shawcross hits the mark squarely: “The policy of containment . . . meant that U.S. troops had had to remain in Saudi Arabia since 1991 to deter Saddam from further attacks on the region. Osama Bin Laden cited ‘these armed Christian soldiers’ in the sacred land of the two mosques as the ultimate sacrilege that his jihad had to end. It is legitimate to speculate that had Saddam been overthrown in 1991, and had U.S. troops then been withdrawn from Saudi Arabia, Osama Bin Laden’s greatest proclaimed grievance and rallying cry would have been removed.”47

Second, Mearsheimer and Walt employ a flawed analogy in assuring us that a nuclear-armed Saddam would behave with the same caution as the Soviet Union did during the Cold War. All regimes, even evil regimes, do not calculate risks the same way. The wisest American statesmen drew an important distinction, for example, between the Soviet and the Nazi regimes, not morally or by the scale of their ambitions, but in their degree of recklessness and their capacity to be deterred. Whereas Hitler was a man in a hurry, bound and determined to wage war sooner rather than later, war with the Soviet Union was not inevitable. Marxist ideology counseled tactical flexibility in the pursuit of limitless objectives, tactical predispositions that the traditional caution of great Russian diplomacy reinforced. Nor was the Soviet Union all that cautious. The world avoided the stark choice between nuclear war and surrender to tyranny not because both sides possessed abundant numbers of nuclear weapons, but because the United States did. If the Soviet Union had possessed the same wide margin of unassailable nuclear superiority as the United States from 1945 until the mid-1960s, it defies probability to think that Soviet leaders would have conducted themselves with the same degree of self-restraint as American statesmen.48

Third, following Walt’s approach of continuing the UN inspections process rather than fighting would not have resulted in “a resounding diplomatic victory.” On the contrary, the United States would have remained paralyzed, the French would have remained obstructionist, Saddam would have remained defiant—all while the danger mounted. Was it truly realistic in the best sense to invest the UN with the responsibility for monitoring Saddam’s WDM programs as he exploited the corrupt oil-for-food program to bribe members of the UN Security Council? As later chapters will examine in greater detail, Saddam’s propensity for risk taking also fell closer on the spectrum to Nazi Germany’s under Hitler than to the Soviet Union’s during the Cold War. True, the United States has yet to find the weapons of mass destruction we legitimately feared, on the basis of past experience, that Saddam had developed; nevertheless, the Kay Commission and Duelfer Report also affirm that it was only a matter of time before Saddam obtained such capabilities once the sanctions so painful to the Iraqi people inevitably broke down.49 WMD exponentially increased the potential danger of waiting too long to eliminate Saddam, prudently viewed through the prism of 9/11 and Saddam’s refusal to abide by the inspection regime.

Fourth, Walt’s neglect of ideology and regime type leads him to treat American support for Israel as the cause rather than the symptom of the surge in Islamic animosity against us. Efraim Karsh exposes the fallacy of this neglect in his magisterial study of Islamic imperialism:

Contrary to widespread assumptions, . . . Arab and Muslim anti-Americanism have little to do with U.S. international behavior or its Middle Eastern policy. America’s position as the pre-eminent world power blocks Arab and Islamic imperial aspirations. As such, it is the natural target for aggression. Osama bin Laden and other Islamists’ war is not against America per se, but is rather the most recent manifestation of the millenarian jihad for universal Islamic empire (or umma). This is a vision by no means confined to the extremist version of Islam, as illustrated by the overwhelming support for the 9/11 attacks throughout the Arab and Islamic world. In the historical imagination of many Muslims and Arabs, bin Laden represents nothing short of the new incarnation of Saladin. The House of Islam’s war for world mastery is a traditional, indeed venerable, quest that is far from over. Only when the political elites of the Middle East and Muslim world reconcile themselves to the reality of state nationalism, forswear pan-Arab and pan-Islamic imperial dreams, and make Islam a matter of private faith rather than a tool of political ambition will the inhabitants of these regions at last be able to look forward to a better future free of would-be Saladins.50

The road to stability in the Middle East lies through promoting democratic regime change that addresses the real root cause of the danger: the culture of tyranny and oppression that spawns radical, implacably aggressive despotism such as Saddam Hussein’s regime, the militant mullahs in Iran, and the PLO under Arafat.51 In making the ugly accusation that the Israel lobby has masterminded not only the war in Iraq, but the war in Lebanon, Walt and Mearsheimer sound more like gutter anti-Semites such as Charles Lindbergh and Father Coughlin than the disinterested scholars they profess to be.52

Nor do conspiracy theories or Walt and Mearsheimer’s more euphemistic Israel lobby explain the depth and intensity of America’s support for Israel. The dynamics of American religion provide a better explanation, according to Walter Russell Mead, who cites the growing influence of evangelicals as a powerful source of pro-Israeli sentiment, especially in the Republican Party. “Evangelicals . . . find the continued existence of the Jewish people to be a strong argument for the existence of God and his power in history. . . . Evangelicals have been gaining social and political power, while liberal Christians and secular intellectuals have been losing it. This should not be blamed on Jews.”53

Josef Joffe demolishes the argument of those who mainly blame Israel for American problems in the Middle East. Far from creating tensions, Joffe argues, Israel actually contains more antagonism than it causes, antagonism that would become even worse were Israel to disappear as its enemies hope:

Can anybody proclaim in good conscience that the . . . dysfunctionalities of the Arab world would vanish along with Israel? Two U.N. Arab Human Development Reports say no. . . . Stagnation and hopelessness have three root causes. The first is lack of freedom. . . . The second root cause is lack of knowledge: Sixty-five million adults are illiterate, and some ten million children have no schooling at all. . . . Third, female participation in political and economic life is the lowest in the world. Economic growth will continue to lag as long as the potential of half the population remains largely untapped. Will all of this right itself when the Judeo-Western insult to Arab pride suddenly vanishes? Will the millions of unemployed and bored young men, cannon fodder for the terrorists, vanish as well—along with one-party rule, corruption, and closed economies? This notion only makes sense if one cherishes single-cause explanations, or worse, harbors a particular animus against the Jewish state and its refusal to behave like Sweden. . . . Finally, the most popular what-if question of them all: Would the Islamic world hate the United States less if Israel vanished? . . . Arab-Islamic hatred of the United States preceded the conquest of the West Bank and Gaza. Recall the loathing left behind by the U.S.-managed coup that restored the shah’s rule in Tehran in 1953, or the U.S. intervention in Lebanon in 1958. As soon as the British and the French left the Middle East, the United States became the dominant power and the No. one target. Another bit of suggestive evidence is that the fiercest (unofficial) anti-Americanism emanates from Washington’s self-styled allies in the Arab Middle East, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia. Is this situation because of Israel—or because it is so convenient for these regimes to “busy giddy minds over foreign quarrels” (as Shakespeare’s Henry IV put it) to distract their populations from their dependence on the great Satan The Cairo Declaration against “U.S. Hegemony,” endorsed by 400 delegates across the Middle East and West in December 2002 . . . mentions Palestine only peripherally. . . . In short, global America is responsible for all the afflictions in the Arab world, with Israel coming a distant second.54

Like Nazi Germany, imperial Japan, and the Soviet Union, Osama bin Laden went to war against the United States not primarily for what it did, but for who its citizens are—a free people committed to sustaining well-ordered liberty. His implacable enemy is the very freedom America personifies. Mary Habeck has reached a similar conclusion in her brilliant analysis of the jihadist ideology that bin Laden epitomizes. Her remedy for the threat largely parallels the logic of the Bush Doctrine:

Only democratization . . . will attack the jihadist ideology while creating democracies that are most responsive to their citizens. The jihadist argument is that democracy is completely antithetical to Islam and moreover is specifically designed to destroy the religion. If democracies can flourish in Islamic lands without disturbing the practices and beliefs of Islam, the entire jihadist argument will collapse. While there are many reasons to hope and work for democracies in the Middle East—that they might end despotic regimes, create the conditions for economic development, end oppression, corruption, and so on—the real possibility of the complete defeat of the jihadists must also be taken into consideration. At the same time, this is not an argument for democracies that will be exact copies of the American or European model. The very different conditions in Islamic countries, including a higher toleration for the integration of religion and government, will lead to the creation of states that reflect different religious, cultural, and historical traditions in that area of the world. . . . Yet, the fact that the Germans and Japanese, Indians and Central Americans have all been able to adapt democracy to local conditions leaves us with the vital hope that Muslims of the world can find their own path to greater freedom.55

What Habeck writes also applies to our implacable enemies in the Middle East, who use Israel as an excuse for their animosity toward us.56 No sensible person can plausibly deny any longer that the former PLO chairman Yasser Arafat envisaged the Oslo Peace Accords of 1993 not as a process to generate genuine reconciliation, but as a continuation of war to exterminate Israel by other means. On the basis of his twelve years of experience during the first Bush and two Clinton terms as chief American negotiator in the Israeli-Palestinian “peace process,” Dennis Ross concludes authoritatively that “Arafat never prepared his people for the hard compromises” because “he never prepared himself. Our great failing was in not creating the earlier tests that would have either exposed Arafat’s inability to ultimately make peace or forced him to prepare his people to compromise.”57

The tragedy of the Palestinian people is their unrequited suffering, which a more responsible, moderate Palestinian leadership and more enlightened statesmanship among Muslim and European nations could have substantially redressed. The fundamental asymmetry between Israel and the Palestinian Authority has long remained this: although there are extremists in Israel such as the fanatical settlers on the West Bank who reject any compromise, they are a decided minority; the vast majority of Israelis, including former Prime Minister Sharon and his successor, Prime Minister Olmert, accept the idea of a two-state solution to the conflict. Under Arafat the Palestinian leadership did not. In word and deed Israel has demonstrated that it will trade land when offered real peace. Menachem Begin, the Likud prime minister, pulled Israel out of the Sinai when Egyptian President Sadat offered real peace. Israel withdrew from Lebanon in 2000, five years before Syria belatedly and begrudgingly withdrew under the pressure that the American invasion of Iraq catalyzed. Under Ariel Sharon, Israel withdrew from Gaza and built a wall that left 92 percent of the West Bank to the Palestinians.

Confounding Walt’s neorealist view that less American effort would achieve better results is the fact that one of the contributing factors to the demise of the Oslo Accords and the surge in anti-American Islamic radicalism was precisely the perceived erosion of American power and the willingness to use it that had crystallized in the minds of radicals in the region by the end of the Clinton administration. American vacillations with Saddam during the 1990s and the irresolution and pinprick responses to his flouting of UN resolutions; President Clinton’s eagerness to accommodate Arafat, his most frequent foreign guest at the White House; the precipitous retreat from Mogadishu in 1993; the tepid American reaction to the bombings of the Khobar Towers, the embassy in Kenya, and the USS Cole: all interacted insidiously to embolden American enemies in the Middle East. Read bin Laden’s own words in the fatwa he issued in the summer of 1996 declaring war against the United States:

Few days ago the news agencies had reported that the Defense Secretary of the Crusading Americans had said that “the explosion at Riyadh and Al-Khobar had taught him one lesson: that is not to withdraw when attacked by cowardly terrorists.”

We say to the Secretary of Defense that his talk can induce a grieving mother to laughter and shows the fears that have enshrined you all. Where was this false courage of yours when the explosion in Beirut took place in 1983 A.D. (1403 A.H.). You were turned into scattered pits and pieces at the same time; 241 mainly marine soldiers were killed. And where was this courage of yours when two explosions made you leave Aden in less than twenty four hours!

But your most disgraceful case was in Somalia; where—after vigorous propaganda about the power of the USA and its post cold war leadership of the new world order—you moved tens of thousands of international forces, including 28,000 American soldiers into Somalia. However, when tens of your soldiers were killed in minor battles and one American pilot was dragged into the streets of Mogadishu you left the area carrying disappointment, humiliation, defeat, and your dead with you. Clinton appeared in front of the whole world threatening and promising revenge, but these threats were merely a preparation for withdrawal. You have been disgraced by Allah and you withdrew; the extent of your weakness and impotence became very clear. It was a pleasure for the “heart” of every Muslim and a remedy to the “chests” of believing nations to see you defeated in the three Islamic cities of Beirut, Aden, and Mogadishu.58

Contrast this erosion of American credibility during the 1990s to what has happened since 9/11. Although the situation in Iraq remains difficult and the outcome in doubt, Walt and other critics pronouncing the Bush Doctrine a failure have vastly underestimated its achievements. The United States succeeded brilliantly in toppling the Taliban regime in Afghanistan, creating the conditions for the first free elections in the country’s history, and facilitating the victory of Hamid Karzai as president. Karzai, unlike his Taliban predecessors, is not only a good man, but moderate, civilized, and pro-American, The military campaign in Iraq also succeeded brilliantly. Despite the difficult insurgency that still continues, Iraq has made substantial political progress, holding free elections in which more than eight million Iraqis turned out in defiance of murderous terror, and forging a constitution that stands a decent chance of transforming the nation into a federal democratic republic based on the rule of law.

The Bush Doctrine also deserves considerable credit for keeping al-Qaeda on the run and thwarting its ambitions to mount another devastating attack on the United States. Removing Saddam also catalyzed a positive domino effect: the Syrian withdrawal from Lebanon; the Libyan suspension of its WMD program; and the emergence of genuine, albeit precarious, reform movements throughout the Middle East.59 President Bush deserves much credit as well for abandoning the failed policy of propitiating a radical and corrupt PLO at Israel’s expense. In his June 2002 address at West Point, the president rightly defined liberal, democratic regime change for Palestine and the removal of the implacable Arafat as the preconditions for achieving his roadmap to peace, which the administration hopes will eventually culminate in an open Palestinian state committed to living in peace with a stable, secure, democratic Israel.60 The president rightly refuses to negotiate with Hamas until it recognizes Israel’s legitimate right to exist within secure boundaries. Tragically, any durable settlement with the Palestinians will emerge only in the aftermath of a power struggle within the Palestinian Authority that breaks the forces of radicalism and rejectionism. This will not happen soon or without bloodshed. In the meantime, Israel should continue the policies of Ariel Sharon, which were aimed at sealing the Jewish State off from the Palestinian territories and unilaterally establishing a final frontier.

Likewise, the president deserves much credit for giving Israel the green light to defeat Hezbollah in Lebanon. In this case Israel’s fight is our own: we are at war with an insidious axis of jihadist terrorist organization such as Hezbollah (which murdered 241 U.S. Marines in October 1983) and their sponsors, such as the militant Iranian regime. Israel and the United States therefore must defeat rather than negotiate with such an enemy. The unsatisfactory outcome of the Israelis’ 2006 war with Hezbollah—a UN truce that is likely the prelude to the next war—is owed mainly to the poor and halting leadership of Israeli Prime Minister Olmert and Israel’s underestimation of a tenacious enemy rather than any shortcomings on the American side. The good news is that Hezbollah suffered much more extensive damage than many seem to realize. As Victor Davis Hanson observes, too, “Iran and Syria unleashed Hezbollah because they were facing global scrutiny, one over nuclear acquisition and the other over assassination of Lebanese reformer Rafik Hariri. The problems will not go away for either of them—nor, if we persist, will democratic fervor in Afghanistan and Iraq on their borders.”61 Count, too, on the impotence of the UN and the resilience of an excellent Israeli defense force that will learn from its mistakes in the war of 2006. This will put Israel and the United States in a much more favorable position when the next round of fighting occurs. The defeat of Hezbollah and ultimately their Iranian and Syrian patrons is a vital endeavor in the war against Islamic fascism, a war every bit as vital to win as the wars against German Nazism and Soviet totalitarianism.

Finally, neorealists vastly exaggerate the danger that the Bush Doctrine will provoke states to make common cause against us and vastly underestimates the risks of this minimalist grand strategy of offshore balancing.62 Stephen Brooks and William Wohlforth have argued powerfully that the current international system is not only unipolar and prone to peace but durable:

Bounded by oceans to the east and west and weak, friendly powers to the north and south, the United States is both less vulnerable than previous aspiring hegemons and less threatening to others. The main potential challengers to its unipolarity—China, Russia, Japan, and Germany—are in the opposite position. They cannot augment their military capabilities so as to balance the United States without simultaneously becoming an immediate threat to their neighbors. Politics, even international politics, is local. Although American power attracts a lot of attention globally, states are usually more concerned with their own neighborhoods than with the global equilibrium. Were any of the potential challengers to make a serious run at the United States, regional balancing efforts would almost certainly help contain them, as would the massive latent power capabilities of the United States, which could be mobilized as necessary to head off an emerging threat.63

The United States has another huge advantage to forestall effective balancing, which interacts synergistically with its offshore position: the character of the American regime, whose defining principle of separation of powers imposes formidable restraints on the arbitrary use of power at home and abroad.64 Aristotle says that the mark of intelligence is the ability to make reasonable distinctions. Even for the controversial episodes in American foreign policy, it insults Aristotle’s dictum to equate a stable, liberal, democratic United States with other potentially preponderant powers, especially the evil totalitarian regimes of Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union.

Though much of Western Europe—what Donald Rumsfeld calls the Old Europe—may not agree with us on Iraq or the Middle East, that does not mean that our NATO allies—France excepted—are tempted to join a strongly anti-American coalition. Since World War II the luxury of Europe’s escape from the burdens of power politics has depended largely on American protection and the credibility of America power. Robert Kagan formulates best the great paradox of Europe’s current situation:

Europe’s new Kantian order could flourish only under the umbrella of American power exercised according to the rules of the old Hobbesian order. American power made it possible for Europeans to believe that power is no longer important. Because Europe neither has the will nor the ability to guard its own paradise and keep it from being overrun, spiritually as well as physically, . . . it has become dependent on America’s willingness to use its military might to deter or defeat those around the world who still believe in power politics.65

In the final analysis, Western Europeans are not so self-destructive—with possibly France excepted—to jettison the fundamental relationship that has generated such unprecedented peace and prosperity for them. Do the new democracies of Eastern Europe really prefer Franco-German hegemony in Europe to the presence of the Americans? Their support for the United States in defiance of France during the Iraq War of 2003 speaks loudly and clearly that the answer is no.

Does democratic Japan or India or the other powers in East Asia fear the robustness of American power more than they fear the United States may not do enough to contain a rising, authoritarian, assertive China? Would East Asian nations really prefer the United States to adopt the more minimalist strategy of deterrence that neorealists and others recommend? Are we really better off in the Middle East without a strong, active American presence, committed to spreading freedom and thwarting menacing threats arising from the insidious linkage between mounting radicalism and the proliferation of WMD technology? Will appeasing Arab radicalism at democratic Israel’s expense really bring peace or honor? Or do the dismal results of Western Europe’s twenty-five-year propitiation of the PLO under Arafat, Iraq under Saddam, and Iran under the militant mullahs reveal the moral and geopolitical bankruptcy of such a strategy?

The history of American diplomacy since the beginning of the twentieth century underscores the wisdom of Wohlforth’s conclusion that the United States’ doing too little is a greater danger than its doing too much.66 The United States entered World War I and World War II almost too late and dangerously unprepared. Even in the Cold War, the United States did not fund the military dimensions of containment adequately until the shock of the Korean War of 1950–1953 spurred the Congress to triple the defense budget. The United States did not respond adequately to the massive Soviet military buildup that began in the 1960s until the election of Ronald Reagan in 1980. During the 1990s the United States largely lived off the borrowed capital of the Reagan military buildup that not only won the Cold War, but also laid the foundation for winning the conventional combat phase of two wars against Iraq at remarkably low cost and risk.

Neorealist policy prescriptions epitomize that greater danger of doing too little—for the past, present, and future. It is, instead, far more prudent to give the benefit of the doubt to the clarity, credibility, and muscularity of American power. As Michael Mandelbaum wisely observes:

The abdication by the United States of some or all of the responsibilities for International Security that is has come to bear, in the first decade of the twenty-first century would deprive the international system of one of its principal safety features, which keeps countries from smashing into each other, as they are historically prone to do. . . . Their awareness, sometimes dim and almost never explicitly spelled out, of the political, military, and economic dangers that would come with the retreat of American power causes other countries to refrain from trying to displace the United States from its place at the center of the international system. Virtually all of them harbor some grievance or another against the twenty-first century international order, but none of them would welcome the absence of any order at all, which is what the collapse of American power might well bring. Grudgingly, tacitly, silently, other countries support the American role in the world’s government out of the well-grounded fear that while the conduct of the United States may be clumsy, overbearing, and occasionally even insufferable, the alternative would be even worse, perhaps much worse.67
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