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Foreign Policy

‘Th is is an exceptional collection of essays written by scholars and policy-makers from around the 
world with very diverse political perspectives. Yet, all share a commitment to rigorous and critical 
research and analysis. Th is is not another collection of essays lamenting the decline of the US or 
trumpeting its resurgence. Students reading these essays are provided with a framework that will 
enable them to answer critical questions like: who makes US foreign policy? Why did the US take 
a particular position? What is the US likely to do in a situation?’

Steven L. Lamy, University of Southern California

‘Th e second edition of Cox and Stokes’s US Foreign Policy builds on the fi rst, with important new 
chapters on the Obama foreign policy and a state-of-the-art debate on American decline. Th is 
valuable collection provides a clear, comprehensive, and balanced discussion of all aspects of US 
foreign policy that is invaluable for undergraduate and postgraduate students alike.’

Robert Singh, Birkbeck, University of London

‘A terrifi c and well-chosen collection of works that are must-reads for any student of US foreign 
policy.   Th e new chapters by Nye, and the debate (Chapter 23) on American primacy are both 
priceless.  Anyone teaching the subject really owes it to their students to make sure this book fea-
tures prominently on their course reading list.’

John Peterson, University of Edinburgh

‘I know of no book on US foreign policy that covers the topic as comprehensively as this one. Cox 
and Stokes have assembled in one well-structured volume many of the world’s leading experts 
from both inside and outside the United States. Th e book is indeed wide in scope and pluralist in 
character.’

Geir Lundestad, Nobel Institute

‘Michael Cox and Doug Stokes once again provide us with a broad and provocative treatment  of 
American foreign policy. Treatment of the historical context, American exceptionalism, and the 
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they are made.’

Robert J. Lieber, Georgetown University
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Guided tour of textbook features

Key quotes boxes
Each chapter contains boxes of key quotes that you 
can use to gain a wider perspective on the issues being 
discussed.

The United States, almost from its start, has had an expanding 

economic system. The nineteenth-century American econ-

omy, as compared to European ones, was characterized by 

more market freedom, more individual landownership, and 

a higher wage income structure—all sustained by the national 

classical liberal ideology. From the Revolution on, it was a 

.ecnellecxe rap yrtnuoc eriaf-zessial 

(Lipset 1996: 54)

Hence there was a strong family likeness between all the Eng-

lish colonies as they came to birth. All, from the beginning, 

seemed destined to let freedom grow, not the aristocratic 

freedom of their motherland, but a middle-class and dem-

ocratic freedom of which the world’s history had not previ-

ously provided a complete example.

(Tocqueville 1988: 34)

I have already sa

zation in its true 

continually bear 

perfectly distinct

been at war with 

somehow possibl

a marvelous com

the spirit of freed

There is therefore

some hidden ten

the general prosp

takes, whereas in 

times a secret bia

leads men to con

KEY QUOTES 2.1: The origins of American exceptionalism

The ‘Mars/Venus’ debate of the early 2000s

The controversies centring around US and EU responses to 

the war on terror and the war in Iraq during 2002–4 gen-

erated debate not only in policy circles but also in aca-

demic analysis. One of the key fi gures in this debate was 

the American policy analyst Robert Kagan, who in 2003 

published his book Of Paradise and Power: America and 

Europe in the New World Order. Kagan’s argument was that 

there was a deep difference over the interpretation and the 

uses of power between the United States and Europe, and 

that this refl ected long historical experience as well as cur-

rent events. To put it simply, the United States had evolved 

with a strong orientation towards the use of ‘hard’ mili-

tary power and a strong position both on sovereignty and 

national security, as the result of its geopolitical location, its 

i d t i l d t h l i l d l t d th th

means of implem

Europe—best rep

by the EU—had g

and the building 

tional problems. 

and cultural expe

of force in Europe

ruling elites that 

subjected to rigo

effectively refl ect

or individual Eur

the USA in militar

this rationalizatio

was of course cen

a sweeping view 

how much can it

MAJOR DEBATES AND THEIR IMPACT 1.1: US policies towards 

Major debates and their 
impact boxes  
Throughout the book boxes detailing some of the 
ongoing major debates are provided to show you the 
most up-to-date state of academic thought in the 
area.

textbook package.



Controversies boxes 
In each chapter, controversies boxes look at an aspect 

complexities of subjectivism in the area. 

nor dis-
are not 
 cannot 
n wider 
impor-
the UK 

 orts 
order to 
mongst 
ce, UK 

i

 Naturalized power relations can and should be 

denaturalized.

 Claiming that the world is socially constructed does not 

mean it is false or that the world does not exist.

 The social construction of reality means that although 

the world exists independently of our knowledge of 

it, we cannot access this knowledge except through 

discourse(s).

Critiquing discourses is not about political correctness;

KEY POINTS

Building market democracy in Russia

Yes: Russia had a good chance of becoming a stable mar-

ket economy with democratic political institutions, and the 

United States had a responsibility to do all it could to bring 

that about.

No: American interference in Russia’s domestic politics and 

economics was bound to fail and cause a negative reaction 

from Russian elites.

NATO enlargement

Relations with Pu

Yes: Russia is a gre

in Eurasia, its sea

and its role as an 

a good working r

Moscow.

No: Putin is a dict

only bring instabil

able partner.

Relations with M

CONTROVERSIES 14.1: Debates in US–Russian relations

Questions

 1. What motivated US support for the early stage of European integration?

 2. What is the importance of John F. Kennedy’s 1962 speech on Atlantic par

 3. Why were US–EC relations especially diffi cult in the early 1970s?

 4. oce ,lacitilop neewteb noitcaretni fo nrettap wen a ees s0791 eht did yhW  

relations?

 5. What was the impact of the ‘new cold war’ during the early 1980s on US p

 6. What events in the late 1980s created concern in the USA about the futur

 7. What role did US policy makers envisage for the EC at the end of the Cold

Further Reading

Bacevich, A. J. (2004), American Empire: The Realities and Consequences of US D
Cambridge, Mass).

Cohen, W.I. (210), America’s Response to China: A History of Sino-American Rela
University Press, New York).

Holmes, S. (2007), The Matador’s Cape: America’s Reckless Response to Terror (C
Press)

Hunt, M. H. (1987), Ideology and US Foreign Policy (Yale University Press, New 
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   Introduction: US foreign 
policy—past, present, and future
Michael Cox and Doug Stokes

Over the past few years no single topic has been discussed 
so frequently—and with so much obvious passion—as 
how to evaluate the sources of America’s conduct, the 
impact its conduct has had on the wider world, and the 
extent to which its actions have contributed (or not) to 
global justice and order. Certainly, it is diffi  cult to recall 
a moment other than perhaps the years of the early Cold 
War or the period coinciding with the Vietnam War in 
the 1960s when the United States and its foreign policy 
have been the subject of so much intense debate. Th ere 
are at least three obvious reasons why. First, for better or 
worse, even for those who regard America’s decline as 
being inevitable, the fact remains that it is still an extraor-
dinarily powerful state. Second, since September 2001 it 
has also confronted a series of fundamental challenges 
that range from global terrorism to the economic crisis 
and to which, although it may appear to have no easy 
answer, the US continues to remain central to solving. 
Th ird, in the short space of eight years it has moved 
from being led by G. W. Bush, one of the most contro-
versial leaders in modern times to electing to offi  ce an 
African-American with the distinctly ‘un-American’ 
name of Barack Hussein Obama. If anything, the transi-
tion from Bush from Obama points to quite self-evident 
truths: namely how diffi  cult it is to characterize Amer-
ica as a polity and America’s seemingly endless capac-
ity for at least symbolic renewal. Aft er all, when Bush 
regained the White House in 2004 critics lamented how 
deeply conservative the nation had become. However, 
Obama was swept into offi  ce on a platform of profound 
change with pundits now speaking of the United States 

as being the last decent beacon of liberal values in a 
deeply troubled world.

Th e decade that opened with the fall of the Twin 
Towers in September 2001 and continued seven years 
later with the greatest economic crisis to face the United 
States since the 1930s has indeed been a tumultuous one. 
Certainly nobody anticipated these twin shocks; and 
hardly anybody could have foreseen what impact they 
would have on the United States itself. But the impact 
has been truly tremendous. Simply compare the US in 
2000 with where many now think it is just over a dec-
ade on. When the new millennium dawned, Americans 
in the vast majority truly did feel that they were living 
in the best, the most prosperous, and the most peace-
ful of times. Th is in large part explains why Bill Clinton 
would have been elected a third time in 2000 if this had 
been constitutionally possible. What a diff erence a dec-
ade makes. Only a few years later the mood had changed 
almost completely. Now, as the US moves into the second 
decade of the new century, poll aft er poll seems to reveal 
a new sense of uncertainty about where America now 
stands in the world, what the future holds for its citizens 
and whether or not the new century is going to be quite 
as ‘American’ as the last one. Deep material insecurity at 
home, the costs of having fought two very costly wars 
abroad, and daily headlines informing ordinary Ameri-
cans that by the year 2020 China will have become the 
largest economy in the world, told what to many Ameri-
cans at least must have sounded like a deeply depressing 
story with only one conclusion to be drawn. Th e nation’s 
best days were behind it: and worse was likely to follow.
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How diff erent it all seemed only twenty years previous-
ly as communism as an historic project collapsed around 
the world to be followed by almost ten years of unalloyed 
good news for the United States. Who indeed could doubt 
what the new optimists were saying back then about the 
‘end of history’ and the victory of American values in an 
international system where the nation faced no serious 
peer competition and where even old enemies like the 
former USSR and China acted as if the world was now 
largely an American-inspired creation underwritten by 
the most formidable military power known to man, the 
ever powerful dollar, and of course that most American of 
idols: the free enterprise system. In 1898 American states-
men might dream of creating a world where no door 
would remain closed to American infl uence. But this was 
merely an aspiration. A hundred years on and it began to 
look like more than just an aspiration. A new world order 
beckoned; the fi nal frontier had been conquered.

Victory over fascism followed by victory over com-
munism only confi rmed Americans in their already 
strong belief that the United States was not merely 
another ‘ordinary country’ but rather that well-known 
and much talked about ‘City on the Hill’; a true uni-
versal model—to be admired, copied, and in certain 
instances promoted if needs be. Such an outlook, how-
ever, has consequences. It was almost certainly this self-
confi dence born of repeated victories over successive 
enemies that probably tempted the Bush administration 
in 2003 to risk turning what many had hitherto seen as 
an imperfectly conducted but legitimate war against 
Osama bin Laden and radical Islamism into what many 
increasingly came to view as an illegitimate and unnec-
essary war against Iraq in 2003. As we now know, mili-
tary victory in this particular confl ict against a much 
over-hyped ‘rogue state’ proved to be remarkably easy—
possibly too easy, as the short-term joys of liberation 
very quickly turned into the brute facts of occupation, 
leaving the United States standing between a rock and 
a hard place. Nor did America’s woes end there. While 
Iraq quite literally burned and Iraqis fl ed and died in 
their tens of thousands, Afghanistan smouldered and 
then burst into fl ames, leaving a region on edge and its 
next door neighbour—nuclear Pakistan—in a state of 
deep unrest. What had begun as a short-term exercise to 
defeat the morally repulsive ‘bad guys’ with their back-
ward outlook and crude improvised weaponry looked 
to be turning into the longest war in history. Indeed, 

even following the 2011 killing of Osama Bin Laden, it 
looks very likely that America will continue to be seri-
ously engaged for a very long time to come in the region. 
Th ere will be no quick fi x and no easy exit strategy.

Wars, of course, are appalling things. But one of their 
more ‘positive’ consequences from the point of view of the 
scholar and the student is to increase interest in interna-
tional aff airs, and certainly one of the (unintended) con-
sequences of the so-called ‘war on terror’ and America’s 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan (and on a fairly regular basis 
now in Pakistan too) has been to generate a quite enor-
mous interest in American foreign policy. Much of this has 
been critical. Indeed, it is diffi  cult to recall a period before 
when so many commentators have been as sceptical of 
America’s own claims that what it has been doing it has 
been doing for the sake of world peace and international 
security rather than for the sake of its economic or politi-
cal interests. One might even argue that one of the many 
tasks President Obama set himself when he formally took 
offi  ce in early 2009 was to challenge such cynicism head 
on by showing to others around the world that the United 
States could still be a force for good, even in unstable and 
dangerous times. Abandoning what to many seemed like 
the imperial policies of his predecessor, Obama and his 
new team were clear about what had to be done: namely 
to restore America’s political and moral standing in the 
world and by so doing make the United States, once more, 
the ‘indispensable’ nation. Only time will tell whether he 
has so far—or can ever—regain something which more 
than a few pundits now insist has been lost for ever.

In this newly revised second edition of our fi rst very 
successful volume published before the Obama presi-
dency the editors have called upon a range of expert 
voices representing a spectrum of opinion drawn from 
at least three continents—in large part because we have 
been dissatisfi ed for some time with other volumes on 
the subject that have generally tended to be written from 
only one ‘national’ point of view, invariably American. 
Th e book does not pretend to be exhaustive. Nonethe-
less, it does manage to touch several intellectual bases; 
many more, we would guess, than the average textbook 
on the subject. It also has the added virtue from the 
point of view of the student and teacher of taking the 
widest possible look at US foreign policy. Th us it treats 
the ‘outside’ just as seriously as it does the ‘inside’, and, 
within the ‘inside’, culture as much as it does econom-
ics, and public opinion as much as it does the main sites 
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of organized power. It also brings the story right up to 
date, not only in each of the revised chapters but also 
in the concluding chapters where we debate America’s 
now rather uncertain future. Based on the research of 
some of the world’s leading experts, but made accessible 
to the general reader, the volume—wide in scope and 
pluralist in character—we hope sets new standards for 
discussing contemporary US foreign policy today.

It would be pointless here to summarize what is in 
the chapters themselves. Th ey will stand or fall on their 
own obvious academic merits. Th at said, there are at 
least fi ve broad themes that inform the text.

Th e fi rst is the importance of the past for understand-
ing the present. History, we need to remind ourselves, is 
not just some distant place that political scientists ought 
to visit now and again for chunks of interesting, but not 
necessarily essential, information, but the very source 
we need to go back to, to understand how a nation like 
the United States has arrived at the destination it has and 
with what baggage on board. Th ere is a view (associated 
with the realist school of thought) which argues that the 
only thing we need to know about a state is the amount 
of power it has. Its character as such does not matter. Th is 
we believe is not merely too abstract; it ignores the spe-
cifi c way in which the United States rose to power in the 
fi rst place (a subject dealt with in the chapter by LaFeber), 
the impact this ascent then had upon the United States 
as an exceptional kind of nation—an issue discussed in 
some detail by Deudney—and how that power in turn 
was translated into policy in the decades aft er the United 
States became a superpower in the 1940s. In the process of 
deploying its mass assets America was also transformed 
as a nation, most obviously during the Cold War accord-
ing to Beth Fischer, when in any average year the nation 
spent nearly spent nearly 10 per cent of its GNP and 30 
per cent of its budget waging global confl ict against a 
perceived communist enemy. Modern students may of 
course wonder why the volume even bothers with an era 
now so remote as the Cold War. Our reply quite simply 
is that unless we understand the Cold War, the way it 
ended (on largely American terms), and the legacies it 
left  behind (subjects that are analysed in the two chapters 
by Saull and Dumbrell) we will not be able to grasp what 
has happened to United States over the last two decades.

Th e second large theme—related to the fi rst—con-
cerns the complex relationship between foreign policy 
understood here as a set of short-term aims and America’s 

longer-term goals and interests. As Rowley and Weldes 
point out, the notion of interest is a problematic one and 
cannot be separated from how actors construct identity 
and how that identity in turn impacts upon perceptions 
of interest. Still, American foreign policy elites over time 
have been remarkably consistent in the ways they have 
tended to think about the world in general and what kind 
of world would best serve the United States. Naturally, 
there has been some room for debate and disagreement, 
but overall policy makers have assumed that the interna-
tional order that would best advance American interests 
would be composed in the main of democratic states (in 
the belief that democracies do not go to war with anoth-
er), open markets (on the grounds that they raise living 
standards, foster cooperation, and generate wealth), and 
self-determining nations (on the assumption that formal 
empires were not only antithetical to freedom but more 
likely to exclude American infl uence). Of course, the 
United States has not always been able to pursue these 
goals at all times, or in all places together at the same 
time. Th us what may have worked in relationship to post-
war Europe—a region whose importance to the United 
States is assessed by Smith—has not always worked when 
it comes to its complicated, unequal relationship with 
Latin America, a theme developed by James Dunkerley 
in his chapter. Nor is it easy to conclude that US relations 
with Africa (the subject of Patman’s chapter) were always 
motivated by such clearly defi ned or loft y goals.

Th at said, there are certain constants in the way Amer-
ica has related to the international system, although, as 
Toby Dodge points out in his contribution, consist-
ency has not always been a feature of the way in which 
the United States has dealt with the Middle East since 
it fi rst became seriously involved with the region mid-
way through the twentieth century, and the recent ‘Arab 
Spring’ has added to this complex dynamic. Nor, as Rut-
land and Cox point out in their contributions on Russia 
and Asia-Pacifi c respectively, has the United States always 
achieved all of its ambitious goals in the ‘post-commu-
nist’ world. Obama may have reset that proverbial button 
determining Washington’s relationship with Moscow, 
and the US continues to be viewed as a key actor in Asia. 
Still, as both authors show, Russia and China when taken 
together are bound to pose formidable problems for the 
United States in the years ahead. A third big theme devel-
oped here is the central importance of the ‘domestic’ in 
shaping US foreign policy choices. Here the book affi  rms 
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the well-known truth that what the United States does 
abroad will be determined as much by factors at home—
the infl uence of interest groups, the role of institutions, 
and the power of ideas—as it will be by external oppor-
tunities and threats. It is perhaps too much of a cliché to 
say that all politics is domestic and that all foreign policy 
merely a refl ection of what happens domestically. But as 
many of the chapters here reveal, there is no Chinese wall 
dividing the international from the internal, the global 
from the specifi cally local. Th is is why the book has com-
missioned a number of original chapters to think about 
this large problem, one of which (by Michael Foley) deals 
squarely with the relationship between Congress and 
the President, a second (by Piers Robinson) assesses the 
impact of the media and public opinion on the making 
of US foreign policy, and yet a third (by Peter Trubowitz) 
advances the original claim that if we are to make sense 
of US foreign policy we should deconstruct the notion 
of the United States itself and assess its foreign policy as 
the by-product of shift ing regional coalitions and not 
some eternal notion of what may or may not constitute 
the American national interest. Furthermore, as the 
Gowan and Stokes chapter reminds us, foreign policy is 
not merely a refl ection of domestic politics but economic 
capabilities too, perhaps more so than ever in an increas-
ingly globalized world economic system where power is 
not only measured in terms of how many weapons one 
might possess, but also by one’s ability to innovate and 
compete. Foreign policy can never be reduced to eco-
nomics as some seem to believe. But any study on US for-
eign policy that ignored material power and economic 
pressures—which many more conventional texts appear 
to do—would be seriously incomplete in our view, espe-
cially in the wake of the global fi nancial crisis of 2008. 
Th is does not mean however, that US power in its totality 
can be reduced to either military or economic power, and 
as the Nye chapter on soft  power and the Obama admin-
istration shows, the symbolism of America is as impor-
tant as its capacity to project ‘hard’ power across borders.

Th is brings us then to the issue of perspective or what 
is sometimes referred to as ‘balance’. As we suggested at 
the outset, US foreign policy over the past few years has 
been the subject of intense political debate. Everybody it 
seems has an opinion on the United States, even, possi-
bly especially, those who have never studied the subject 
in any great depth. Th is is not something that can be said 
about the many expert authors gathered together here. 

Many, it would be fair to say—Paul Rogers being amongst 
them—are critical of the way the Bush administration 
defi ned the war on terror. Some (including Brian Schmidt 
in his chapter on theory) are also deeply concerned about 
the impact that Bush’s apparent abandonment of realist 
thinking in favour of dreams of empire will have on the 
United States and the world over the longer term. None 
of the authors, however, seeks either to denounce the 
United States or cast it in the role of the world’s biggest 
‘rogue state’, in spite of its fairly abysmal record in one 
of the key challenges confronting the international sys-
tem—global environment (a topic dealt with by Eckersley 
in her chapter). Still, having strongly held views, as all the 
authors here most obviously do, does not preclude them 
from seeking to explore in depth how US foreign policy is 
made, why policy makers arrive at the decisions they do, 
and with what consequences. Indeed, it could be argued 
that only by approaching the subject with suffi  cient criti-
cal distance is it possible to engage in any meaningful—
and engaging—way with their respective topics.

Finally, the authors here all accept the self-evident 
fact that whatever one might think of the United States 
past, present, or future, it is simply too important to be 
ignored. As the diff erent perspectives provided by Wol-
hforth, Brooks, and Layne show, there is a huge debate 
that continues to rumble on concerning the future of 
American power and whether or not the US can remain 
hegemonic for ever. Th ere is no easy answer to this very 
big question. Still, whether one is a radical critic, a con-
servative defender, liberal supporter, or of the opinion 
that American hegemony is a threat to world peace, it is 
absolutely vital to fi nd out how the United States, with 
its vast national security apparatus, remarkably dynamic 
economy, complex array of alliances, and highly exporta-
ble popular culture will shape what some are now calling 
a ‘post-American’ world. During the seemingly predict-
able years before 1989, and the optimistic decade that 
followed, the task of understanding the United States 
was diffi  cult enough. In the altogether diff erent world we 
live in now with its political uncertainties and economic 
insecurities, it has become even more so, thus the need 
for a volume on such an important subject in our view. 
Ideas we are oft en told matter a great deal. Th is is true. 
But material facts like states matter as well—none more 
so than the United States, whose policies in the future (as 
much as its decisions in the past) are bound to impact on 
us all, for good or ill, well into the twenty-fi rst century.
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Introduction

Th is chapter examines some of the competing theories 
that have been put forth to explain American foreign 
policy. In the quest to explain the foreign policy of the 
United States, a number of competing theories have 
been developed by International Relations scholars. 
Some theories focus on the role of the international sys-
tem in shaping American foreign policy while others 
argue that various domestic factors inside the United 
States are the driving force. Still others attempt to com-
bine both external and internal sources. Th e chapter 
begins with an introduction to some of the obstacles 
to constructing a theory of foreign policy. Th e follow-
ing section provides a general survey of some of the 

 competing theories of American foreign policy. Th e 
next section turns to the theoretical debate over the ori-
gins of the Cold War. Th e chapter concludes by examin-
ing the debate over the most appropriate grand strategy 
that the United States should follow in the post-Cold 
War era.

Th e task of explaining American foreign policy is 
infi nitely complex. Part of the diffi  culty arises from the 
fact that there are so many diverse factors at play that it 
is oft en diffi  cult to determine the underlying reason for 
a given policy. President Obama’s decision to withdraw 
from Iraq and commit additional troops and resources 
to the war in Afghanistan clearly reveals a complex array 
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of factors that led to this foreign policy. Th e problem con-
fronting the foreign policy analyst is what set of factors 
to focus on in order to explain the external behaviour of 
the United States. Should one focus on the personality 
of President Obama and the members of his inner circle 
of advisors? Should one focus on the alleged threat that 
the Taliban and al-Qaeda pose to the United States and 
regional stability in Central Asia? Or should one look 
inside the United States to see how the values of liberty 
and freedom shape the goals that America attempts to 
achieve in its external relations with other states in gen-
eral, and Afghanistan in particular?

As a result of this complexity, most of those who 
attempt to explain American foreign policy have recog-
nized the centrality of theory. Th eory is both necessary 
and unavoidable when it comes to understanding inter-
national politics. Unavoidable because both policy-
makers and scholars approach the world from a specifi c 
paradigm or world-view that in turn generates specifi c 
theories. Th eories are necessary in that they tell us what 
to focus on and what to ignore. We need theories to help 
us organize all the information that can overwhelm us 
on a daily basis. While students of foreign policy rec-
ognize the centrality of theory, the goal of achieving 
an over-arching theory to explain the foreign policy 
behaviour of the United States has proven to be illusive. 
Instead we have a number of competing theories that 
focus on diff erent levels of analysis to account for the 
behaviour of the United States.

An insightful attempt to construct a theoretical 
framework for identifying the main sources of a state’s 
foreign policy was developed by the renowned politi-
cal scientist James N. Rosenau (1971). Rosenau identi-
fi ed fi ve potential sources that infl uence a state’s foreign 
policy: the external environment of the international 
system, the domestic/societal environment of a nation 
state, the governmental structure that specifi es the 
policy-making process, the bureaucratic roles occupied 
by individual policy makers, and fi nally the personal 

characteristics and idiosyncrasies of individual foreign 
policy offi  cials and government elites (see Figure 1.1). 
Each of these fi ve sources can be considered independ-
ent variables that either individually or collectively help 
to explain the foreign policy behaviour of the United 
States, the dependent variable.

Th e external or systemic sources of foreign policy 
draw our attention to the point that the formulation of 
American foreign policy does not take place in a vac-
uum, rather the United States, like any other country, 
must take account of, and respond to, events taking 
place in the realm of international politics. Th e terror-
ist attacks against the United States on 11 September 
2001 dramatically illustrate how an event perpetuated 
by an external actor, in this case by the al-Qaeda ter-
rorist network spearheaded by Osama bin Laden, elicits 
a foreign policy response. Th e terrorist attacks against 
the World Trade Center in New York City and the Pen-
tagon in Washington, DC did not determine the spe-
cifi c course of action that the United States decided to 
take—the global war on terrorism—but the event itself 
did necessitate a response. On any given day numerous 
developments take place around the world that Ameri-
can foreign policy offi  cials must respond to even if they 
were previously preoccupied with a diff erent region or 
issue area. Moreover, as we will see, the systemic source 
also highlights the underlying distribution of power 
in the international system and the eff ect this has on 
American foreign policy.

However, many analysts insist that the domestic 
sources of foreign policy are more important than 
external sources. Th e societal source accentuates the 
non-governmental aspects of a country’s society that 
infl uences its foreign policy behaviour. Th e national 
character and value orientation of a country cannot be 
discounted as many believe that foreign policy should 
seek to promote the core values and ideology of the 
domestic political system. Many have observed that 
this view has been especially strong in the case of the 

Independent variables Dependent variable

External environment (international system)

Societal environment

Governmental structure American Foreign Policy

Bureaucratic roles

Personalities of individuals
Fig. 1.1 The multiple sources of  American 
foreign policy.
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United States as refl ected by America’s liberal, demo-
cratic character and by its desire to promote this politi-
cal ideology around the world (Smith 1994). Indeed 
one alleged contributing factor to the decision to wage 
war against Iraq was the desire by the United States to 
spread liberty and democracy to the Middle East.

In addition to the societal sources of American for-
eign policy, there is also the particular governmental 
structure of the United States that plays a key role in the 
formulation and implementation of foreign policy. Th e 
Constitution of the United States establishes an elabo-
rate, and some would argue cumbersome, framework 
for the formulation of foreign policy. Th e constitutional 
separation and division of power between the executive 
and legislative branches has led to what some refer to as 
‘an invitation to struggle’ over the shaping of American 
foreign policy. Compared to other political systems, the 
United States political system allows for a vast array of 
actors to have a role in the formulation of American for-
eign policy. Th is includes the President, cabinet offi  cials 
such as the Secretary of Defense, Secretary of State, and 
the Secretary of Commerce, advisors to the President 
such as the National Security Advisor and the Director of 
the Central Intelligence Agency, members of the United 
States Congress, lobbyists, both foreign and domestic, 
and interest groups. Th is is only a partial list and one can 
identify a host of additional actors that have a role in the 
formulation of American foreign policy.

Th e actors who are involved in the formulation of 
foreign policy draw our attention to the role played by 
large bureaucratic agencies such as the Department of 
Defense, the State Department, and the Central Intel-
ligence Agency. Th ose who study the behaviour of 
bureaucratic organizations oft en make the point that the 
individuals who work for a particular agency are social-
ized to refl ect their own agency’s interests and needs. In 
a sense, the characteristics of the bureaucracy are more 
important than the characteristics and personality of 
the individuals. Th us even when an individual gains 
access to the foreign policy-making process, role theory 
suggests that a person’s infl uence is circumscribed by 
the policy-making roles they occupy. Th e basic insight 
of the role source is captured by the adage, ‘where you 
stand depends on where you sit’. Th us the position that 
a person takes on an issue of foreign policy depends on 
the bureaucracy that they represent.

Th e individual source category argues quite simply 
that individuals—their personality, past experiences, 
upbringing, personal convictions—matter greatly. 
Since American foreign policy behaviour follows from 
decisions made by elites, and oft en by decisions made 
by the President of the United States, the individual 
source prompts us to investigate the personal character-
istics of the decision maker. Th e thesis is that the idio-
syncratic characteristics of leaders infl uence American 
foreign policy behaviour. For many, it seems impossi-
ble to explain the direction of American foreign policy 
without highlighting the personality traits and beliefs of 
the current President.

Rosenau’s framework is a simplifying device that 
helps us to identify the multiple sources of American 
foreign policy. In this sense it fulfi ls one of the core 
functions of theory: it helps us to identify what to 
focus on in our attempt to explain foreign policy. But 
Rosenau did not provide a full-blown theory of foreign 
policy, rather he off ered what he termed a ‘pre-theory’ 
of foreign policy. He did not specify how each of his fi ve 
sources directly infl uences foreign policy behaviour 
nor did he assess the relative infl uence of each of the 
sources. Ideally we want to know which of the sources is 
most important, because if we needed all fi ve we would 
not have a parsimonious theory, that is, one that uses 
the fewest variables but nevertheless off ers the most 
explanatory power. We might have a good descrip-
tion of a state’s foreign policy, but we would not really 
have an explanatory theory. Th ose who have attempted 
to construct a theory of foreign policy have disagreed 
about the most important source of a state’s external 
behaviour. We now turn to some of the theories that 
have been put forth to explain American foreign policy.

 ❑ The task of explaining foreign policy is infi nitely 

complex.

 ❑  In order to explain foreign policy we need theory.

 ❑  James Rosenau identifi ed fi ve sources that infl uence a 

state’s foreign policy: the international system, the soci-

etal environment of a nation-state, the governmental 

setting, the bureaucratic roles played by policy makers, 

and the individual characteristics of foreign policy elites.

KEY POINTS
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Theories of American foreign policy

Many scholars, however, want more than this—they 
also want to be able to explain the specifi c foreign 
policies of particular countries. Th ese scholars have 
ventured to create a theory of foreign policy, one that 
seeks ‘to explain what states try to achieve in the exter-
nal realm and when they try to achieve it’ (Rose 1998: 
145). Compared to a theory of international politics, 
which is interested in explaining general patterns of 
behaviour such as the causes of war, a theory of foreign 
policy seeks to explain why a particular state pursued 
a specifi c policy at a certain point in time. A theory of 
foreign policy is dedicated to answering the question 
of what causes a state to adopt a specifi c type of foreign 
policy.

Systemic theories

system and specifically the relative amount of power 
that the United States possesses. According to this 
view, which Fared Zakaria (1992) associates with the 
concept of the Primat der Aussenpolitik (the primacy 
of foreign policy), a state’s foreign policy is a con-
sequence of pressures emanating from the distribu-
tion of power in the international system. In other 
words, the international distribution of power is an 
autonomous force that has a direct influence on the 
behaviour of states.

Realism has no place for an expectation that democracies will 

not fi ght each other. To the degree we establish that peace 

between democracies is a fact, and are able to explain it theo-

retically, we build an alternative view of the world with great 

import for expectations and for policy.

(Russett 1993: 24)

The sad fact is that international politics has always been a 

ruthless and dangerous business, and it is likely to remain 

that way. Although the intensity of their competition waxes 

and wanes, great powers fear each other and always compete 

with each other for power.

(Mearsheimer 2001: 2)

Self-help and power politics are institutions, not essential 

 features of anarchy. Anarchy is what states make of it.

(Wendt 1992: 396)

KEY QUOTES 1.1: Competing theories of international relations

Th e previous section argued that theory is essential 
to the task of explaining American foreign policy. Yet 
even if we agree that theory is necessary, this does not 
establish that it is possible to construct a theory of for-
eign policy. Kenneth Waltz (1996), one of the leading 
American scholars of international politics, argues that 
given the complexity of the foreign policy-making proc-
ess, and the fact that foreign policy is shaped by both 
domestic and international factors, it is impossible to 
construct a theory of foreign policy. According to Waltz, 
the best that we can hope to achieve is a theory of inter-
national politics; that is, one that ‘describes the range 
of likely outcomes of the actions and interactions of 
states within a given system and shows how the range of 
expectations varies as systems change’ (Waltz 1979: 71).

As a first cut, we can divide theories of American for-
eign policy into those that accentuate external or sys-
temic factors versus those that emphasize internal or 
domestic factors. Here we have a profound theoretical 
debate over whether American foreign policy should 
be understood as shaped primarily by the external 
environment or primarily by the internal environ-
ment of the United States. Those that emphasize 
systemic factors argue that the most important influ-
ence on American foreign policy is the  international 
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Defensive realism and off ensive realism are two the-
ories which argue that systemic pressures play a deci-
sive role in shaping the foreign policy behaviour of the 
United States. Both theories share a number of similar 
assumptions about the international system that they 
believe greatly impacts the foreign policy behaviour 
of all states. First, defensive and off ensive realists agree 
that the international system is anarchic, meaning that 
there is no higher, centralized authority above states. 
Th is follows logically from the second assumption that 
the most important actors in the international system 
are sovereign states. Th e attribute of sovereignty means 
that each state regards itself as the highest authority and 
can order its domestic aff airs according to how it sees fi t. 
A third assumption is that states act on the basis of self-
help, meaning that they each must take the appropriate 
steps to ensure their own survival. Fourth, because both 
defensive and off ensive realists believe that states must 
take the necessary steps to ensure their own survival, 
they argue that power is the main currency of inter-
national politics. Systemic theories argue that the key 
to understanding a state’s foreign policy rests with its 
relative amount of power. Th e amount of power that the 
United States possesses at a particular time in history 
compared to other states in the international system 
largely determines the character of its foreign policy. 
For realists it is a truism that capabilities (power) largely 
determine interests. Th us aft er the Second World War, 
as the power of the United States increased relative to 
that of other states, so did its interests. Many argue 
that this trend of an expansion of American power and 
interests continues to this day.

Defensive realism
What eff ect does the international distribution of 
power have on the behaviour of a state’s foreign policy? 
According to defensive realists, states are fundamen-
tally security maximizers. Th e international system, 
according to defensive realists, only provides incen-
tives for moderate behaviour, and expansionistic poli-
cies to achieve security are generally not required and 
oft en prove to be counterproductive. Th is means that in 
order to ensure its own survival in the self-help, anar-
chic international system, a prudent foreign policy for 
the United States is only to seek an appropriate amount 

of power. Defensive realists argue that expansionist and 
aggressive behaviour most oft en results in other states 
forming a counterbalancing coalition. As a result of 
the belief that states are strongly inclined to balance 
against aggressive powers, they are, in Joseph Grieco’s 
terms, ‘defensive positionalists’ and ‘will only seek the 
minimum level of power that is needed to attain and 
to maintain their security and survival’ (Greico 1997: 
167). According to many defensive realists, a direct con-
sequence of the expansionistic foreign policy that the 
United States pursued in the aft ermath of 9/11 is that 
we are beginning to see an active attempt by other states 
to balance American power. Th e recent character and 
extent of balancing behaviour against the United States 
is further discussed in Controversies 1.1. In addition to 
balancing inhibiting an excessive power-seeking for-
eign policy, defensive realists introduce the concept of 
the off ence–defence balance and argue that as a result of 
variables such geography, technology, and, most impor-
tantly, military doctrine, conquest rarely pays and that 
security can be readily achieved under anarchy.1

While defensive realism predicts that the foreign 
policy behaviour of the United States should be one 
of restraint, especially since America, partly owing to 
geography, enjoys a high degree of security, one could 
argue that the history of American foreign policy belies 
this prediction. Writers such as Noam Chomsky (2004) 
have argued that the United States has pursued a policy 
of hegemony and has frequently sought opportunities 
to increase its power relative to other states. As a fall-
back position, defensive realists posit that a variety of 
domestic pathologies can prevent a state from conform-
ing to the imperatives of the international system.2 Th us 
when the United States or any other state over-expands 
or pursues empire, defensive realists argue that the 
cause of this behaviour is rooted at the domestic level.

Offensive realism
Off ensive realists like John Mearsheimer reach a dif-
ferent conclusion about the eff ect that the distribution 
of power has on the foreign policy behaviour of states. 
Rather than security maximizers, off ensive realists argue 
that states are power maximizers, meaning that they are 
continually searching for opportunities to gain more 
power relative to other states. Unlike  defensive realists, 
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off ensive realists do not believe that security in the inter-
national system is plentiful. Th ey also do not believe 
that balancing behaviour is as frequent and effi  cient as 
defensive realists contend. According to Mearsheimer, 
the anarchical international system and the uncertainty 
that exists about the current and future intentions of 
other states such as China compels the United States to 
maximize its relative power position. For Mearsheimer, 
the logic of off ensive realism leads states to ‘understand 
that the best way to ensure their survival is to be the 
most powerful state in the system’ (2001: 33). Global 
hegemony, according to off ensive realism, is the highest 
goal of every state’s foreign policy. Unfortunately, how-
ever, Mearsheimer argues that it is impossible because 
of the ‘stopping power of water’, which makes it imprac-
ticable for any state to project its power over vast dis-
tances and to conquer and hold distant territory. While 
global hegemony is impossible, regional hegemony is 
not and Mearsheimer argues that the United States is the 
only state in history to achieve this esteemed position. 
In light of the nineteenth-century history of American 

foreign policy as it expanded across North America 
and acquired a number of off shore territories in wake 
of the Spanish-American War (1898), Mearsheimer 
concludes that the United States is ‘well-suited to be the 
poster child for off ensive realism’ (Mearsheimer 2001: 
238). Once America achieved regional hegemony in the 
western hemisphere, off ensive realism predicts that its 
main foreign policy goal was to prevent the emergence 
of a hegemon in other regions of the world. According 
to this theory, the United States has actively sought to 
prevent the emergence of a hegemon in either Europe 
or Asia. Off ensive realists favour an ‘off shore balancing’ 
grand strategy and, according to Mearsheimer, this is 
largely the strategy that the United States has followed 
since the end of the Second World War. While many 
realists endorse an off shore balancing grand strategy, it 
is certainly debatable whether this is the strategy that 
the United States has followed. For realists and non-
realists alike, it is not self-evident that water has pre-
vented the United States from achieving the position of 
global hegemon (Layne 2006).

For realists, the balance of power is an enduring feature of 

international politics. Although various meanings have been 

attributed to the concept of the balance of power, the most 

common defi nition holds that if the survival of a state or a 

number of weak states is threatened by a hegemonic state or 

coalition of stronger states, they each seek to increase their 

own military capabilities (internal balancing) or join forces, 

establish a formal alliance (external balancing), and seek to 

preserve their own independence by checking the power of 

the opposing side. The mechanism of the balance of power 

seeks to ensure an equilibrium of power in which case no one 

state or coalition of states is in a position to dominate all the 

others.

Today, the controversy is whether the United States is so 

powerful that the balance of power is no longer an operating 

principle of international politics. Some argue that the United 

States enjoys such an overwhelming abundance of power 

relative to other states that counterbalancing is prohibitively 

costly (Brooks and Wohlforth 2008). In addition to the pre-

ponderance of power argument is the liberal claim that the 

United States is a benign hegemon and that as a result of a 

number of institutional constraints, other states do not fi nd 

American power to be threatening (Ikenberry 2002). Accord-

ing to these two perspectives, states are not actively seeking 

to counterbalance the United States.

Other scholars argue that as a result of both unprece-

dented American power and its recent aggressive unilateral 

foreign policy behaviour, states are beginning to counter-

balance against the United States. The best evidence of this 

might not be traditional ‘hard balancing’ in the form of coun-

tervailing alliances, but rather in the form of ‘soft balancing’, 

which Robert Pape defi nes as ‘nonmilitary tools to delay, 

frustrate, and undermine aggressive unilateral US military 

policies’ (2005: 10). Some interpret the refusal of the Perma-

nent Members of the Security Council to pass a resolution 

authorizing the use of force against Iraq as an example of soft 

balancing. This action did not prevent the United States from 

invading Iraq, but it did complicate the mission and certainly 

increased the costs of the war. And while states like China, 

France, and Russia have so far only adopted institutional and 

diplomatic strategies to constrain US power, proponents of 

soft balancing do not rule out the possibility of states turning 

to hard balancing; especially if the United States unilaterally 

takes militarily action against additional states.

CONTROVERSIES 1.1: Balancing against the United States?
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Internal, domestic theories

terms. On the eve of the United States’ belated deci-
sion to enter the First World War, Wilson articulated 
a new vision of the world, and America’s role in it, 
that was informed by ideas that constitute the essence 
of a liberal theory of foreign policy. Most fundamen-
tally, Wilson rejected the so-called timeless principles 
of realism by arguing that common interests needed 
to replace the focus on national interests and called 
for a collective security system to replace the fl awed 
balance of power system. More specifi cally, Wilson 
advocated democratic forms of government, free-
trade, the creation of international institutions to help 
maintain the peace, and the self-determination of 
peoples. In order to realize these ideals, liberals from 
Wilson to the present have argued that the United 
States must take the lead in actively promoting them. 
Th is is frequently referred to as liberal international-
ism whereby the United States, as a liberal democ-
racy, must take on the role of world leadership and 
actively construct a peaceful liberal order through 
multilateral cooperation and eff ective international 
organizations.

Today, democracy promotion is one of the main 
elements of a liberal theory of American foreign pol-
icy. Not only does democracy promote the advance-
ment of liberty, but it has been proven that democratic 
states do not fight other democratic states. Liberals 
argue that it is in the national interest of the Unit-
ed States to promote the spread of democracy. The 
notion that democratic states do not fight wars with 
other democracies is what proponents term the dem-
ocratic peace.3 If one accepts the empirical finding 
that democracies do not fight one another, then the 
issue becomes the best way to encourage democrati-
zation so as to enlarge the club of democratic states. 
Different presidential administrations have been 
torn between, on the one hand, indirectly promoting 
democracy through leading by example, foreign aid 
to support pro-democracy movements, diplomatic 
encouragement, and, on the other hand, directly 
promoting democracy by using military force to 
remove dictators and bring about regime change. 
Democracy promotion was one of the rationales put 

Th eories that accentuate domestic factors are sceptical 
of the ability of systemic theories to explain Ameri-
can foreign policy. Th ese theories follow the tradition 
of Innenpolitik and emphasize the infl uence of inter-
nal, domestic factors on foreign policy. Rather than 
an outside–in explanation, these theories reverse the 
chain of causation to an inside–out explanation. Pres-
sures from within a state determine the character of 
its foreign policy. Elections, public opinion polls, the 
condition of the domestic economy, and the degree 
of national unity are all factors that foreign policy 
offi  cials, and especially the President, must take into 
account when pursuing foreign policy objectives. 
Rather than the international system determining the 
foreign policy of the United States, the political and 
economic structure of the American polity is argued to 
be of fundamental importance to explaining America’s 
external behaviour.

Liberalism
Liberalism is one of the most prominent domestic 
theories of American foreign policy. Th is should not 
be surprising because the United States is a quintessen-
tial liberal state (Hartz 1991). Th e logic of liberalism 
dictates that America’s foreign policy should replicate 
the liberal democratic character of the American pol-
ity. According to liberalism, one of the core objectives 
of American foreign policy is to promote the expansion 
of individual liberty across the globe. Th is is argued to 
be benefi cial both to the United States, in that its own 
security is enhanced by the presence of a large number 
of like-minded liberal states, and to the rest of the 
world as liberalism is a political ideology that cham-
pions the rights and liberties of all individuals. While 
liberals agree that American foreign policy should be 
a manifestation of its domestic political values, there 
is disagreement on the best way to promote liberal 
democracy.

For many, liberalism is most closely associated 
with the foreign policy of President Woodrow Wilson 
(1913–21). Indeed the association is so close that lib-
eralism and Wilsonianism are almost  interchangeable 
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forth by the George W. Bush administration to jus-
tify the 2003 invasion of Iraq. A democratic Iraq, it 
was argued, would remove the alleged threat Saddam 
Hussein posed to the United States and help jump-
start democratic  transitions throughout the Middle 
East. This is one of the reasons why many liberals 
supported the Iraq War while realists, who are not 
only suspicious of the so-called democratic peace 
but also critical of crusading foreign policies to re-
make the world in America’s image, were generally 
opposed to the war.

Th e promotion of free trade and the belief that 
international institutions help to facilitate interna-
tional cooperation are two of the other main pillars 
of a liberal theory of American foreign policy. For a 
liberal thinker such as G. John Ikenberry, each one 
of the elements—democracy, free-trade, and inter-
national institutions—are mutually reinforcing and 
simultaneously help to advance American interests 
and contribute to a pacifi c world order (Ikenberry 
2000). Th us liberals are strong supporters of free-
trade agreements such as NAFTA, as well as member-
ship of international institutions such as the United 
Nations. We will return to the three cornerstones of 
liberal internationalism in the section on American 
grand strategy.

Marxism
Marxist theories are another example of an inside–
out explanation in that they emphasize the eco-
nomic determinants of American foreign policy. 
Rather than accentuating the structure of the domes-
tic political system, Marxism underlines the capital-
ist economy of the United States and the pressures 
that it exerts on an expansionistic and imperialistic 
foreign policy. By one account, the foreign policy of 
the United States simply serves the interests of the 
capitalist class and the large corporations that they 
own. Proponents of this theory argue that most of the 
interventions, covert or otherwise, that the United 
States has perpetrated in Latin America, the Carib-
bean, the Middle East, and elsewhere all stem from 
the needs of the American economy for markets 
and cheap sources of raw materials, for example oil 

(Kolko 1969). Marxist theories interpret the history 
of American foreign policy as one of imperialism and 
empire building, and locate the source of this behav-
iour in the capitalist economic system of the United 
States (Chomsky 2004). Th e American economy, like 
that of other capitalist economies, is prone to crises—
unemployment, over-production, downturns—and 
Marxists argue that elites attempt to solve them by 
searching for new sources of capital, raw materials, 
and markets abroad. In order to satisfy the interests 
of the capitalist class, Marxists argue that American 
foreign policy promotes their interests by providing 
a stable international environment for the expansion 
of capitalism. Marxists argue that the military power 
of the United States and the wars that it has fought 
in places like Vietnam, Bosnia, and Iraq are meant 
to provide the international stability that capitalists 
require in order to invest in foreign lands and accrue 
greater rates of profi t.

Th e Open Door school of American diplomacy, 
which was largely inspired by a non-dogmatic Marx-
ism, holds that the mainspring of United States foreign 
policy has been the search for markets and the desire 
to integrate the entire world into an open, free-trade 
economic system. Th e most famous proponent of the 
Open Door interpretation of American foreign policy 
was William Appleman Williams in his classic book 
Th e Tragedy of American Diplomacy (1972). Accord-
ing to Williams, the United States has attempted to 
solve its domestic economic problems by expand-
ing abroad in search of overseas markets, cheap raw 
materials, and investment opportunities. Expansion 
was deemed to be the answer to America’s woes and 
Williams argues that the foreign policy of the United 
States is determined by domestic factors. For policy 
makers who embraced the Open Door outlook on 
the world, America’s prosperity at home depended 
on access to markets abroad. For Williams, the result 
of the United States pursuit of an Open Door foreign 
policy was the creation of an American empire. Th ese 
views became the bedrock of the revisionist inter-
pretation of the Cold War, which held that America’s 
Open Door economic interests, and not Soviet expan-
sionism, were largely responsible for US intervention 
in the third world.
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Toward a synthesis: neoclassical realism
United States. Neoclassical realists argue that domestic 
factors are needed to explain how systemic factors are 
actually translated into specifi c foreign policy decisions. 
Stephen Walt explains that the causal logic of neoclassical 
realism ‘places domestic politics as an intervening vari-
able between the distribution of power and foreign policy 
behavior’ (Walt 2002: 211). Two important intervening 
variables that neoclassical realism highlights are deci-
sion makers’ perceptions of the distribution of power and 
domestic state structure. In other words, for neoclassical 
realists, both individual decision makers and domestic 
politics, including the governmental structure, matter in 
understanding the foreign policy of the United States.

We would be amiss if we did not mention attempts to 
combine systemic and domestic factors into a compre-
hensive theory of foreign policy. A recent example of this 
undertaking is the theory of neoclassical realism. Accord-
ing to neoclassical realism the only way to explain the for-
eign policy of the United States is to consider the manner 
in which systemic and domestic factors interact with one 
another. Systemic factors, especially the relative amount 
of power that a state has, are important for establishing 
the broad parameters of foreign policy; they help to estab-
lish what is and what is not possible. Yet the distribution 
of power alone cannot, according to neoclassical realism, 
explain the particular foreign policy behaviour of the 

Constructivism

Whereas the previous theories all tended to emphasize 
material factors to explain American foreign policy, 
constructivists accentuate the role of ideas and iden-
tity that they argue play a major role in foreign policy. 
Constructivists treat identities and interests as mallea-
ble social constructions and are interested in the social 
processes that lead foreign policy offi  cials to regard 
America as an ‘exceptional’ state or a ‘virtuous city on 
the hill’. National identity, according to constructivism, 
should be the starting point of foreign policy analysis. 
Th e identity of the United States is, in part, a function 
of both its domestic self-image and foreign policy. 
Constructivist scholars note that identity is never self- 
referential, but rather is always relational and emerges 
by diff erentiating oneself from others. Th us the identity 
of the United States during the Cold War as the defender 
of liberal democracy and freedom was, in part, derived 
by juxtaposing itself to the evil and totalitarian Soviet 
Union. Constructivists can point to the role of ideas in 
fostering these identities in documents such as NSC-
68, which outlined the United States Cold War policy 
of containment and sharply diff erentiated the national 
identities of the United States and the Soviet Union.

One of the reasons why constructivist approaches to 
the study of American foreign policy consider identity 

to be so important is because contructivists argue it is 
the basis of interests that greatly aff ect the formulation 
of foreign policy. Contrary to theories such as realism, 
which consider interests to be a function of material 
capabilities, constructivists argue that they are largely a 
function of ideas. Th e ideas that American foreign pol-
icy offi  cials hold about the United States form the basis 
of the American national interest. From a constructiv-
ist point of view, one way to understand the United 
States global war on terror is in terms of the identity of 
America as the global guardian of liberty and freedom. 
And this interest of defending liberty and freedom in 
order to preserve the identity of America obviously has 
important implications for the conduct of foreign pol-
icy. Yet American foreign policy is always susceptible 
to change because identities and interests are malleable. 
According to constructivists, the interests of the United 
States are derived endogenously through the process of 
social interaction. Th is helps to explain why the United 
States behaves one way when interacting with other 
liberal democracies and another way when interacting 
with non-democracies. By emphasizing ideas, norms, 
and the social construction of identity, constructivists 
have a keen interest in explaining the sources of change 
in American foreign policy (Dueck 2006).
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The origins of the Cold War

Th e theoretical controversy over whether American 
foreign policy should be understood as shaped pri-
marily by the external or internal environment has 
impacted the debate on the origins of the Cold War. 
A number of diff erent answers have been given to the 
question of who was responsible for the Cold War. 
Th is period of American foreign policy (1945–89) 
has been a subject of intense interest for political sci-
entists and diplomatic historians. Th e conventional 
wisdom is that American foreign policy underwent 
a tremendous transformation between the time the 
United States entered the First World War in 1941 fol-
lowing the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and when 
the United States and the allies emerged victorious 
over Germany and Japan. Th is is oft en described as a 
change from isolationism to globalism in which the 
United States used its preponderant power to assert 
itself on the world stage. Yet throughout the post-
Second World War period American power was chal-
lenged by the Soviet Union, which resulted in a tense 
Cold War that was most dramatically illustrated by the 
nuclear weapons arms race between the two countries. 
A key question shaping the historiography of the Cold 
War is what led the United States and the Soviet Union 
to go from allies during the Second World War to bit-
ter rivals locked in a global struggle for power from 
1945 to 1989?

 ❑ S ystemic theories such as defensive and offensive real-

ism argue that the most important infl uence on America’s 

foreign policy is the international system and the relative 

amount of power that the United States possesses.

 ❑ D efensive and offensive realism disagree about the man-

ner in which the international system infl uences the con-

duct of American foreign policy.

 ❑ T heories that follow the tradition of Innenpolitik stress the 

infl uence of domestic factors on foreign policy.

 ❑ L iberalism and Marxism are two examples of theories that 

accentuate internal factors to explain American foreign 

policy.

 ❑ N eoclassical realism is a theory of American foreign pol-

icy that simultaneously seeks to combine systemic and 

domestic level factors.

 ❑ C onstructivism emphasizes the role of ideas and identity 

in American foreign policy.

KEY POINTS

External explanations
From a purely systemic viewpoint, neither the United 
States nor the Soviet Union is to blame for the Cold 
War. Th e Second World War created a vacuum of 
power in Europe that was fi lled by the only two great 
powers that remained standing: the United States and 
the Soviet Union. According to this view, the ensuing 
rivalry and competition between the United States 
and the Soviet Union can be simply explained in 
terms of the bipolar distribution of power that exist-
ed aft er 1945. One problem with this account is that 
there is no agency; there are no villains in which to 
assess blame and responsibility for the origins of the 
confl ict.

Another external, realist explanation of the Cold War 
holds that in addition to a bipolar distribution of power 
aft er 1945, one of the two poles, the Soviet Union, was 
an expansionist power that was bent on world domina-
tion. According to this view, United States foreign pol-
icy throughout the Cold War was a successful response 
to the threatening and expansionist behaviour of the 
Kremlin. Within diplomatic history, this is referred to 
as the orthodox account of the origins of the Cold War 
and, not surprisingly, is popular with many American 
historians. Th e orthodox explanation places the blame 
for the Cold War squarely on the shoulders of the Soviet 



Chapter 1 Theories of US foreign policy 15

Union and its leader Joseph Stalin. Th e United States, 
in documents such as the famous NSC-68, interpreted 
Soviet intentions as inherently aggressive and a direct 
threat to American national security. Given this inter-
pretation of Soviet intentions, the United States had no 
choice but to respond to this threat and actively check 
the power of the Soviet Union. Th is formed the basis 
of the American policy of containment that is oft en 
credited to George Kennan, who was a prominent dip-
lomat stationed in Moscow. On the basis of Kennan’s 
understanding of the Soviet’s ideology, he argued ‘it is 
clear that the main element of any United States policy 
toward the Soviet Union must be that of a long-term, 
patient but fi rm and vigilant containment of Russian 
expansive tendencies’ (Kennan 1984: 119).

Internal explanations
As the Cold War dragged on a new set of historians 
arose that challenged the notion that American foreign 
policy was simply a response to the alleged threat posed 
by the Soviet Union. Instead of assigning responsibility 
to the bipolar distribution of power and to the expan-
sionistic ideology of the Soviet Empire for America’s 
behaviour throughout the Cold War, the revisionist 
school of historians looked inside the United States. 
And when they closely examined the domestic interests 
of the United States, the revisionists argued that since 
at least the late 1800s the overriding goal of American 
foreign policy was to promote the spread of capitalism 
so as to ensure a world of free markets that would pro-
vide access to American goods and services. Th is eco-
nomic thesis was most eloquently put forth by William 
Appleman Williams (1972), who argued that the pro-
motion of an Open Door world whereby other states 
embraced America’s liberal ideology and opened their 
markets to US economic expansion was a constant pat-
tern of behaviour in American foreign policy. Th us for 
the revisionists, especially those writing during and 
aft er the Vietnam War, the United States’ expansion-
istic and even imperialist behaviour was responsible 
for the onset of the Cold War. Th e only threat that the 
Soviet Union posed aft er the Second World War was 
that it openly challenged America’s vision of an open, 
liberal economic world run and managed by the United 
States. Here Williams went beyond a Marxist analysis 

as he also underlined the liberal ideological dimension 
of US foreign policy whereby American policy mak-
ers believed that domestic prosperity and tranquility at 
home depended on continuous expansion overseas.

Neoclassical explanations
A neoclassical explanation holds that both external and 
internal factors are necessary to understand the origins 
of the Cold War. Th e starting point for a neoclassical 
explanation is the distribution of power that existed in 
the international system aft er the Second World War. 
Here neoclassical realists such as Chris Layne concur 
that in 1945 the United States held a signifi cant power 
advantage over all the other states in the international 
system. Th is favourable distribution of power provid-
ed the opportunity for the United States to expand its 
interests around the globe. But for Layne (2006), it is 
domestic factors, namely Open Door economic and 
ideological imperatives, which explain why the United 
States chose to expand its interests and deliberately 
pursue a Cold War with the Soviet Union from 1945 
to 1989. Layne puts forth an extraregional hegemony 
theory to argue that even if the Soviet Union had not 
existed aft er the Second World War, ‘America’s Open 
Door aims on the Continent would have led to the 
establishment of US hegemony in Western Europe’ 
(Layne 2006: 70).

 ❑ Differe nt answers have been given to the question of 

who was responsible for the Cold War.

 ❑ Externa l explanations emphasize the bipolar distribu-

tion of power that existed after the Second World War 

and argue that the Soviet Union was inherently expan-

sionistic and the United States attempted to contain the 

spread of communism.

 ❑ Interna l explanations argue that the United States’ eco-

nomic expansionistic and even imperialist behaviour 

was responsible for the onset of the Cold War.

 ❑ Neoclas sical explanations argue that the United States’ 

favorable position in the international system coupled 

with the domestic imperatives of the Open Door explain 

why it pursued a Cold War with the Soviet Union.

KEY POINTS
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Grand strategy

 recognizing that multilateralism has certain advan-
tages, proponents of primacy argue that unipolar pow-
ers have the benefi t of being able to act unilaterally to 
advance their own interests regardless of what other 
states think. Th us when the situation warrants, such 
as when dealing with rogue states armed with weap-
ons of mass destruction, advocates of primacy do not 
hesitate to recommend that the United States act alone. 
Institutions such as the United Nations are regarded 
with a degree of suspicion as they are largely viewed 
as restraining rather than enabling American power. 
Finally, proponents of primacy do not believe that the 
promotion of democracy should trump other vital 
US interests. Primacy is largely informed by a power-
maximizing version of structural realism that does not 
give much weight to the character of domestic regimes. 
Th us if the promotion of democracy in a country such 
as Iraq erodes US power relative to other great pow-
ers such as China, proponents of primacy would con-
clude that this is antithetical to American national 
interests. Yet some proponents of US primacy, such as 
neoconservatives in the Bush administration, argue 
that democracy promotion is a vital component of 
American grand strategy.4 All advocates of US primacy, 
however, agree that keeping America in its preeminent 
position and the rest of the world off  balance is the core 
national interest.

Th e Bush Doctrine embodied important elements 
of a strategy of preserving America’s dominant posi-
tion in the international system (see Major debates 
and their impact 1.1). Th e Bush Doctrine explicitly 
embraced America’s commitment to preserving its 
unipolar position. Th e 2002 National Security Strategy 
declares that the US military will be ‘strong enough 
to dissuade potential adversaries from pursuing a 
military build-up in hopes of surpassing, or equaling, 
the power of the United States’. Th e Bush Doctrine 
also declares America’s willingness to act unilater-
ally, which is most evident in its controversial policy 
of preemptive and even preventive war. Th e Bush 
administration’s unsympathetic view of internation-
al institutions was revealed by its decision to invade 
Iraq without the authorization of the United Nations 

Grand strategy is defi ned as the overall vision of a state’s 
national security goals and a determination of the most 
appropriate means to achieve these goals. Compet-
ing grand strategies provide diff erent views about the 
character of international politics and the role that the 
United States must play in order to achieve its core 
national security interests. Since the end of the Cold 
War, there has been a general consensus that the United 
States has been pursuing a grand strategy of primacy. 
Yet, for many, the grand strategy of the Bush adminis-
tration diff ered greatly from that of President Clinton’s. 
With the election of President Obama in 2008, many 
are expecting that US grand strategy will once again 
change. Th e aim of this section is to provide an over-
view of three diff erent grand strategies—primacy, lib-
eral internationalism, and off shore balancing—and to 
underline the theory of American foreign policy that 
informs each of these competing strategies.

Primacy
A grand strategy of primacy seeks to preserve Amer-
ica’s position as the undisputed preeminent power in 
the international system. Peace among the great pow-
ers and American security are held to rest on a pre-
ponderance of US power. Th e goal of, but certainly not 
the quest for, primacy was stymied by the existence of 
the Soviet Union. In the aft ermath of the Cold War, the 
United States has occupied the unique position of being 
the sole super power in the international system. Pro-
ponents of primacy view this as an extremely advanta-
geous position and argue that America’s grand strategy 
should be one of preventing any future great powers 
from challenging the power of the United States. Th us 
the United States should militarily outspend other 
states to preserve its military dominance, continue to 
station troops in, and underwrite the security of, coun-
tries such as Germany and Japan, and actively work to 
prevent the rise of states such as China that could pose 
a challenge to American primacy.

In order to preserve American primacy, the  United 
States not only needs to be more powerful than 
 anyone else, but it must also exercise leadership. While 
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 Security Council. Critics contend that the strategy of 
primacy is ultimately self-defeating as the US inevi-
tably succumbs to the imperial temptation of over-
extending itself by fi ghting unnecessary wars and by 
other states actively seeking to counterbalance American 
power (see Controversies 1.1).

Liberal internationalism
Many associate a liberal internationalist grand strategy 
with President Clinton as evidenced by his National 
Security Strategy of Engagement and Enlargement (Th e 
White House 1995). Proponents of liberal internation-
alism agree that it is in the United States’ interest to pre-
serve its preeminent position in the world, but disagree 
with the policies that the Bush administration pursued 
to keep America number one. Th e Bush Doctrine, with 
its call for unilateral preemptive war, distain for multi-
lateralism, and disregard for reigning rules and norms, 
is seen by many liberals as a bold new grand strategy 
that is destined to fail (see Major debates and their 
impact 1.1). By pursuing its interests unilaterally and 
shunning key international institutions, liberals argue 
that America’s prestige and ability to lead has faltered. 
Th roughout the second-half of the twentieth century, 
the United States, as a liberal hegemon, played a vital 
role in maintaining international order that directly 
benefi ted both the United States and much of the rest 
of the world. Ikenberry (2002) argues that in addition 
to the realist-based containment order that existed 
aft er the Second World War, the United States also 

established a liberal democratic order that was based 
on economic openness, international institutions such 
as the United Nations and the Bretton Woods system, 
and democracy. While the United States played a key 
role in the creation of these multilateral institutions, 
the argument is that they continue to serve American 
interests by providing legitimacy and a rule-based set-
ting for its foreign policy behaviour. Liberals such as 
Ikenberry argue that before the Bush administration, 
most states did not fear US power because of its insti-
tutionalized, legalized, and democratic character. Lib-
erals conclude that it makes strategic sense for the US 
to continue to adhere to the institutions and rules that 
it helped to build aft er the Second World War and a 
key issue for the Obama administration is whether the 
United States can return to a liberal internationalist 
grand strategy.

It should be self-evident that a liberal international-
ist grand strategy is fi rmly anchored to the theory of 
liberalism. Most fundamentally, the strategy calls on 
America to promote the spread of democracy and lib-
erty around the world. Th is is viewed as both a moral 
duty and a strategy that actually improves American 
security. Th e United States is better able to pursue its 
interests and reduce security threats when other states 
are also democracies. Closely related to the argument 
about the pacifying eff ect of democracy is the liberal 
idea that the promotion of free trade increases the 
prosperity of more and more people, which, in turn, 
creates the conditions for democratic governance. Free 
trade is believed to foster greater  interdependence 

There has been a great deal of debate and controversy 

regarding the Bush Doctrine. One debate centres on whether 

the doctrine is based more on the principles of realism or 

liberalism. For many, it seems self-evident that the doctrine 

is based on a muscular version of realism. The call for the 

preservation of American primacy, the willingness to use 

force against enemies who challenge US power and inter-

ests, and the enthusiasm to pursue a go-it-alone strategy in 

order to secure American interests in a hostile world seems 

to fi t comfortably in a realist world view. Yet many realists are 

critical of the Bush Doctrine, especially with respect to how 

it  justifi ed the Iraq War. Realists point to a fourth component 

of the Bush Doctrine: democracy promotion. A key rationale 

for the invasion of Iraq was that regime change was necessary 

in order to install a democratic government in Iraq. Liberals 

who supported the war argued that democracy in Iraq would 

help to spread freedom and liberty throughout the Middle 

East, which would be benefi cial to the US since democratic 

states do not fi ght democratic states. Thus rather than being 

based on the principles of realism, some argue that the Bush 

Doctrine is grounded on liberal Wilsonianism or what John 

Mearsheimer describes as ‘Wilsonianism with teeth’.

MAJOR DEBATES AND THEIR IMPACT 1.1: Bush Doctrine—realist or liberal?
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among states that diminishes the economic gains 
that any state could expect to incur by going to war. 
Th us the greater degree of economic interdepend-
ence between the United States and China is believed 
to lessen the chance of confl ict. Finally, the creation of 
international institutions and norms are viewed as the 
best mechanisms for managing the array of political, 
economic, and environmental problems that arise in 
an interdependent world. In this manner the three key 
ideas of liberal theory—democracy, interdependence, 
and institutions—are vital elements of a liberal inter-
nationalist grand strategy.

Offshore balancing
Apart from a few proponents of neo-isolationism, 
those advocating an off shore balancing grand strategy 
are the only ones who question both the wisdom and 
viability of preserving America’s preeminent posi-
tion in the international system. Rather than trying 
to preserve the impossible, namely unipolarity, many 
realists advocate a policy of off shore balancing that 
attempts to maintain America’s relative power and 
protect its national interests in an emerging multipo-
lar world. An off shore balancing grand strategy is 
fi rmly rooted in a realist balance of power theory. 
According to this theory, any state that attempts to 
make a bid for hegemony will be opposed by a coali-
tion of other states that will seek to restore a rough 
balance of power. Moreover, as evidenced by the 
actions of the United States since the end of the Cold 
War, states that possess a preponderance of power are 
prone to misuse it.

By embracing multipolarity, proponents of off shore 
balancing argue that the United States will accrue a 
number of important geostrategic benefi ts. First, by 
giving up the quest to dominate the entire internation-
al system, the United States can actually preserve, if 
not augment, its relative power position in the interna-
tional system. Th is can be achieved by requiring other 
countries, such as Germany, South Korea, and Japan, 
rather than the United States, to provide for their own 
security. Second, it allows the United States to dis-
tance itself from the power struggles in Europe and 
Asia, and focus on its own domestic and international 
interests. Th ird, off shore balancing circumscribes 

America’s national interests and limits its involvement 
to areas of the globe that are of vital strategic impor-
tance. Fourth, off shore balancing augments American 
national security by allowing it to take advantage of 
its insular geographical position in the western hemi-
sphere and heed the advice of George Washington to 
steer clear of permanent alliances. Finally, by eschew-
ing primacy, the United States would be able to put the 
break on the liberal world order building project that 
has entailed fi ghting unnecessary wars in the hope of 
promoting democracy and preserving the American 
empire.

Given the serious budget defi cit and fi nancial prob-
lems that America currently faces, it is uncertain 
whether the US can any longer aff ord the ambitious and 
expensive grand strategy it has been following. Propo-
nents of off shore balancing also question whether pri-
macy has in fact made America more secure. Rather 
than overwhelming power being the appropriate strate-
gy to achieving American security, Benjamin Schwartz 
and Chris Layne consider the ironic possibility ‘that 
the very preponderance of American power may now 
make us not more secure but less secure’ (2002: 36). 
With respect to the threat of terrorism, an off shore 
balancing strategy recommends that the United States 
exercises restraint, reduces its overseas military pres-
ence, and refrains from meddling in the aff airs of other 
states.

 ❑ Debates  about grand strategy are explicitly related to 

different theories of American foreign policy.

 ❑ Primacy  argues that the overriding goal of US grand 

strategy should be to preserve indefi nitely America’s 

position as the undisputed preeminent power in the 

international system.

 ❑ Liberal  internationalism advocates continued Ameri-

can leadership of the world through multilateral insti-

tutions and the promotion of democracy and free 

trade.

 ❑ Offshor e balancing is a grand strategy for a multipolar 

world and argues that the US must exercise greater 

constraint and shift some of its burdens to other 

states.

KEY POINTS
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Conclusion
there are also those that attempt to combine systemic 
and domestic factors. Th eories of American foreign pol-
icy are important for understanding past debates such as 
the origins of the Cold War as well as for the contempo-
rary debate over American grand strategy. While com-
plex, theory is unavoidable when it comes to the task of 
attempting to explain American foreign policy.

Questions

 1. Which of the fi ve sources of American foreign policy identifi ed by James Rosenau do you believe is the most 

important for understanding the external behaviour of the United States?

 2. How would you explain the United States’ decision to invade Iraq in light of each of the fi ve sources of 

American foreign policy outlined by Rosenau?

 3. Do you agree or disagree that it is impossible to construct a theory of American foreign policy?

 4. What are the main sources of disagreement between offensive and defensive realists?

 5. Compare and contrast ‘inside–out’ with ‘outside–in’ explanations of American foreign policy.

 6. Whose interpretation of the origins of the Cold War do you believe is most persuasive?

 7. Is Chris Layne’s explanation of the Cold War able to bridge the divide between internal and external accounts 

of the Cold War?

 8. Which of the three grand strategies do you believe the US should be following today?

 9. Do you agree or disagree that states are attempting to counterbalance the US?

 10. Which theory do you believe the Bush Doctrine is based on?

Th is chapter has attempted to demonstrate that the study 
of American foreign policy is dependent on theory. At 
the same time, there are a variety of diff erent theories 
that attempt to explain American foreign policy. Some 
theories accentuate the impact that external, systemic 
factors have on American foreign policy while others 
highlight the infl uence of internal, domestic factors. And 
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Endnotes

 1. For a discussion of the offence–defence balance, see Jervis (1978) and Lynn-Jones (1995).

 2. Snyder (1991) and domestic pathologies.

 3.  On the theory that democratic states do not fi ght wars against other democratic states see Russett (1993). For a criticism of this theory see 

Layne (1994).

 4. For an informative discussion of neo-conservativism and American foreign policy see Schmidt and Williams (2008).

For a range of additional resources to support your learning visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this 
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Introduction: American difference and exceptionality

Since its founding almost a quarter of a millennium 
ago, the United States of America has thought of itself 
as, and been widely perceived to be, exceptional. Th e 
United States is unlike other nation states in myriad 
ways. Most obviously, the United States is diff erent 
from other states and nations because it is by far the 
most successful great power in late modern times. 
Th is success is manifest in its current unprecedented 
status as the world’s sole superpower. It is the seat of 
the world’s largest economy. And it is the ideological 
leader of the most powerful, appealing, and successful 
form of political, economic, and social organization in 
modern times: liberal capitalist democracy. Because 
of its extraordinary success as a great power, the United 

States has the capabilities to shape the world in a va-
riety of ways that refl ect its preference for how the 
world should be ordered, a preference rooted ideolog-
ically in its conception of itself and its special mission. 
Extraordinary success also has greatly magnifi ed the 
eff ect of every aspect of America on the world, from 
the sublime to the shameful. Th is success and infl u-
ence makes an understanding of the United States 
and its agenda vital to understand major features of 
contemporary world politics. Understanding how 
America is diff erent and how it is exceptional is, for 
better or worse, essential for understanding not just 
US foreign policy, but major aspects of contemporary 
world politics.
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Success makes the United States diff erent and infl uen-
tial in far-reaching ways, but the core reason the Unit-
ed States is widely viewed as exceptional is because of 
its intensely liberal character. America is exceptional, 
both in fact and perception, because more than any 
other state in history it has embodied and advanced 
an ideological vision of a way of life centred upon free-
dom, in politics, in economics, and in society. Prior to 
the last half of the twentieth century, what were then 
called republics were very rare in world politics, and 
the American founding and expansion marked a deci-
sive turning point in the long and largely tragic story 
of free and democratic government. Convinced they 
embodied, in the words of President Abraham Lin-
coln, ‘the last best hope of mankind’, Americans have 
been audacious, at times reckless, innovators in turn-
ing the abstract and loft y Enlightenment goal of a fully 
free society into a practical working arrangement. 
Th is project has been marred by contradictions, seedy 
opportunism, and startling blunders. But over nearly 
twenty-fi ve decades it has relentlessly progressed and 
come far closer to realization than even the founders 
dared to imagine. From the outset, this anomalous 
and experimental polity saw itself not just as liberal-
ism in one country but as the model, the vanguard, 
and at times vital facilitator of a universally appealing 
and universally realizable way of life. Th is vision of an 
eventual liberal republican end of history, as the Ger-
man philosopher Immanuel Kant called it, has been 
deeply attractive, even intoxicating, to many, while 
being a frightening threat and a writ for upheaval and 
imperialism to others.

Given its infl uence in the world and its highly devel-
oped sense of itself as the embodiment of a universal and 
revolutionary ideology, the claim that the United States is 
exceptional is highly charged with contentious ideologi-
cal connotations. In contemporary American and world 
politics, the expression ‘American exceptionalism’ means 
very diff erent things to diff erent people. For some it is a 
vision, for others a sham, and for others a nightmare. For 
some Americans, particularly recent neo-conservatives, 
intoxicated with power and righteousness, American ex-
ceptionalism is a green light, a legitimizing rationale and 
an all-purpose excuse for ignoring international law and 
world public opinion, for invading other countries and 
imposing governments, and for routinely identifying 
particular and oft en provincial and pedestrian American 
interests with the universal pursuit of progress and free-
dom. For others, American exceptionalism is code for 
the liberal internationalist aspiration for a world made 
free and peaceful not through the assertion of unchecked 
American power and infl uence, but rather through the 
erection of a system of international law and organi-
zation that protects domestic liberty by moderating 
international anarchy. Th is vision sees all states, and par-
ticularly large and powerful states, as inherently danger-
ous and seeks checks, both domestic and international, 
to restrain the worst impulses of all nations, including 
the United States. For liberals and internationalists 
American exceptionalism provides a standard against 
which much of American history is found wanting in 
various ways. It is a reminder that much remains to be 
done and is a perpetual call to action to bring American 
practices ever closer to American ideals.

Difference, exceptionality, and success

Exceptionality and the hard test of 
realism
Th e indispensable baseline for assessing the eff ects of 
any domestic factors, such as American liberal repub-
licanism and the exceptionalist ideology associated 
with it, is the simple realist model of security, power, 
and interests. In this view, states above all seek secu-
rity, and they need and seek power to achieve security. 

Th ey in turn use their power to realize various interests, 
particularly economic interests, which in turn enhances 
their power and thus their security. Th is baseline real-
ist model poses the vital fi rst question: what in actual 
American behaviour cannot be explained by the pur-
suit of security, power, and interest? Only if this sim-
ple model fails to explain do we even need to consider 
the possible infl uences of other factors, among them 
ideology, on American behaviour. However, applying 
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this simple model to any state, particularly a large and 
powerful state, is rarely a straightforward task. What 
security requires, what the contours of power look like, 
and what content interests actually have are oft en am-
biguous and fraught with misperception and debate, 
not only by actors in the heat of actual political decision 
making, but also among scholars making aft er-the-fact 
evaluations. Furthermore, as constructivist theorists 
remind us, identity, ideas, and ideology shape what are 
understood as threats and interests, and also powerfully 
shape, in both positive and negative ways, the capacity 
of states to mobilize power for the pursuit of security, 
power, and interest.

Applied to the United States, the simple realist model 
has considerable explanatory power, but also important 
blindnesses and limitations. Well-articulated through 
American history in varying degrees of clarity, and 
richly developed in recent decades by international the-
orists, the realist view is that the United States is not in 
any signifi cant way fundamentally diff erent from other 
states. Th is conclusion provides the basis for the rou-
tine dismissal of the entire discourse of American ex-
ceptionality. Realists hold that all the main steps in the 
trajectory of American foreign policy such as relentless 
continental expansion against weak adversaries, re-
gional hegemony in the New World oft en exploited for 
economic gains, global great power balancing and alli-
ance leadership against predatory revisionist states, and 
then Western and global hegemony are essentially what 
any state (seeking security, power, and interest) would 
have done if it were in the thoroughly enviable position 
of the United States in the international system.

Th e realist view of the United States does, however, 
clearly recognize that the liberal republican character 
of the United States has two signifi cant distinguishing 
manifestations: early isolationism and later internation-
alism. For realists, liberalism has indeed mattered for US 
foreign policy, but in largely negative ways. For realists, 
the early American posture of isolationism was made 
possible by the relative isolation of the United States 
from the great powers of Europe. But as the industrial 
revolution unfolding in the twentieth century brought 
about the end of this isolation, the United States clung 
for too long to an isolationist foreign policy, with nearly 
disastrous consequences for the preservation of the bal-
ance of power in Europe. Forced to deal with the world, 

the United States sought to transform the world through 
the realization of its liberal internationalist programme 
for democracy promotion within states and interna-
tional law and organization between them. For realists, 
this agenda, particularly in its more urgent and crusad-
ing forms, entails an unrealistic and utopian hope for 
human improvement and political change, and is seen 
as a cloak for raw American power interests. Its pursuit 
is seen as a chronic source of mischief and disorder, and 
realists aspire for the United States to abandon its excep-
tionalist pretences and behave like a normal great power.

Yet the realists’ critical and dismissive posture toward 
the liberal elements that sit at the core of American ex-
ceptionalism fails to do full justice to liberalism and 
its internationalism. Th e realists correctly see that the 
American liberal internationalist project has an agenda 
that is revolutionary to a Westphalian version of world 
order and to the types of states traditionally associated 
with this order. But they fail to appreciate the extent to 
which the extraordinary levels of peace, prosperity, and 
freedom that prevail within the core of the American 
system of the Western liberal democratic states are in 
signifi cant measure the realization of the American lib-
eral internationalist project. Realists also fail to see that 
this internationalist agenda (which is increasingly best 
advanced by Europeans rather than Americans) holds 
the key to whatever hopes there are to address the myr-
iad real and signifi cant global problems that are being 
produced by rising levels of global interdependence.

The dark side of American 
exceptionalism
Th e landscape of argument about American exception-
alism is further complicated by the fact that the United 
States is not purely a combination of the very standard 
realist goals and behaviours and liberal elements, but is 
also shaped, like all other states, by idiosyncratic fac-
tors of national identity rooted in ethnicity, religion, 
and race. Here are factors that at times powerfully com-
promise and subvert the liberal democratic vision of 
the American Creed, and their net eff ect has been to 
add streaks of stark eccentricity and blatant hypocrisy 
to American pretensions to embody the overall liberal 
project of human freedom (Lieven 2004).
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Th ese non-liberal and anti-liberal aspects of Ameri-
can identity and behaviour are distinct from another 
contemporary view, widely held in Europe, of Ameri-
can exceptionalism as a marker for a cluster of ret-
rograde and dangerous American tendencies. Th e 
pro-American liberal narrative of exceptionality em-
phasizes the historically progressive and internationally 
indispensable role of the United States as the standard 
bearer of the liberal cause. But this has been and is being 
challenged, not just by the realists, but also by an older 
line of conservative anti-liberal European thinking and 
by a contemporary pro-liberal European position. Th e 
old European conservative line, echoed today in harsh 
terms by Islamicists, is that America’s liberalism is a 
licence for popular anarchy and cultural levelling. For 
non-Western traditionalists, American liberty is a writ 
for the libertine, and the United States is the leading 
purveyor of ‘westoxifi cation’ (Katzenstein and Keohane 
2007).

Perhaps even more telling is the contemporary scep-
tical view of European liberal democrats, which has 
grown rapidly more widespread in reaction to the pol-
icies of the second Bush administration. At times, for 
such critics, it seems as if the United States has become 
something like the world’s greatest and most danger-
ous rogue state. Th is new European view of excep-
tional America as liberal laggard emphasizes the ways 
in which more messianic and crusading aspects of the 
American liberal agenda, most manifest in contem-
porary American neo-conservativism, have linked up 
with some of the more parochial anti-liberal American 
religious and cultural tendencies to serve as the ideo-
logical façade for the exercise of a blatant and short-
sighted pursuit of American power and interest. Given 
the vastness of American power, particularly military 
power, claims of American exceptionalism take on a 
frighteningly imperial character.

American success and its sources
Th e single most distinguishing feature of the United 
States has been its extraordinary success. Th is fact may 
not be universally liked, but it is universally recognized. 
Over the roughly two and half centuries since its found-
ing, the United States of America has been by far the 
most successful state in the international system. Th is 

success is the indispensable basis for the vast infl uence 
the United States has had on the world and it has nour-
ished the widespread sense among Americans of their 
special world role.

Th e United States has been uniquely successful 
among the great powers over the last century, dubbed 
by the infl uential publisher Henry Luce ‘the American 
Century’. Th e great powers of Europe, most notably 
Britain, Germany, and France, emerged from the First 
and Second World Wars either in ruins or ruinously 
sapped in strength, while the United States emerged 
largely unscathed. During the second half of the twen-
tieth century, marked by the bipolar Cold War strug-
gle between the Western capitalist democracies, led 
by the United States, and the socialist–communist co-
alition led by the Soviet Union, the United States and 
its allies also emerged victorious aft er the unexpected 
(and unexpectedly peaceful) Soviet collapse. Due to 
this outcome, the United States stands at the turn of the 
twenty-fi rst century in a position of military ascendancy 
unprecedented in the modern European and global 
state systems. As the world’s sole superpower, the USA 
spends more on its military than most of the rest of the 
world combined and holds something approaching 
worldwide military supremacy.

Success requires power and power is based, particu-
larly in the industrial era, on wealth. Th e United States 
has been the world’s largest economy for over a century. 
Even in the wake of rapid economic growth in large pre-
viously underdeveloped countries over the last several 
decades, the American economy is larger than the next 
two countries combined. And the United States has 
sustained its economic leadership across recessions, 
depressions, and a dizzying succession of technological 
transformations.

America’s economic liberalism—its robust capital-
ism—has also signifi cantly contributed to American suc-
cess. Th e strong commitment to individual achievement 
and obsession with economic accumulation is supportive 
of technological innovation and economic growth gener-
ally. Th ese ideas are exemplifi ed by the Horatio Alger myth: 
nobody’s class position is fi xed by birth, everyone has an 
equal opportunity for economic success (Hartz 1991: 
62–3, 11–3, 219–24). From this perspective, a liberal so-
ciety can win the allegiance of even the poorest members 
because of the promise of becoming rich. Regardless of 



Chapter 2 American exceptionalism 25

whether the Alger myth is real, Americans believe it, and 
so do many people around the world. Economic oppor-
tunity and prosperity have been self-reinforcing. Th e lure 
of economic opportunity was a major factor in the ability 
of the United States to attract skilled and hard-working 
immigrants.

In sum, the belief in American exceptionalism 
is based upon a number of core realities, including 
 American military primacy, economic dynamism, and 
political diversity.

In order to further explore and assess the diverse con-
ceptual landscape of what is at stake in the assertion of 

American exceptionalism, the remainder of this chap-
ter is divided into four parts. Th e fi rst part considers 
the meaning of exceptionalism, the critics of American 
exceptionalism, and the roots of American success. 
Th e second part examines the liberalism that makes 
the United States exceptional. Th e third part examines 
peculiar American identity formations of ethnicity, reli-
gion, and ‘race’, which interact with and oft en subvert 
the liberalism of America. Part four examines the role 
of American exceptionality across the fi ve major epochs 
of American foreign policy, from the founding to the 
present.

The free world project of 
 American liberal republicanism
Th e fact that the United States has been so successful 
makes it diff erent. But the fact that it has been so liberal 
is what makes it exceptional. A liberal republic, in the 
language of the Enlightenment, which originally concep-
tualized it, is a distinctly modern type of political regime, 
composed of a complex matrix of related elements, some 
of which are in perpetual tension with each other. A lib-
eral republic, a polity liberal in the full and broad sense 
of the term, is animated and ordered by a set of values, 
institutions, and practices. Th e components of a modern 
liberal republic are individual freedom and institutional-
ized civil rights, popular sovereignty, limited government 
specifi ed in a constitution, multiparty electoral democ-
racy, private property and market capitalism, rule of law 
and independent courts, and religious liberty and sepa-
ration of church and state. Th ese ideas are codifi ed in the 
founding documents of the republic: the Declaration of 
Independence, the US Constitution, individual state con-
stitutions, and the Bill of Rights. It is common to speak of 
the ‘American Creed’ as a distillation of liberal democratic 
values: ‘liberty, egalitarianism, individualism, populism, 
and laissez-faire’ (Lipset 1996: 19) or ‘liberty, equality, de-
mocracy, individualism, human rights, the rule of law, and 
private property’ (Huntington 2004: 46). Each of these el-
ements is complex and Americans, like citizens of other 

modern liberal democracies, are in perpetual ferment 
about their secondary features and the tensions among 
them. So important has liberal republicanism been to the 
United States and the United States to liberalism that it is 
impossible to understand the one without the other.

Th e American project of freedom did not, of course, 
spring fully formed out of the historically thin (if brac-
ing) air of the New World. It was initially almost entirely 
an import of English institutions, practices, and values 
from the revolutions of the seventeenth century, which 
were then richly nourished by the moderate European 
Enlightenment in the eighteenth century. But unlike 
the long-established polities of Europe, where the tra-
ditional hierarchies of the crown and church held sway, 
and only slowly and reluctantly yielded to popular pres-
sures over the last two centuries of reform, revolution, 
and war, the United States was born far more fully, and 
uncontestedly, liberal than any modern Europe state.

Anti-statism, state building, and 
militarism
Anti-statism is deeply rooted in liberal thinking. Th e 
United States is diff erent and exceptionally liberal 
compared to other liberal democracies in the degree 
to which this anti-statism has been institutionalized 
and made the object of sustained popular pressure 
and shaped its foreign policy. Anti-statism and the 

Liberal exceptionalism
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fear of despotism led the American founders to cre-
ate a state structure that is fragmented, decentralized, 
and accountable. Separation of powers allows diff erent 
branches of government to ‘check and balance’ one an-
other. Th e United States exhibits the foreign policy ten-
dencies of both a democracy and a weak state. Th e open 
structure of Congress and its frequent elections pro-
vides access to individuals and groups that seek to aff ect 
foreign policy. Aversion to taxation, another aspect of 
American anti-statism, has made state building diffi  cult 
and led to a consistent under-funding of the public sec-
tor. Mobilization of the state has been dependent upon 
outside security threats, or similar systemic shocks.

Anti-statism is integral to liberal republicanism 
because strong states, governmental apparatuses large in 
size and amply equipped with violence capabilities and 
uncontestedly authoritative, are seen as inherent threats 
to popular security and liberty. American anti-statism 
sometimes spawns ridiculously paranoid suspicions. 
For example, as the internationalist project started to 
bear fruit, popular anti-statism has produced a strong 
fear and hostility toward international organizations, 
thought to be seeds of a dark end of history in one-world 
despotism. In this view, world governance and organiza-
tion, being big and further away, are less accountable and 
less checkable, and therefore intrinsically undesirable.

Over time, American anti-statism has been severely 
compromised by the need to combat foreign threats. Th e 
state and war feed on one another, and the single most 
important factor in overcoming the institutional and at-
titudinal barriers to American state building has come 
from war. Th e Civil War, and then the First World War, 
produced a great rise in the size and capacities of the fed-
eral government, which then quickly declined with the 
return of peace. But beginning with the mobilization for 
the Second World War and extending through the long 
and perilous decades of the Cold War, the United States 
built a permanent strong state structure, heavily centred 
on military capability, that went far beyond the vision 
and constitutional architecture of the founders. Th e 
erection of this American National Security State has 
been largely popular, oft en wildly so, at the same time as 
many Americans still voice severe doubts about its lon-
ger-term impact on limited government (Johnson 2004).

Over this long war, a peculiarly American style of 
militarism has arisen. Th e cumulative weight of a high 

and enduring mortal foreign threat, a vast military and 
military industrial complex, and large numbers of politi-
cally active veterans has combined to produce increasing 
militarism in American culture and national life. Th is 
has also been fed by the extraordinary ‘gun culture’ in 
the United States, marked by widespread fi rearms own-
ership, chronic domestic gun violence, as well as the 
widespread conviction that gun possession is not only 
necessary as a check on criminals, and possibly even for-
eign invaders, but also on the US government itself, mak-
ing gun possession the most basic right of a free society. 
Th ese features of the American cultural landscape loom 
large in the increasing scepticism of liberal Europeans 
and others about the United States. But this militarism 
may have much more bark than bite because it coexists 
with an extreme reluctance to have Americans killed in 
battle, and a startling willingness to abandon wars that 
become more costly in blood than anticipated. Popular 
theatrical militarism is also tempered by the extreme 
reluctance of the US military to go to war except in over-
whelmingly important and readily winnable confl icts.

American capitalism and 
prosperity
Among major states, the United States is the most dis-
tinctly pro-capitalist, and one of its most distinctive 
features is high levels of economic growth and widely 
distributed prosperity. America was capitalist or 
 proto-capitalist from the beginning, a utopia of Lockean 
liberalism. Th is pervasive capitalist individualism has 
fi gured prominently in the seminal interpretations of the 
American experience, from Tocqueville in the middle of 
the nineteenth century to Louis Hartz in the middle of 
the twentieth. Because the United States was so purely 
capitalist, American political development has been pro-
foundly diff erent from Europe’s, and many of the major 
features of European life, most notably the feudal stage 
with its ancien régime and working-class socialist move-
ments, are almost completely absent in the United States.

Much of the attractiveness of freedom in the United 
States has been associated with the freedom to own and 
accumulate property. Th e early success of liberal capital-
ism in the United States was made possible by the avail-
ability of large quantities of cheap rich agricultural land.
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Th e social mobility produced by economic advance 
fostered by abundant land in early America reinforced 
the belief that individual eff ort would lead to individual 
achievement, and helped account for the widespread 
economic equality, which was in stark contrast to the 
extreme socio-economic stratifi cation virtually every-
where else. Th is widespread economic opportunity also 
reinforced American anti-statism by creating wide-
spread strata of prosperous property owners attached 
to capitalist ideas, hostility to both a large and intrusive 
state and socialist redistribution.

America’s deep commitment to capitalism and private 
property has had a signifi cant impact on US foreign pol-
icy. American expansion in the nineteenth century was 
propelled by Americans seeking new and more abundant 
land for private ownership. Since the late nineteenth cen-
tury, the United States has intervened abroad to protect 
American property beyond its borders (Kinzer 2006: 
9–108) and has repeatedly sought to ‘open’ other countries 
to trade and investment. And much of  twentieth-century 
American foreign policy, from the Spanish American War 
to the Marshall Plan and the erection of GATT and the 
WTO, is intimately connected to the interests of Ameri-
can corporations. Th is deep support for capitalism and 
private property also contributed to the strong American 
opposition to third world nationalists. In Guatemala, 
Iran, and Chile and elsewhere, the US  government sup-
ported violent coups of right-wing groups to overthrow 

left -leaning regimes (Kinzer 2006: 111–216), contradict-
ing American support for democracy and any govern-
ment, whether elected or not, which favoured the seizure 
of foreign property (‘nationalization’) and redistribution. 
Th e Soviet Union seemed so threatening to Americans 
not just because it was a very powerful great power, but 
also because it was the central base of a worldwide move-
ment to eliminate private property.

Trade policy is the most consequential domain 
where American capital has sought to strengthen and 
use state power, rather than oppose it. American trade 
policy has changed several times in major ways and 
from the beginning trade policy has been a central po-
litical topic, pitting diff erent interests and regional ‘sec-
tions’ against one another. Initially, under the sway of 
Jeff erson’s vision of a decentralized agricultural polity 
of free proprietor yeomen farmers, and in the interest 
of the vast majority of Americans who lived and worked 
on farms, the United States pursued a low-tariff  policy, 
and during this period the United States was part of the 
colonial ‘periphery’ in the capitalist world system. Like 
Brazil, Canada, and Latin America, the United States 
was mainly an exporter of unfi nished raw materials 
and importer of manufactured goods from Europe. 
But the alternative economic vision of protectionism 
had been articulated from the beginning, most nota-
bly by the fi rst Secretary of the Treasury, Alexander 
Hamilton, in his Report on Manufacturers (1790). Th is 

To what extent is American exceptionalism a reality or an ide-

ology that justifi es imperial behaviour? Throughout history, 

many states, both great and small, have claimed some degree 

of ‘specialness’ and exceptionalism. In fact, it is exceptional 

to fi nd a state or a people that does not feel that they are 

in some ways special. This is especially the case when that 

historical state has been strong and/or had expansionist ten-

dencies. One only has to think of Ancient Rome, or the Greek 

city state of Sparta.

In a sense, then, exceptionalism as an ideology has run 

throughout history and has often coincided with an impe-

rial foreign policy that serves to justify conquest and overseas 

expansion. The exceptionalism of the imperial state can be 

justifi ed in a number of ways that may include a claim to cul-

tural or civilizational greatness (Christianity, democracy, or a 

civilizing mission) or it may instead rely upon a claim to eco-

nomic development (capitalism as the end point of  history). 

In some extreme cases, exceptionalism as an ideology may 

reside in the exceptional state’s military preponderance and 

this can be married to a racial narrative of superiority. Nazi 

Germany would be a good example of this, and in a lesser 

sense imperial Britain with its superiority of arms and sense of 

‘white man’s burden’. The central debate then is what comes 

fi rst, exceptionalism as an ideology or exceptionalism as 

 material fact? As Weber argued, do the cultural enabling con-

ditions and self-belief precede the state of exceptionality or 

do the economic, political, or strategic conditions have to be 

in place before the ideology of exceptionalism develops? Ask 

yourself, would America regard itself as exceptional if it were 

a middle-ranking power on the world stage?

MAJOR DEBATES AND THEIR IMPACT 2.1:  Exceptionalism and ideology
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protectionist programme was fully implemented dur-
ing the Civil War when the new Republican Party (in 
a congressional supermajority with the South absent) 
established a national currency, a national banking 
system, and a high tariff  to protect American industry. 
Behind this tariff  wall, progressively raised across the 
decades of Republican Party ascendancy, the United 
States rapidly industrialized and grew into the world’s 
economic colossus.

Yet another reversal—back to free trade—was trig-
gered by the Great Depression, and the realization that 
the United States, as the world’s largest and lowest-cost 
industrial producer, could gain from free trade. Th is 
shift  in economic interest combined with the realization 

that the spread of capitalism was vital to securing weak 
democracies against communist domination. With this 
new power and agenda the United States became, from 
Franklin D. Roosevelt’s presidency through to the pre-
sent, the leader in the worldwide eff ort to lower tariff s 
and other trade barriers. Th is eff ort not only helped 
trigger fi ft y years of global economic growth, but also 
produced the GATT (now WTO) and ancillary pro-capi-
talist global organizations and institutions such as the In-
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank.

Th e American state has sought to pursue an ‘open 
door’ policy of opening up the global economy to Amer-
ican inward investment and has opposed governments 
that have sought to resist American expansionism.

Ethnicity, immigration, and 
foreigners
Th e full story of immigration to the United States is 
very complex, but a broad pattern, identifi ed by the 
political historian Michael Lind as the ‘three Ameri-
can nations’, captures much of it. Th e fi rst American 
nation, ‘Anglo-America’, was composed of settlers and 
their descendants mainly from England and Scotland, 
and this group and its mores continue to provide the 
base template of American ethno- national identity. 
Anglo-America was white Protestant and English-
speaking, and these traits, combined with an affi  li-
ation for Britain and other British settler colonies, 
have remained prominent features of the American 
scene. Th e second American nation, ‘Euro-America’, 
resulted from the immigration of a vast tide of peo-
ple, from the early 1800s to the early 1900s, from all 
over Europe, particularly Germany, Ireland, Italy, 
and eastern Europe. Not speaking English, oft en 
Catholic, and poor, these new Americans largely, but 
not completely, ‘assimilated’ to the traits of the earlier 
Anglo nation.

Finally, beginning in the 1960s, with the reform of 
immigration laws to permit more Asians, Africans, and 
Latin Americans, combined with sudden infl uxes of po-
litical refugees from revolutions and wars in places like 

Cuba and Vietnam, there has emerged the third Ameri-
can nation, ‘global America’. As earlier, the new wave of 
immigrants are partly assimilating, but also retain far 
more active contact, through modern air transport and 
communications, with extended networks of people in 
the countries from which they emigrated.

Religion
Th e desire to practise freely their religious beliefs and 
realize their religious ideals inspired the founding of 
several of the early English colonies. American reli-
gion has been fl oridly diverse, benefi ting from robust 
freedom of religion and the ‘separation of church and 
state’. Various strands of Protestant Christianity have 
been particularly prevalent and infl uential, in ways 
both direct and subtle. Th e overall Christian theme of 
equality reinforced democracy and the overall Prot-
estantism theme of individualism reinforced liberal-
ism and capitalism. Both the Calvinist and evangelical 
Baptist tendencies of early American religious sects, 
such as the Puritan founders of Massachusetts Bay Col-
ony, have also infused American life and foreign pol-
icy with a messianic sense that the United States was, 
in the oft en-quoted words of the seventeenth-century 
Puritan preacher John Winthrop, a religiously special 
place, a ‘city upon a hill’ that would inspire and help lead 

Peculiar Americanism
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 mankind from wickedness. Overall, American religious 
participation helped compensate for the sharper edges 
of capitalism and provided large numbers of Americans 
with an intense experience of community otherwise 
absent in the starkly individualistic society. Periodic 
religious revivals of fervour and inspiration also mo-
tivated major movements of social reform such as the 
Abolitionist attack on slavery and the Temperance 
Movement’s attack on alcohol consumption, as well as 
the recent movement for African–American civil rights 
(Morone 2003).

Religiously inspired social reform and messianism 
in America has also directly spilled into the interna-
tional arena. Th roughout the nineteenth century, when 
the United States government was small and inward-
looking, American missionaries were actively prose-
lytizing around the world, but also providing services 
such as basic education and medical care and promot-
ing human rights and foreign aid (Mead 2001: 141–7). 
Yet at the same time, religious leaders provided a ratio-
nale for American imperialism as part of an eff ort to 
spread Christianity to heathen peoples, and mission-
aries also served as the vanguard of American imperial 
military and economic expansion (LaFeber 1963). In 
recent decades Protestant evangelicals and Catholics 
have been active and infl uential in opposing abortion 
and contraception services, as well as in mobilizing op-
position to extreme human rights abuses, such as the 
genocide now occurring in the Darfur region of Sudan. 
Various American Christian groups have also become 
increasingly active and infl uential in supporting the 
United States’ pro-Israel policy in the Middle East, and 
their theme of ‘crusades’ has become another volatile 
element in the current war on terrorism against violent 
Islamic fundamentalism.

Race
Th e inheritance from Europe with which the United 
States was born was not purely liberal, but also included 
a radically illiberal system of African slavery, whose 
presence and eradication profoundly shaped Ameri-
can politics and foreign policy. As part of the colossal 
global predation and audacious outburst of mercantile, 
imperial, and colonial activities that brought the global 
economy and state system into existence in the early 

modern period, the Europeans coercively moved mil-
lions of people, mainly from Africa, across the oceans to 
labour in the New World’s plantations and mines. Th is 
brutally coercive economic system was legitimized by, 
and in turn legitimized, virulently racist attitudes that 
remained long aft er slavery was abolished. Tocqueville 
caught the stark reality when he observed that each of 
the three ‘hostile races’ of North America ‘follows a sep-
arate destiny’ and that ‘two unlucky races [i.e. Africans 
and Amerindians] suff er the eff ects of tyranny, and, 
though their affl  ictions are diff erent, they have the same 
people [i.e. whites] to blame for them’ (Tocqueville 
1988: 317).

African slavery and white racism stand as the great-
est exception to the exceptionally liberal character of 
the United States. Th e fact that this brutal system of 
slavery and racism was so thoroughly capitalist under-
scores the fact that markets are not inherently free but 
can be compatible with extreme conditions of unfree-
dom unless they are embedded in a fuller matrix of 
political and civil rights. Th roughout the nineteenth 
century, racist ideas of Anglo-Saxon superiority 
shaped and legitimized ‘manifest destiny’, provid-
ing a convenient justifi cation for the displacement of 
Indian tribes and Mexicans. Th e racism of America’s 
dominant white populations, nourished by various 
‘scientifi c’ Darwinist theories, reached its climax in 
the oppressive and bloody conquest and rule of the 
Philippines in the early years of the twentieth century 
(Kramer 2006).

Th e slow and halting but cumulatively largely 
successful struggle to eradicate fi rst slavery and 
then  institutionalized racism over the history of the 
 American republic has had wide-ranging eff ects. Dur-
ing the fi rst decades of the American republic confl icts 
over slavery touched upon everything, and part of the 
reason the American Constitution created such a weak 
state was that slave owners, the dominant economic 
and political group in the southern states, feared that 
too strong a government could potentially jeopardize 
their peculiar institution. Catalysed by growing liberal 
Abolitionist sentiment in the non-slave states in the 
North, slavery was only abolished by the Union victory 
in the major bloodbath of the Civil War (1861–5), by 
far the most destructive war in American history. Th e 
second lengthy phase of African–American liberation 
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began aft er the Union armies left  the South in 1876 
and the white southerners quickly erected an elaborate 
system of legalized, or de jure, segregation of so-called 
‘Jim Crow’ laws. Struggles against this domestic regime 
of racial oppression stretched across decades and it was 
only in the middle years of the twentieth century when 
landmark liberal Supreme Court rulings combined 
with a mass mobilization of African Americans and 
their white liberal allies in the Civil Rights Movement 
that formal equality was achieved. Th roughout the era 
of segregation, white southerners, operating as a polit-
ical bloc and occupying key positions in Congress, not 
only resisted pressure for domestic change, but also 
vigilantly opposed US participation in any interna-
tional human rights regime or organization asserting 
universal rights, fearing they might weaken the South’s 
system of discrimination. As late as the 1980s, the Unit-
ed States, while serving as the leader of the free world 
against communist tyranny, was also, embarrassingly, 
a principal ally of the white apartheid regime in South 
Africa and this was only reversed by sustained inter-
national pressure and the mobilization of a boycott of 
corporations doing business there.

In the twentieth century, America’s growing global 
role also contributed to the weakening of racial barriers 

and the delegitimization of racism. As part of the na-
tional mobilization for the Civil War and the world wars, 
African Americans were drawn into military service in 
large numbers, increasing the ability of African Ameri-
cans to claim full citizenship. During the Cold War 
racial segregation was seen as an embarrassment and 
liability in the battle for ‘hearts and minds’ in the third 
world, a major battleground of the struggle. American 
segregationist policy, in contrast to the offi  cial com-
munist hostility toward racism, meant that racism had 
become a national security liability. Th e fi rst important 
step toward desegregation was the integration of the US 
Army through an executive order from President Tru-
man at the close of the Second World War. Th e Civil 
Rights Movement eventually succeeded in ending law-
ful segregation in the United States and domestic race 
relations have continued to slowly improve. Racism is 
now much less powerful a factor than in early periods of 
American history, a change refl ected in the rise in legal 
emigrants from third world nations.

Race, religion, and immigration have served to make 
America a ‘melting pot’ that has been infused with suc-
cessive cultural waves.

Th is form of regeneration and vibrancy has added to 
the sense of American exceptionalism.

 ❑ American liberal exceptionalism has pushed US foreign 

policy in directions that contradict and transcend the 

imperatives of power politics. The effect of exceptional-

ism is visible in American impulses toward the seemingly 

contradictory positions of isolationism during times of 

weakness, and internationalism during times of relative 

strength.

 ❑ The American founding was a manifestation of the orig-

inal American internationalism. Following the War of 

Independence, thirteen sovereign states replaced their ad 

hoc confederation with a ‘states-union’ in order to replace 

international anarchy with binding law and organization.

 ❑ Throughout most of the nineteenth century the USA 

adopted an isolationist posture fostered by national 

weakness relative to European powers and the republican 

ideological belief that the United States should serve as 

a model for the rest of the world and focus on internal 

progress rather than external interactions.

 ❑ The twentieth century marked a major departure in Amer-

ican foreign policy: the rise of the USA to world power 

status under the strategy of liberal internationalism. As 

changes in technology shrank the globe, the United States 

sought to remake the world in its own liberal image while 

at the same time generating suffi cient state capacity to pre-

vent the eclipse of the free world by the twin totalitarian 

threats of Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union.

 ❑ The end of the Cold War and subsequent collapse of the So-

viet Union produced an American-led global liberal hege-

mony. This ‘moment’ of liberal triumphalism has seemingly 

been undermined by the Bush administration, suggesting 

an uncertain future for liberal internationalism and Ameri-

ca’s exceptional effect on the international system.

KEY POINTS



Chapter 2 American exceptionalism 31

Liberalism, exceptionalism, and 
US foreign policy
Various strands of American particularistic national 
identity, whether ethnic, religious, or racial, have been 
omnipresent and oft en infl uential on American foreign 
policy. But in the overall trajectory of American foreign 
policy they are ultimately less central to the story of 
American exceptionalism than the truly central axis of 
the story, which derives both in fact and in perception 
from the liberal republican core of the American polity. 
And in turn these liberal infl uences on US foreign pol-
icy have been bounded by the exigencies of great power 
politics because the United States, like all states living 
in international anarchy full of uncertain threats and 
opportunities, has been by necessity keenly attentive 
to the requirements, oft en arduous, of the great power 
balance of power politics. Th e USA did not emerge so 
successfully through its long succession of wars by ig-
noring the demands of power and interest, but by being 
exceptional in their mastery. But the USA is not simply 
another great power with a particularly outstanding 
track record. Its deeply liberal character has powerfully 
shaped its foreign policy. Sometimes the infl uence of 
its liberal democratic polity has worked in ways that 
contradict the dictates of realpolitik and, even more im-
portantly, in ways that escape and transcend it. What is 
exceptionally liberal about American foreign policy can 
be captured in two seemingly contradictory patterns: 
isolationism and internationalism.

At fi rst glance isolationism and international-
ism  appear to be unrelated, indeed almost opposite, 
 approaches to foreign policy. Isolationism is introverted, 
and seeks as much non-involvement as possible. Inter-
nationalism is extroverted and seeks to make the world 
more like the United States. In reality, of course, Ameri-
can foreign policy has never been purely isolationist or 
internationalist. At times it has been an odd mixture of 
both, and has also exhibited other unrelated tendencies.

In the American context, however, isolationism and 
internationalism are profoundly linked. Th ey can best 
be viewed as diff erent strategies to achieve the same 
essentially liberal ends, but in diff erent circumstances. 

Isolationism served liberal ends when the United States 
was relatively isolated (and isolatable) and weak. Inter-
nationalism serves liberal ends when the United States 
is inescapably interdependent with other states and 
when it is strong enough to infl uence a larger sphere 
beyond its borders (Deudney 2007).

In order to examine the actual roles that American 
exceptionalism, both liberal and illiberal, has played 
in the overall trajectory of American foreign policy, it 
is necessary to study these roles in the diff erent major 
epochs of American foreign policy, and to see how they 
have intertwined with the pursuit by the United States 
of security, power, and interest in the oft en harshly 
 competitive international system. Five periods, partially 
overlapping, deserve closer examination: the Founding 
(1774–87), Hemispheric Isolationism (1787–1917), 
Great Power Rivalry and World War (1900–91), Liberal 
Internationalism (1919–present), and Unipolarity, the 
War on Terrorism, and Unilateralism (1991–present).

Original American federal 
internationalism
Narratives of American foreign policy commonly begin 
aft er the founding of the government of the United States 
by the Constitution of 1787. In reality, however, the 
founding itself was not solely a ‘unit-level’ event of ‘state 
formation’ but rather had far-reaching ‘international’ 
aspects, with deep connections to what would later 
come to be called liberal internationalism. Although 
it is commonly held that American internationalism 
is largely a phenomenon of the twentieth century, and 
particularly the later post-Second World War part of it, 
in reality the United States, as a state, had extensive ‘in-
ternational’ internal features that were pronounced at 
its founding and in the decades that followed. Th e deep 
historical roots of internationalism in the American po-
litical experience are oft en overlooked by international 
theorists, particularly realists, but they provide a tem-
plate for twentieth-century liberal internationalism.

Th e founding of the United States took place through 
a process of confederation and federation among 

Exceptionality and foreign policy
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 thirteen separate states. Th e organization of the British 
colonial activity in the New World was highly decen-
tralized and colonies had a signifi cant measure of local 
autonomy. Aft er banding together to reach their com-
mon goal of independence, the thirteen states then 
formed a more substantial union with a weak central 
government. Th is negotiated union was a ‘peace pact’ 
that created the ‘Philadelphian System’ as an explicit 
antithesis to the Westphalian system of hierarchies 
in anarchy that marked European politics (Deudney 
1995; Hendrickson 2003). Th e small professional army, 
minuscule national bureaucracy, and substantial state 
militias prevented the resolution of state and sectional 
confl icts through coercion.

Th e politics of antebellum America was one of inter-
nal sectional rivalry, between the ‘free’ and slave states. 
Th e vexed question of western expansion, potentially 
upsetting the intersectional balance within the union, 
was dealt with by diplomatic settlements, the so-called 
‘Great Compromises’ of 1820, 1833, and 1850, that were 
negotiated between the sections, much like the diplo-
matic deals of European nation states with each other. 
When the issue of slavery could be fi nessed no longer, 
the sections fought a war that was largely conducted as 
an international or interstate war between clashing uni-
formed armies that largely followed the European laws 
of interstate war, belying its label as the ‘Civil War’. Th e 
Union victory in the War of Southern Succession saved 
the Union from dissolution and deepened its liberal 
character by eradicating slavery. But the Union victory 
and the assumption of authority and capacity by the 
central government also marked the evolution of the 
states-union quasi-international system into something 
resembling a federal national state. Despite this change, 
the idea that the United States is, or at least was, as much 
a liberal ‘states-union’ as a ‘liberal state’ continues to 
serve as an inspiration and model to liberal internation-
alist aspirations to replace international anarchy with 
binding international law and organization.

The isolationist liberal republic
During its fi rst century of existence, the United States’ 
foreign policy centred on North America and to a lesser 
extent the western hemisphere. Americans were largely 
inward looking, highly focused on issues of internal 

 development. Th e United States was relatively isolated 
and therefore had the option of pursuing a policy of 
isolationism. As the United States was weak, excessive 
interaction with European states would be on unfa-
vourable terms, and would risk corrupting the Ameri-
can experiment. Instead of taking an active role in 
international politics, the United States would seek to 
be an example for the rest of the world to follow by per-
fecting its own liberal democratic political system and 
avoiding the corrupting infl uences of European war 
and diplomacy. Avoidance of foreign entanglements 
was a guidepost of American foreign policy. Despite 
this aspiration, the United States was in an interna-
tional political and military system that it could neither 
fully escape nor signifi cantly control. Because it had to 
fear European predation, the United States necessarily 
had to pay close attention to European politics and the 
balance that kept its powerful states in some degree of 
check. Because of its integration into the world econ-
omy centred in Europe, trade and the protection of 
trade played major roles in US foreign policy, and these 
economic connections drew the United States into war 
with European states during both the Quasi-War of the 
1790s with France, and the War of 1812 with Britain.

Isolationism also appealed to Americans because of 
their fear of a large standing army derived from republi-
can ideology and reinforced by recent experience lead-
ing up to the War of Independence. It was thought that 
international engagement would inevitably lead to con-
fl ict and war. Furthermore, war would require large-
scale extraction of societal resources to fund a large 
standing army. High taxes and military dictatorship 
would become necessary to eff ectively compete within 
the European state system. therefore isolationism had 
benefi cial implications for the American constitutional 
project.

In 1823, the Monroe Doctrine extended isolation-
ism to the western hemisphere with the declaration that 
the United States would not allow European powers 
to involve themselves in the domestic aff airs of New 
World republics. Th is approach had an imperialistic 
dimension, in that Central and South American states 
were assumed to only have partial sovereignty, but the 
main eff ect was to assert separation between Europe 
and the Americas. Within a general framework of iso-
lationism, the United States pursued an abbreviated 
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policy of imperialism in the Spanish–American War 
of 1898. Th is brief, one-sided war also marked a step 
toward the abandonment of isolationism. While eject-
ing Spain from the western hemisphere was the unfi n-
ished business of the Monroe Doctrine, the war also 
led to an expansion of American interests deep into the 
Pacifi c Ocean and East Asia with the occupation of the 
Philippines and annexation of Hawaii in 1898. Ameri-
cans were, however, highly confl icted about the occu-
pation of the Philippines and the counter-insurgency 
warfare against Philippine nationalists that followed. 
Many also felt that imperialism was inconsistent with 
the Constitution.

Great power rivalry and world war
Th e second century of American foreign policy was 
very diff erent from the fi rst. Isolationism became in-
creasingly unworkable as America’s relative isolation 
was diminished by the new industrial technologies of 
communication and transportation. With the ‘aboli-
tion of distance’ as it was referred to in the later nine-
teenth century, Europe and its great powers and their 
wars were now no longer buff ered and distant from 
the United States. Beginning between 1890 and 1914, 
and abruptly ending in 1989–91, the United States was 
drawn into a series of world wars and struggles that 
profoundly shaped not only international politics, but 
the position of the United States in the system. Drawn 

late into the First World War, the United States, aft er 
proposing a largely aborted scheme for an international 
peacekeeping league, pulled back into a semblance of 
hemispheric isolation. Initially also uninvolved in the 
wars in Europe beginning in 1939 and in Asia in 1936, 
the United States was inexorably drawn into the confl ict 
and was able to serve as the most successful combatant 
due to the rapid military mobilization of its massive in-
dustrial base. With the war having two main victors, the 
Soviet Union and the United States fell into a struggle 
for global mastery that lasted over four decades and saw 
both sides deploy vast nuclear arsenals of global-range 
strike weapons, whose even partial use would have 
wiped out much of urban-industrial civilization on the 
planet. Th ese total stakes seemed raised even further 
because the two blocs represented the vanguard of rad-
ically opposing socio-economic and political systems, 
which both sides believed were destined to become 
globally universal.

For America as an ‘exceptional’ state, these confl icts 
had two quite contradictory consequences. On the 
one hand, the specialness of the United States in the 
 project of freedom as Americans understood it became 
greatly magnifi ed. Th e United States became the leader 
and protector of liberal democracies everywhere, and 
had it not been for American power and purpose 
between 1940 and 1990, liberal democracy might well 
have been eliminated from the planet. Th e United 
States was no longer simply the leading  exemplar of 

One of the exceptional features of US foreign policy is 

the extent to which values affect it. A consistent debate 

in  American foreign policy is what role values should play 

in foreign policy decision making. One perspective is that 

values should be the driving force in determining the pol-

icies that the USA pursues. From this perspective, US foreign 

policy should be based on a sincere commitment to values 

such as democracy, human rights, rule of law, and economic 

opportunity. The rationale for this approach is that Ameri-

can values are attractive to the rest of the world and pol-

icies based on these values enhance American legitimacy 

and increase the soft power of the United States. A second 

approach is that values should play no role in the decisions 

made by American leaders. Instead, US foreign policy should 

be based on a ‘realistic’ appraisal of national interests. These 

interests included pursuing policies that increase American 

power, such as gaining access to foreign markets, and main-

taining military and economic superiority. Scholars, policy 

analysts, and politicians that follow this approach often 

condemn US foreign policy as being overly moralistic and 

unrealistic. A third way of conceptualizing the role of ideas 

is to view them as instrumental. In other words, values are a 

means of achieving a goal. For example, some international 

relations theorists argue that the American people will only 

support an internationalist US foreign policy if they feel it 

is consistent with American values. Thus, American leaders 

must frame their preferred policy in terms of how it fosters 

American values.

CONTROVERSIES 2.1: Idealism in American foreign policy
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the project of freedom, but the indispensable ‘leader of 
the free world’ whose every major action seemed ripe 
with world historical signifi cance. On the other hand, 
the rigorous exigencies of these struggles forced the 
United States to become what it had always claimed 
to fear becoming: a polity with a vast standing mili-
tary and state security apparatus, and a vast panoply 
of allies, clients, and protectorates. Its grand strategy, 
while still wrapped in the rhetoric of liberal purpose, 
was in actuality fi rst and foremost about survival and 
success in the global great power system, and guided 
by the precepts of realism. While democracy survived, 
and in some ways even thrived alongside the National 
Security State, and while American lack of interest in 
formal territorial annexation kept its imperial pres-
ence from crossing over the line, at least as historically 
defi ned, into empire, there was no escaping the fact 
that the United States had become in important ways 
quite ordinary as a state, rather like the European na-
tional states that the founders had believed to be the 
antithesis of a republic.

Internationalist liberalism and 
world order
As impressive as America’s success in the great power 
rivalries of the twentieth century is, what is most excep-
tional in American foreign policy is not its ascent from 
a weak regional state to the top of the global great power 
system, but rather the ways in which it has sought to 
remake the world according to a liberal vision. Th is vi-
sion is in its logic an extension of the principles of the 
original American internationalism of the founding. 
Th e trigger for the articulation and pursuit of the lib-
eral one-world vision was the same as the move to great 
power global balancing, namely the realization that as 
the world shrunk the survival of the United States Con-
stitution required a foreign policy of global scope. As 
outlined by President Woodrow Wilson and progressive 
theorists in the early years of the twentieth century, the 
American liberal internationalist project has two overall 
aims: to abridge international anarchy through the erec-
tion of binding international law and organization, and 
to change the other units in the system away from hier-
archy toward constitutional democracy. Of course this 

project has never been the sole aim of US foreign policy, 
which has been, by necessity, focused on the balance of 
power among the great powers. Many Americans have 
been ambivalent or hostile to it, and the United States 
has not always been a consistent adherent to the inter-
national arrangements it has played such a major role in 
creating. Nor has this project been pursued without or 
against power, but rather as the aim of power.

Th is basic vision has produced a wide array of 
 eff orts, whose real-world impact has ranged from 
abject failure to stunning success. In the early years 
of the twentieth century, the United States was the 
leading force behind the creation of a World Court to 
arbitrate disputes among states. At the end of the First 
World War,  Wilson’s ambitious proposal for a League 
of  Nations was a key, if ultimately unsuccessful, part 
of the settlement of the Versailles Conference. In the 
wake of the near disaster of the Great Depression and 
the Second World War, the United States made a much 
more serious, sustained, and successful eff ort to erect 
a new liberal international order, with measures such 
as the establishment of the United Nations, the Bret-
ton Woods institutions (IMF and World Bank), the 
multilateral free trade regime under the auspices of 
GATT, numerous proposals for bilateral and multilat-
eral nuclear arms control (the Baruch Plan, Atoms for 
Peace, the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, and the 
Strategic Arms Limitation Treaties of the Nixon era), 
and the emergence of a range of global international 
regimes, varying greatly in almost every regard. Th ese 
measures, taken as a whole, provided a greater degree 
of world public order and governance than ever before 
in history.

Unipolarity, war on terrorism, and 
unilateralism
Th e fi ft h, and still unfolding, period of US foreign pol-
icy was inaugurated with the unexpected collapse of 
the Soviet Union, an event which shift ed the overall 
international system from Soviet–American bipolarity 
to American unipolarity. Th e period since the end of 
the Cold War has been short, is still unfolding, but has 
been unexpectedly marked by great inconstancy in the 
direction of US foreign policy.
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Th e fi rst part of this period, stretching from the 
end of the Cold War to the two Clinton administra-
tions, is in many ways the historical high-water mark 
of American power and infl uence, and was accom-
panied by an array of remarkably progressive devel-
opments in world politics. Th e heady optimism and 
sense of breakthrough and potential of this period 
found expression in notions that the long-envisioned 
liberal ‘end of history’ was at hand. Th e collapse of the 
Soviet Union and the communist project it had spear-
headed meant that for the time in history the liberal 
coalition of states was unmistakably hegemonic glob-
ally. Th e fi rst Bush administration, following in the 
steps of Reagan’s breakthrough diplomacy with Soviet 
reform leader Mikhail Gorbachev, negotiated a set 
of far-reaching nuclear arms reduction agreements, 
the Soviet withdrawal from eastern Europe, and the 
reunifi cation of Germany as a liberal democracy. 
Th roughout the 1990s, the liberal cause globally re-
lentlessly pushed forward, as dozens of previously 
authoritarian or totalitarian states moved rapidly to 
try to become democracies, as the European Union 
both widened its membership and deepened its insti-
tutional capacities, as NATO expanded to encompass 
many former Soviet satellites in eastern Europe and 
beyond, as the liberal international trading regime 
was both strengthened with the establishment of 
the WTO and widened with the admission of many 
previously communist or socialist economies. Th e 
United Nations also seemed to have new possibilities 
without the Cold War deadlock, and under its aus-
pices members of the international community made 
increased eff orts to deal with humanitarian crises, 
failed states, and ethnic cleansing and genocide, and 
establish a permanent international court for crimes 
against humanity.

Somewhat unexpectedly, however, the adminis-
tration of George W. Bush took US foreign policy 
on very diff erent paths, marked by a near reversal of 
American leadership to strengthen international law, 
organizations, and regimes. 9/11 and the Bush admin-
istration’s responses to it greatly amplifi ed the intensity 
and impact of this new foreign policy direction. Even 
before 9/11 the administration had assumed a largely 
new American role as the leading opponent and critic 
of most international organizations and regimes, and 

the leading laggard in dealing with issues arising from 
global interdependence, perhaps most notably global 
warming. Th e administration withdrew from land-
mark arms control treaties, sought to impede the es-
tablishment of the ICC, eff ectively scuttled the Kyoto 
Protocol, and simply walked away from an almost 
completed negotiation to strengthen the Biological 
Weapons Convention.

Observers of this American turn against the liberal 
internationalist agenda emphasized the new tendency 
for the United States to act unilaterally. Of course all 
states, particularly large and powerful ones, routinely 
act unilaterally, and US foreign policy in the nine-
teenth century was largely unilateral. But against the 
twentieth-century American role as multilateral alli-
ance leader and institution builder, this turn (or return) 
marked a sharp departure from the policies of every ad-
ministration since FDR.

Th e 9/11 terrorist attacks on the World Trade Cen-
ter and the Pentagon seemed to draw an even sharper 
closure to the optimism and progress of the years aft er 
the fall of the Berlin Wall. Initially, with world public 
opinion solidly behind it, the United States executed 
a quick and bold campaign to overthrow the Taliban 
regime in Afghanistan that had sponsored and shel-
tered the al-Qaeda leaders of the 9/11 attacks. But the 
Bush administration saw the attacks as harbingers 
of further far more serious attacks, possibly employ-
ing nuclear or biological weapons, and set in motion 
a far-reaching reconfi guration of American state ca-
pacities and foreign policy. On the domestic front, a 
giant new Department of Homeland Security was 
created, and the Bush administration began to claim 
(and act) as if the President, as commander-in-chief 
of the armed forces, was free to act in wartime out-
side the limits of international law and constitutional 
constraints.

Internationally, the initial success in Afghanistan 
was followed by the United States’ invasion of Iraq. 
Th is invasion seems to have been motivated by sev-
eral goals: to preclude the emergence of a revisionist 
and anti- American nuclear power, to sustain Ameri-
can  hegemony and alliances in the Middle East oil- 
producing region vital to the entire world economy, 
and perhaps even to catalyse the emergence of demo-
cratic states in the region. Whatever its purposes, the 
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 American occupation of Iraq proceeded to bleed Amer-
ican strength and strengthened the radical Islamic 
regime in Iran, which had previously been held partially 
in check by the Saddam Hussein dictatorship in Iraq. As 
a result of this, and the growing backlash against many 
measures of Bush’s open-ended ‘global war on terror-
ism’, by the end of his second term both domestic and 
international support for the administration and its 
novel policies had almost completely evaporated.

In one sense the sudden turn of the United States 
in the Bush years marked a serious diminution of 
the exceptionalist liberal strand in US foreign policy. 
While still bellowing its claims to special status as the 
global palladium of liberty, the United States now acted 
with an updated version of the simple realist script, 
doing what immediate security threats seem to make 
necessary, with little regard for their cost or interna-
tional institutional fallout.

With the election of Barack Obama as President in 
2008, the story of American exceptionalism, dif-
ference, and peculiarism has taken another series 
of new turns. Obama campaigned on a criticism 
of neo-conservative interventionism and the Iraq 
War, in support of renewed American commitment 
to nuclear arms control, and leadership in address-
ing global climate change. More generally, Obama 
promised to seek the extension of the domestic new 
liberal programme advanced by the New Deal and 
the Great Society, while also expansively affirming 
the need for American leadership in solving global 
problems.

Despite these hopes, Obama’s Presidency has been 
most marked by a growing sense of American limits. 
Th ere has been a growing realization that American 
economic primacy, the wellspring of America’s great 
diff erence in success as a Great Power, is inevitably 
waning, with profound implications for the future of 
American foreign policy. With the rise of China and 
India, along with the European Union, the overall 
international system is not unambiguously unipolar, 
but is rather increasingly multipolar. Th e recent global 
Great Recession, triggered by a combination of under-
regulated fi nancial institutions and over-extended 
consumers, produced increased unemployment and 
diminished national output, and has reduced the at-
tractiveness of the American model of capitalism and 
the resources available to sustain America’s far-fl ung 
security commitments. When job training is being 
reduced in Detroit, it is hard for Congress to justify 

funding job training for former Taliban fi ghters in 
Afghanistan. Faced with these growing constraints, 
the foreign policy of the Obama Administration 
has been much more modest in its objectives and 
its willingness to undertake further burdens and 
commitments.

Internationally, the immediate eff ect of Obama’s 
election was what pollsters refer to as ‘the Obama ef-
fect’, a marked increase in the positive perception of 
the United States by foreign public opinion. Obama’s 
receipt of the Nobel Peace Prize during his fi rst year 
in offi  ce highlighted the great expectations that his 
election and programme elicited abroad, particularly 
among European progressives. Hard realities, both at 
home and abroad, have made the realization of these 
promises and expectations much more diffi  cult than his 
supporters anticipated.

Ironically, Obama’s immense popularity abroad also 
is a partial indicator of the waning of America as ex-
ceptional in its overall liberalism. Th e very extent of 
the success of liberal democratic capitalism, propelled 
to global pre-eminence in part by the American model 
and muscle, meant that the United States was now part 
of a much larger community of liberal democracies, 
and no longer an outlier in a world of non-liberal 
or anti-liberal states. Would the United States thus 
become a normal state or would it become exceptional 
in new ways?

Admired abroad for largely symbolic reasons, 
Obama at home has been subject to relentless attack 
for essentially symbolic reasons. Th e overall tenor of 

Conclusion: Obama—new turn?
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American political discourse has become increas-
ingly shrill, fueled by a furious, at times hysteric, 
assault on Obama by a phalanx of populist conser-
vative commentators, many with voices amplifi ed by 
sponsorship from the Australian media mogul Rupert 
Murdoch. Th ese critics equated twentieth-century 
American liberalism’s use of state power to achieve 
democratic and egalitarian goals, and regulate the 
externalities associated with industrial society’s inter-
dependence with socialism, communism, and total-
itarianism. For these critics, the post-Second World 
War order of Europe was a model of statism run wild, 
a model to be avoided not emulated. In eff ect these 
angry American libertarians and anti-statists want 
to undo the legacies of the Progressive era, the New 
Deal, and the Great Society, returning the United 
States to the late nineteenth century.

Obama has also become a lightning rod for cul-
tural anxieties rooted in America’s ethnic, religious, 

and racial peculiarisms. Th e fact that Obama’s father 
was a Muslim (from Kenya), his middle name (Hus-
sein) has Muslim origins, and he lived for a few years 
in Indonesia, an overwhelmingly Muslim country, has 
sparked an orgy of Islamophobic conspiracy theories 
and fantasies. Th is virulent anti-Obama hatred is par-
ticularly strong among white Evangelical Christians, 
whites who resist and resent the progress achieved by 
African Americans in obtaining full rights as citizens, 
and those fearful of immigrants, both illegal and legal, 
from the global south.

Taken together, the rise of domestic partisan rancor, 
economic malaise and rising inequality, and the shift  of 
the international system raise serious doubts about the 
continued ability and willingness of the United States 
to play its historic post-Second World War role in the 
international system, and how the legacies of Ameri-
can exceptionalism and peculiarism will evolve in these 
new circumstances remains to be seen.

The United States, almost from its start, has had an expanding 

economic system. The nineteenth-century American econ-

omy, as compared to European ones, was characterized by 

more market freedom, more individual landownership, and 

a higher wage income structure—all sustained by the national 

classical liberal ideology. From the Revolution on, it was a 

 laissez-faire country par excellence.

(Lipset 1996: 54)

Hence there was a strong family likeness between all the Eng-

lish colonies as they came to birth. All, from the beginning, 

seemed destined to let freedom grow, not the aristocratic 

freedom of their motherland, but a middle-class and dem-

ocratic freedom of which the world’s history had not previ-

ously provided a complete example.

(Tocqueville 1988: 34)

The English colonies—and that was one of the main reasons 

for their prosperity—have always enjoyed more internal free-

dom and political independence than those of other nations; 

nowhere was this principle of liberty applied more com-

pletely than in the states of New England.

(Tocqueville 1988: 39)

I have already said enough to put Anglo-American civili-

zation in its true light. It is the product (and one should 

continually bear in mind this point of departure) of two 

perfectly distinct elements which elsewhere have often 

been at war with one another but which in America it was 

somehow possible to incorporate in to each other, forming 

a marvelous combination. I mean the spirit of religion and 

the spirit of freedom.

(Tocqueville 1988: 47)

There is therefore at the bottom of democratic institutions 

some hidden tendency which often makes men promote 

the general prosperity, in spite of their vices and their mis-

takes, whereas in the aristocratic institutions there is some-

times a secret bias which, in spite of talents and virtues, 

leads men to contribute to the affl ictions of their fellows. 

In this way it may come about that under aristocratic gov-

ernments public men do evil without intending it, and in 

democracies they bring about good results of which they 

have never thought.

(Tocqueville 1988: 235)

KEY QUOTES 2.1: The origins of American exceptionalism
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Questions

 1. Is America an exceptional country?

 2. To what extent is US foreign policy characterized by either isolationism or internationalism?

 3. How do we measure exceptionality and is it an ‘objective fact’?

 4. Is the belief of exceptionalism an ideological construct?

 5. Are exceptionalism and imperialism two sides of the same coin? Explain your answer.

 6. What is the basis of American exceptionalism?

 7. To what extent was the belief in American exceptionalism rooted in American cultural history?

 8. American exceptionalism is a logical outcome of its commitment to free markets and its victory in the Cold 

War. Critically discuss.

 9. Ethnic, religious, and racial difference have given the USA its exceptional nature. Critically discuss.

10. To what extent is the USA a liberal power within world politics and in what ways does this infl uence the belief 

in exceptionality?
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Americans like to think of themselves as a powerful na-
tion and a vibrant democracy. At pivotal points in their 
history, they have also thought of the United States as 
an empire—that is, a collection of various tribes, states, 
or nations which their central government controlled. 
Th at they held this view is somewhat surprising. Aft er 
all, in 1776 Americans opened a new chapter in world 
history by successfully rebelling against an empire—the 
great British Empire.

From the beginnings of United States history, then, 
empire should have been a bad word. But it was not. 
Having grown up within the British Empire, George 
Washington, Th omas Jeff erson, and other founders eas-
ily thought of their new nation as an empire—although, 

of course, a decent, democratic, and just empire, quite 
unlike the British model, which they condemned for 
having corrupt kings and exploited colonies. Once free 
to conduct their own foreign policies, Americans rap-
idly grew into a continental power stretching from the 
Atlantic Ocean to the Pacifi c. Th e Civil War of 1861–5 
interrupted this era of landed expansion. But the war 
between North and South also cleared the way for trium-
phant northern capitalists to create by 1900 the world’s 
number one industrial and agricultural power. Produc-
ing far more than they could consume, Americans natu-
rally looked overseas for new markets. Th e search led 
them into economic competition with the great impe-
rial powers (Great Britain, France, Germany, Russia, 

Introduction
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and Japan), and into military competition as well. Not 
surprisingly, in the late 1890s Americans began to think 
again of themselves as an empire, only this time as an 
overseas (not merely a continental) empire.

But, as in 1776, they again also thought of themselves 
as diff erent from the other imperialists. Th ey saw them-
selves as representing middle-class order, democracy, 
and capitalistic success. And, as they demonstrated in 
the First and Second World Wars, they could build a 
highly effi  cient military to ensure their success. In 1945, 
that military power included the fi rst atomic bombs.

Out of this stunning economic–military combina-
tion appeared the US foreign policies which dominated 
the post-1945 years. By 1991, the United States and 
its allies had defeated Russian communism to win the 
four-decades-long Cold War. Before as well as aft er the 
9/11 terrorist attacks on New York City and Washing-
ton, DC, many Americans again thought of themselves 
as living in a nation which headed nothing less than a 
global empire—an empire now occupying some 700 

military bases around the world, and with its economic 
and cultural power penetrating all corners of the globe 
(Johnson 2004; Ferguson 2004). Th is post-1991 version 
of American empire can only be understood by viewing 
it as the result of the previous two and a half centuries.

Some widely noted authors thought this post-1991 
US empire was good for both Americans and, indeed, 
the entire globe. Just as Americans had settled and devel-
oped a continent before 1945, these authors argued, so 
they could now bring order and development to cru-
cial parts of a suff ering, supposedly less civilized, world. 
Americans in the mid-nineteenth century had followed 
what they believed to be a ‘manifest destiny’ (a term fi rst 
used in New York City and Midwestern newspapers 
during the 1840s to indicate the right given by God to 
Americans to populate and develop the continent from 
the Atlantic to Pacifi c oceans). Aft er 1917 and especially 
aft er 1991, they followed what they believed to be a new 
manifest destiny to stabilize, democratize, and profi t 
from many parts of the globe.

From colonies to continental empire, 1776–1865
From their earliest days of independence, and even 
during the darkest days of their oft en-sputtering war 
against the British, Americans thought of their fortune 
in imperial terms. As the Revolution ground down to 
its end in 1783, US soldiers, long unpaid by a bankrupt 
Congress, threatened to overthrow that Congress and 
install their commander, George Washington, as a vir-
tual monarch. Th e General quickly stopped the uprising 
and possibly saved what was to be an American repub-
lic. He passionately condemned anyone ‘who wickedly 
attempts to open the fl oodgates of civil discord and 
deluge our rising empire in blood’ (Van Alstyne 1960: 
1–20). Washington had no doubt that it was a ‘rising 
empire’.

In 1787, representatives from the thirteen states met 
in Philadelphia to write a constitution, one that, among 
other things, created a strong presidency which could 
protect them in international economic struggles. Th ose 
struggles had not only exploited the weaker Americans, 
but easily turned into murderous wars. Th e Constitution 
appeared just in time. Th e French Revolution erupted in 

1789, then in 1793–4 exploded into a wide-ranging con-
fl ict between France and Great Britain. Presidents Wash-
ington and John Adams deft ly manoeuvred throughout 
the 1790s to protect US trade and prevent the Ameri-
cans from being sucked into the European killing fi elds.

During these years a golden rule of US diplomacy 
became fi xed in American minds: never tie up the 
country in alliances, especially with stronger Euro-
pean powers who could dictate terms. Instead, keep 
your complete freedom of action so you can seize all 
opportunities for expanding the nation’s territory and 
providing security. Washington uttered a classic defi ni-
tion of this principle in his famous ‘Farewell Address’ 
of 1796: ‘Th e great rule of conduct for us, in regard to 
foreign nations, is in extending our commercial rela-
tions to have with them as little political connection as 
possible.’ When he became President in 1801, Jeff erson 
provided an equally famous pronouncement in his 
First Inaugural Address: ‘Peace, commerce, and honest 
friendship with all nations, entangling alliances with 
none’ (Gardner et al. 1976: i. 56–65). If only Americans 
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could maintain freedom of action, Jeff erson concluded, 
there were few limits to their empire. ‘[I]t is impossible 
not to look forward to distant times, when our rapid 
multiplication will expand itself beyond [present] lim-
its, and cover the whole northern, if not the southern 
continent,’ he wrote a friend in 1801, ‘with a people 
speaking the same language, governed in similar forms, 
and by similar laws’ (Jeff erson 1903: x. 296).

Jeff erson and his fellow Americans, obviously, did not 
think small. But the grave dangers inherent in building 
empires nearly overwhelmed the Virginian at the be-
ginning of his presidency. In 1801, France’s ruler, Napo-
leon Bonaparte, was pushing Spain out of New Orleans 
and the vast Spanish holdings west of the Mississippi 
River. Napoleon intended to create a New World empire 
for France which would dwarf all others. Jeff erson and 
Secretary of State James Madison immediately saw that 
by controlling the port of New Orleans, Napoleon could 
dominate access to the Mississippi River, which drained 
the port.

Madison quickly identifi ed the grave danger to the 
American empire. Perhaps the most infl uential mem-
ber of the 1787 Constitutional Convention, he had 
constantly argued that Americans needed ever more 
territory because they produced so many children. 
Madison accurately did the arithmetic for his American 
multiplication table, as it became known (note Jeff er-
son’s use of ‘multiplication’ above). He concluded that 
the US population was actually doubling every 21–22 
years. Th ese families of six to twelve, and more, could 
not be allowed to overcrowd and corrupt eastern cities. 
Th ey had to be encouraged to fi nd their own space and 
income for their families in the west. Once in the west 
(or, as it is now known, the Midwest), these families 
would depend on the magnifi cent river system linked 
to the Mississippi. If Napoleon held New Orleans and, 
consequently, controlled the Mississippi, it would be 
only a matter of time before those thousands of Ameri-
can settlers might have to become citizens of Napoleon’s 
French empire.

Jeff erson and Madison exerted intense diplomatic 
pressure on the French. Th ey even mobilized the small 
US Army for a possible attack on New Orleans itself. 
Faced with Jeff erson’s growing opposition, Napoleon 
decided his better opportunity lay in reopening war 
against the British and attempting to conquer much of 

Europe. He consequently stunned Jeff erson by off ering 
in early 1803 to sell for $15 million not only New Orle-
ans, but all of the former Spanish empire which reached 
from the Mississippi to the Rocky Mountains—and 
possibly beyond, although few at the time actually 
knew what lay in the Rockies and beyond. Americans 
suddenly more than doubled their territory, drove out 
the French, established complete control over the Mis-
sissippi, and gained their fi rst vague claims to lands 
bordering the Pacifi c Ocean.

Now Jefferson confronted the central problem 
which would haunt US leaders from 1787 until the 
early twenty-fi rst century, and no doubt long there-
aft er. Having obtained a territory which, he told a 
friend, would become an ‘empire of liberty’ for untold 
generations of Americans, how could the President 
maintain order and safely govern such a huge, dis-
tant holding (Ferguson 2004: ii. 30–7)? New Orleans, 
for example, held criminals and others who had fl ed 
from the United States. Th ey wanted no part of a US-
controlled government. In 1776, Jeff erson’s Declara-
tion of Independence had trumpeted the belief that 
people held ‘inalienable rights’. In late 1803 as he had 
to deal with Louisiana, however, he ditched that belief. 
Th e President set up military control, not a demo-
cratic system, over New Orleans and the surrounding 
territory.

Jeff erson believed in democracy, but he did not 
believe that all people could be trusted to make democ-
racy work properly. Democracy, he knew, was not 
merely casting a vote. It required, among other things, a 
fair code of laws, the people’s faith that their economic 
system properly functioned, and the settlers’ allegiance 
to the central and state governments which made all 
this work.

Louisiana was thus made a part of the growing 
American empire, if not immediately given a demo-
cratic system. Th en another severe danger loomed. As 
Britain and France again went to war aft er 1803, a series 
of crises between London and Washington on the high 
seas and along the US–Canadian border fi nally explod-
ed into war in 1812.

Madison, now the President, planned not only to 
stop the British mistreatment of American ships and 
commerce. He also ordered the invasion of Canada in 
the hope of expanding US landed empire northward. 
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Many Canadians, however, had left  the United States 
in the 1770s because they preferred living under Lon-
don’s rule. Th ey fought back, virtually wiping out the 
US invaders. In 1814, British forces invaded and burned 
down Washington, DC. James and Dolly Madison fl ed 
in such a hurry that they left  plates and utensils set 
for dinner on the Executive Mansion’s dining table. A 
potential catastrophe was avoided only by several US 
naval victories, skilful American diplomacy at the peace 
negotiations in late 1814, and—especially—British pre-
occupation in the last months of their victory in Europe 
over Napoleon.

By 1815, with some twenty years of European wars 
fi nally ended, Americans seized the opportunities to 
expand their growing trade with now-peaceful Europe 
and also Latin American nations which were declar-
ing their own independence of European colonialism. 
In 1823, Madison’s successor, President James Monroe, 
declared that henceforth the United States would not 
tolerate any attempt by Europeans to restore their hold 
on these New World nations. Th is Monroe Doctrine 
was historic not because Americans had the military 
needed to keep Europeans away from the Americas. 
Such power would not appear until the 1890s. Th e 
Doctrine was a turning point because it announced 
the US belief that henceforth the Old World should no 
longer attempt to dominate the New. Th ree hundred 
years of European colonialism in the western hemi-
sphere were over.

Or, to look at Monroe’s announcement from another 
perspective (as many Europeans and Latin Americans 
certainly did), it was a declaration that since the United 
States was the most powerful of New World nations, 
its people would hereaft er have the dominant voice in 
defi ning the western hemisphere’s aff airs. Monroe and 
his Secretary of State, John Quincy Adams, had already 
demonstrated this dominance. Adams is ranked as the 
greatest Secretary of State in American history, a rank-
ing due in large part to his shrewd negotiations with a 
declining Spain between 1819 and 1821. Adams talked 
the Spanish into selling Florida (where many Ameri-
cans had already settled) and giving the United States 
Spain’s claims on the Pacifi c coast. Known as the Con-
tinental Treaty, Adams’s brilliance provided, fi nally, the 
formal, internationally recognized claim of Americans 
to that coast.

Adams barely missed taking Texas from Spain as 
well. But the American multiplication table took care 
of that. By the 1830s, Mexico (which then included 
the present state of Texas) had become independent of 
Spanish rule. Th ousands of Americans moved into the 
weakly governed Texas region. Mexico had prohibited 
slavery, but slaveholders from US Southern states easily 
moved west to establish Texan plantations. When Mexi-
can offi  cials tried to reassert their authority (and anti-
slave laws), the new settlers fought back. Despite having 
187 settlers wiped out at the battle of the Alamo, the 
rebels won a series of battles and established an inde-
pendent country in 1836.

In 1845, newly elected President James K. Polk, a 
Tennessee slaveholder, worked out a deal in Congress 
to annex the region. Polk then used a dispute with 
Mexico over Texas’s southern boundary as an excuse 
to declare war, invade Mexico itself, and demand what 
he most wanted: the Mexican northern regions, an 
area now including the states of California, Arizona, 
New Mexico, Nevada, and Utah. Polk, in other words, 
launched a war of aggression. Th e confl ict dragged on 
through 1847 as Mexico refused to surrender. Worst of 
all, the seemingly never-ending confl ict ripped open a 
debate in Washington. Th at debate raged around a cen-
tral question: whether slaveholders should be allowed 
to take their human property into the newly seized 
territory.

Th e seemingly inevitable (even in some minds, 
apparently blessed-by-God) rise of the United States to 
world power had become intimately tied to the ques-
tion of whether this success story required the contin-
ual expansion of slavery as well. It was the slaveholders, 
aft er all, who exported an ever increasing amount of 
cotton and tobacco, which enriched the US economy. 
Congressional compromises in 1850 and 1854 tried to 
quiet the question by allowing the new states to decide 
on their own whether to be free or slave.

At fi rst glance, these compromises seemed to be the 
answer. Indeed, giving the people at the grass roots the 
power to make such fundamental decisions (that is, 
by exercising their democratic rights) seemed happily 
American. But in the 1850s an ever larger number of 
those Americans violently disagreed with such a grass-
roots, democratic solution. Living largely in the north-
east and Midwest, they believed it was evil to expand 
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slavery, regardless of how it might be justifi ed. North-
ern, non-slaveholding farmers especially thought it evil 
if they lost the chance to buy and exploit good western 
soil simply because slaveholders were protected by state 
law as they snapped up the land.

Th e slaveholders saw it quite diff erently. Correctly 
 fi guring that their multiplication table was not multi-
plying as rapidly as the North’s, southerners believed 
it was only a matter of time until they would be 
outnumbered— and thus outvoted in Congress when-
ever issues involving slavery arose. Th ey also needed 
new land to replace the soil which cotton and tobacco 
growing depleted. Southerners thus demanded the 
annexation of possible slave lands to the south, particu-
larly Cuba (where Spain had installed a vicious slave 
system for the sugar industry) and Central America.

At this point, Abraham Lincoln entered American 
history. By 1860 the 51-year-old Illinois politician was a 
leading fi gure in the new Republican Party. Th e Repub-
licans had been founded in 1854–5 to oppose the expan-
sion of slavery. Lincoln was direct in declaring he would 
not interfere in states where it already existed. Given 
their dependence on continued expansion into Latin 
America, however, southerners bitterly condemned his 
and the Republicans’ position of no more slave expan-
sion. When Lincoln won the presidency in 1860, the 
slaveholding states prepared to leave the Union. A last-
minute compromise tried to avert civil war. One part 
of the deal attempted to pull the southerners back in 
by guaranteeing federal protection for slavery south of 
the Kentucky–Missouri boundary lines. Lincoln rightly 
understood that this provision opened the way for seiz-
ing and extending American slavery into areas as far 

south as Cuba and other Caribbean nations. He rejected 
the compromise. And so the killing began.

Lincoln became the fi rst President to say no to the 
continued expansion of Washington’s and Jeff erson’s 
landed empire. Th roughout the 1830s to 1850s, Ameri-
cans liked to believe this expansion was part of what 
they termed manifest destiny: an expansion, that is, 
watched over by a God which blessed the spread of 
American democracy and capitalism. By 1864–early 
1865, however, aft er three years of terrible war, Lincoln 
was questioning why this God, claimed as the President 
noted by both North and South, would allow the nation 
to suff er such horrible bloodshed.

Aft er his assassination in April 1865, and as the 
war fi nally ended, few of his fellow Americans picked 
up Lincoln’s tortured, fundamental question: if the 
remarkable US expansionism of both territory and a 
democratic system was manifest destiny, why did it cli-
max in the Civil War?

 ❑ Driven by their quests for both more territory for their 

multiplying families and wealth and security for them-

selves, Americans set out after their War for Indepen-

dence to establish a continental empire.

 ❑  Jefferson called this an ‘empire for liberty’, but he 

carefully did not give democratic rights to the freshly 

acquired New Orleans region, and by the early nine-

teenth century the United States had become part of an 

empire containing human slavery.

 ❑ Lincoln determined to stop the territorial expansion of 

this slavery and thus helped bring about the Civil War.

KEY POINTS

From old empire to new empire, 1865–1913
Th e North’s victors had happier subjects to think about 
aft er 1865. When the southerners left  Washington in 
1861, the northerners who now controlled Congress 
quickly passed a series of laws which created a founda-
tion for the American industrial and fi nancial complex-
es that soon dominated world aff airs. Th e legislation 

included, for example, a much higher tariff  to protect 
northern producers against cheap European goods. 
Such a tariff  had long been opposed by southerners, 
whose plantation owners wanted access to the cheap-
est (that is, British) industrial products. Now protected 
by the ever rising tariff , northern steel makers such 
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as Andrew Carnegie joined the creators of other new 
industries, such as John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil 
Company, to build an industrial complex which became 
the world’s most productive by 1900. A new, overseas 
economic empire was being developed by Americans.

Landed expansion did continue. In 1867, Alaska was 
bought for $7.5 million from Russia. By 1875, trade 
deals were made with Hawaii, deals which led some 
twenty-three years later to the annexation of those 
islands. But this post-1865 landed expansion was radi-
cally diff erent from the pre-1860 expansionism. Th e 
earlier expansion was one of settlement across adjoin-
ing territory. When native Indian tribes occupied those 
lands, or at times tried to fi ght back against the white 
settlements, the Indians were killed or forced to live on 
reservations. Th e new, post-1865 expansion, however, 
was not the movement of settlers across the land, but of 
traders and fi nancers across the oceans. Americans had 
once viewed these oceans as great walls which helped 
protect them against foreign invasion. Th ey now viewed 
them as great highways on which they could ship ever 
larger amounts of their farm and industrial goods to 
foreign markets.

Americans continued to follow the advice of Wash-
ington and Jeff erson not to form any overseas political 
alliances. Th e resulting freedom of action allowed the 
United States to stay out of squabbles in Europe and 
Asia, while selling goods to all sides. It also led newly 
wealthy American families to marry their daughters and 
sons to European, especially British, aristocratic fami-
lies. Th e Europeans thus obtained American money, the 
Americans obtained European class. Th ese links even 
helped determine which side Americans would favour, 
and fi nance, in later wars.

Fuelled by the industrial revolution of the late nine-
teenth century, which produced the fi rst telephones, auto-
mobiles, aeroplanes, and steel complexes as well as the 
transatlantic marriages, US foreign policy’s focus moved 
from the North American continent to the markets of 
Europe, Latin America, and Asia. Th is was nothing less 
than a ‘new empire’, as one infl uential observer termed 
it at the time (Adams 1902). In this new empire, landed 
expansion aimed primarily not to fi nd new areas for 
Americans to settle. It instead intended to develop naval 
bases, an isthmian canal in Central America, and coaling 
stations to protect and accelerate US overseas trade.

In 1874, the United States also embarked on this new 
era when, for the fi rst time, it began consistently to sell 
more goods overseas than it bought. (Th is favourable 
balance of trade lasted more than seventy-fi ve years 
until the expenses of the Cold War created steady defi -
cit trade balances in the 1960s and aft er.) US interna-
tional commerce generated such great profi ts that New 
York City was becoming a world fi nancial centre. By 
1904–5, some of the city’s fi nanciers even helped deter-
mine the outcome of the Russian–Japanese War by pro-
viding vast sums of money to help Japan—and thus to 
oppose the Russians, who were both clashing with US 
economic interests in Asia and deeply angering many 
Americans by conducting bloody campaigns against 
Russian Jews.

Th e economic foundation for this new empire was 
thus laid in the 1860 to 1890s era. Th e new empire’s 
political structure strikingly appeared on this foun-
dation between the 1890s and 1913. In 1895, Cubans 
rebelled against their Spanish rulers. Some $50 mil-
lion of US investments in Cuba were endangered in the 
confl ict. In April 1898, President William McKinley, a 
Republican, decided he had to go to war against Spain. 
Especially important in his thinking was a fear that the 
Cuban revolutionaries were winning their rebellion 
against Spain and, if triumphant, might threaten US 
property while ignoring American interests.

McKinley thus moved in the War of 1898 to drive 
Spain out of Cuba and, as well, to ensure that the Cuban 
revolutionaries would not control their country. As Jef-
ferson had severe doubts about allowing democracy in 
New Orleans during 1803, so McKinley doubted that 
democracy was best for American interests in Cuba 
in 1898. In what Secretary of State John Hay called ‘a 
splendid little war’, US forces defeated Spain in less than 
three months. Cuba and Puerto Rico were taken from 
Spain, along with the Philippine Islands in the south-
west Pacifi c. Th e Philippines were a prize McKinley and 
Hay wanted because control of the Filipino ports for the 
US fl eet would suddenly make the United States a force 
in Asia and its vast markets. McKinley also annexed the 
Hawaiian Islands in 1898, thus setting up another link 
between Americans and Pacifi c markets. Cuba fi nally 
received what was termed independence, but Ameri-
cans controlled the country and took over a potentially 
superb naval base at Guantánamo.
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In 1899–1900 Hay issued two historic open door notes 
which defi ned the main principles for the new empire: 
China (then under attack by European and Japanese 
colonial powers) must remain whole, united, and under 
Chinese control, Hay proclaimed, so the entire country 
would be open to US trade and missionaries. His open 
door notes opposed colonialism and vigorously sup-
ported open foreign markets (in which the new Ameri-
can economic dominance could compete successfully 
against anyone). Th ese two principles dominated US 
foreign policy into the twenty-fi rst century.

In 1903, President Th eodore Roosevelt helped Pana-
manians revolt successfully against Colombia, then 
seized a 10-mile-wide area through Panama. He began 
building an isthmian canal, which opened in 1914. 
Given its economic power and great battleship fl eet 
(now one of the world’s four largest), the United States 
could even act as a New World policeman. Indeed, Roo-
sevelt actually announced in 1904–5 with his own cor-
ollary to the Monroe Doctrine that Americans would 
be the region’s cop on the beat. Th e irrepressible TR, 
moreover, won the Nobel Peace Prize for mediating in 

1905 a settlement between Russia and Japan aft er their 
war. Th e United States had become a major interna-
tional power.

 ❑ The reunifi cation of the country after the Civil War, and 

the industrial revolution which followed, turned the 

United States into the world’s leading economic power 

by the early twentieth century.

 ❑ McKinley, Hay, and Roosevelt used that power to build 

both a great battleship fl eet, which was the beginning 

of the modern US Navy that later dominated twenti-

eth-century waterways, and the Panama Canal, which 

linked two of those great oceans.

 ❑ The objectives of the new empire after 1865 were the 

taking of strategic naval bases in the Caribbean and Pa-

cifi c, while trying to ensure that such potentially great 

world markets as China, North Africa, and Latin Amer-

ica would not be colonized by Europeans or Japanese, 

but remain open to US goods.

KEY POINTS

Wilson’s empire of ideology—and the bitter 
reaction, 1913–33

In 1917 the United States fi nally dropped its long-held 
refusal to become involved in European aff airs. It joined 
the British and French in their war against Germany and 
Austro-Hungary. By this time, the world was not only 
gripped by war but by massive class revolution in such 
vital areas as Russia and China. President Woodrow 
Wilson tried to set out plans to deal with both the world 
war and the spreading revolutions. He and his allies won 
the confl ict. But they could not agree on peace terms or 
stop the revolutions. During the 1920s Americans tried 
to build the foundations for peace, especially through 
their economic power. In 1929 that power collapsed in 
an economic panic which dragged down much of the 
world and helped create the Japanese and German mili-
tarism that took the world into another, much greater, 
world war.

Th e fi rst great era of globalization (that is, the ever 
closer linking of the world’s peoples through economic 
ties and technology) developed between the 1860s and 
1914. Faster, oil-driven ships, then primitive aeroplanes, 
automobiles, and global telegraph lines shortened time 
and distance. By 1910, widely read authors predicted 
that because peoples were becoming so closely linked, 
major international wars were impossible.

In the summer of 1914 that confl ict nevertheless 
began. Th e First World War broke out because of mis-
understandings and miscalculations between the Allies 
(British, French, Russians, and Japanese) and the Cen-
tral Powers (led by Germany and Austro-Hungary). 
Both sides had believed that civilized nations, like 
themselves, would never allow the mass killing now 
possible with modern arms in a full-scale war, so they 
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felt safe in taking chances. Within months, thousands 
of lives were being snuff ed out in a single day on the 
blood-drenched fi elds of France and Russia. Great Brit-
ain, France, and Germany, three of the world’s wealthi-
est nations, suddenly had to mobilize such immense 
forces that, to their surprise, they were going bankrupt.

Th is brought the United States into the picture. Pres-
ident Woodrow Wilson (1913–21) had demanded at 
the war’s beginning that Americans remain neutral in 
thought and action. Meanwhile those Americans could 
profi t by selling food and war supplies to both sides. 
As bankruptcy threatened the belligerents, however, 
they begged Wilson for help. He initially resisted. Th e 
President rightly feared becoming too closely tied eco-
nomically to either side. But for three centuries Europe 
had been the most important market for Americans. 
As that market began to be unable to pay cash for US 
goods, and as economic depression threatened the 
United States, Wilson changed his mind. He allowed his 
nation’s bankers to off er both sides dollars and credits 
so they could continue to purchase American products. 
Th e Allies, helped by long-time British ties to New York 
and Boston banks, borrowed $2.5 billion between 1915 
and 1917. Th is was ten times the amount Germany and 
Austro-Hungary could obtain.

Wilson’s decision to loan vast amounts of money was 
legal, but it turned out not to be neutral. As ships car-
rying US goods headed for British and French ports, 
Germany’s submarines sank increasing numbers of 
those vessels and claimed hundreds of American lives. 
Wilson recognized the historic right of the British sur-
face fl eet, which controlled the oceans, to stop goods 
headed for the Central Powers. But no fi rm internation-
al law dealt with Germany’s new weapon, underwater 
U-boats, so the President insisted that the submarines’ 
attacks on US ships cease. Th e Germans complied until 
late 1916. In January 1917, however, they determined 
the American shipments to the Allies had to be stopped. 
Th e submarines again attacked US ships. In April 1917, 
the United States declared war on the Central Powers.

Americans now not only found themselves immersed 
in the bloodiest confl ict in human history, but in a world 
racked by revolution. Th e twentieth century was to be 
shaped by these revolutions. Americans grew to hate and 
oppose them. Th e fi rst major upheaval had occurred in 
Mexico aft er 1911. As that outbreak threatened US lives 

and interests (especially oil holdings), Wilson several 
times sent in troops. Instead of taming the revolution, 
however, the President’s military intervention helped 
make Mexicans both more radical and more anti-Unit-
ed States. At the same time, the great Chinese Revolu-
tion erupted. Preoccupied with Mexico, Europe, and 
the Caribbean, where outbreaks also threatened, Wilson 
could do relatively little in China.

When, however, the Russian Revolution of February– 
March 1917 exploded, the world changed for everyone, 
including Americans. Devastated and impoverished by 
fi ghting against Germany, the Russians overthrew their 
tsarist rulers, then rapidly moved to the left  until in 
November 1917 a communist regime led by Vladimir 
Lenin seized power. Th e Soviet leader moved to place 
private property under state control and to close reli-
gious sanctuaries—two acts which shocked the West. 
Lenin further stunned the Allies by pulling bankrupt 
Russia out of the fight against Germany. The new 
leader in Moscow also angered Wilson by threaten-
ing to spread communism throughout Europe. It was 
not an empty threat. Th e Austro-Hungarian Empire 
was fragmenting. Peoples in Africa and Asia ruled by 
British and French colonial offi  cers began to demand 
independence. Th e entire globe seemed to be fl ying 
apart in 1917–18 and offering communism golden 
opportunities.

Wilson moved to control the revolutionary outbreak 
by demanding that the new nations be governed by 
American-style democracy, not by Leninist-style com-
munism. In doing so, the President set in motion the US 
challenge to Russian communism—a challenge which 
characterized American–Russian relations for nearly 
the whole of the twentieth century. He was determined, 
as he said, ‘to make the world safe for democracy’. Wil-
son vowed to end, ‘once and forever’, the centuries-long 
‘old order’ of international aff airs which had tried to 
maintain peace by what ‘we used to call the “balance of 
power”—a thing in which the balance was determined 
by the sword’ (Gardner 1984: 2).

Peaceful voting, the American way, was to replace 
bloody swords as the method for making changes. 
Europeans, including the British and French with 
whom Wilson fought, had little use for his version of 
democracy. Th ey pointedly noted that in destroying or 
isolating the Indian tribes and Mexicans who had once 
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populated large parts of North America, US offi  cials 
had waged war—not conducted elections to see how the 
Indians and Mexicans might vote. Nor had the North 
decided the results of the Civil War by holding demo-
cratic voting.

Th e British and French knew, moreover, that elec-
tions in Africa and Asia would quickly end their own 
colonial empires. On this question, Wilson seemed at 
times to agree with his allies. A Virginia-born racist 
who as President presided over the segregation of Afri-
can Americans in Washington, DC, Wilson doubted 
that many Asians and Africans, or some Latin Ameri-
cans, could be trusted with democracy. Th e President 
even successfully opposed a Japanese eff ort to write a 
clause in the post-war peace agreements which would 
support racial equality.

Wilson, it became apparent, had never thought 
through these dangerously complex problems in regard 
to democracy. He and his associates in London and Paris 
won the First World War, but they divided and lost the 
peace. Th ey could not fi gure out how to deal with (that 
is, remove) Lenin. In 1918, Wilson had actually joined 
with the British and French in sending military forces 
into Russia to try to weaken the communist regime. Th e 
intervention backfi red as Russians supported Lenin’s 
government against the foreign invasion.

Th e President’s dreams of democracy also turned to 
nightmares at home. As the leader of the Democratic 
Party he made pivotal mistakes in 1918 which helped 
lead to a Republican victory in that year’s congressional 
elections. Republican leaders had grave doubts about 
Wilson’s peace plans, above all his famous proposal 
to create an international organization, the League of 
Nations, to maintain the post-war peace. Th e President, 
of course, saw the United States, under his leadership, 
as shaping and leading the new League. For nearly 120 
years, however, Americans had steadfastly followed 
the advice of Washington and Jeff erson to stay clear of 
international alliances. As they prepared to debate the 
post-war treaty and the League in 1919, Republican 
leaders in the US Senate decided to oppose Wilson’s 
plans. Th e President fought back by beginning a gruel-
ling speaking trip across the country. In Colorado, he 
was stricken by a massive stroke which made it nearly 
impossible for him to speak. Th e post-war debate was 
over. Th e United States would not join the League of 

Nations. Wilson’s vague, oft en contradictory, plans for 
making the world safe for democracy disappeared—at 
least for a while.

Americans instead set out on their own to help eco-
nomically reconstruct the war-torn world. In this way 
they could both make some money and help insure 
those areas against the seductive promises of commu-
nism. Th eir booming industrial, banking, and farm 
complexes made impossible any isolation from world 
markets.

When a military spending race to build battleships 
threatened to break out after the war, US officials 
called a conference in Washington for 1921–2. With 
imagination and bravado, Secretary of State Charles 
Evans Hughes worked out a Five-Power Treaty with 
the British, French, Italians, and Japanese (the Rus-
sians of course were not invited), which sharply lim-
ited naval spending and even forced the signatories 
to destroy some of their ships. Hughes also seized the 
opportunity to work out a Nine-Power Treaty. This 
pact set out a peaceful approach to handling revolu-
tionary China, including an agreed-upon open door 
approach to the vast Chinese markets. Th e 1921–2 
Washington Conference was the greatest American 
diplomatic success in the era between the two world 
wars.

US offi  cials also enjoyed success in helping rebuild 
Europe. In 1923 the German economy had begun 
to spin out of control. Th e war had devastated it, and 
the Paris Peace Conference in 1919 had then forced 
Germany to pay billions of dollars in penalties for the 
war’s destruction of property. France tried to grasp the 
opportunity by seizing territory long disputed between 
itself and the Germans. A crisis loomed, not least for 
US bankers and exporters. Th ey long had understood 
that Germany was the most powerful industrial nation 
on the continent. If Germans were not economically 
healthy then all of Europe could sink into depression. 
Th e United States consequently quickly convened a con-
ference in 1924 to deal with the crisis. Led by US Vice-
President Charles Dawes, a former Chicago banker, the 
conference worked out a solution. Th e so-called Dawes 
Plan proposed massive private loans from US banks to 
rebuild the German economy. France retreated from its 
land grab. Europe seemed fi nally to be at peace and safe 
from communist infections.
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But appearances were deceiving. The economic 
centre of Europe, Germany, and the most powerful 
nation in Asia, Japan, heavily depended on US banks 
for needed capital. By 1928 and early 1929, how-
ever, the American economy began to stumble. Th e 
immediate cause was the New York Stock Exchange. 
Its stock prices had ridden the booming economy 
upward until in 1929 over-speculation and corrupt 
investment practices set in motion a sharp down-
ward spiral of those prices. Capital began to disap-
pear. Between October 1929 and mid-1931, the New 
York Exchange’s stocks suff ered the single greatest 
loss in history to that time. Some suddenly bankrupt 
investors chose to commit suicide. As the economy 
continued to sink in 1932–3, unemployment doubled 
during those years to an unheard-of number of 25 
million. Little help came from most states or the fed-
eral government.

Th e two most important regional powers, Germany 
in Europe and Japan in Asia, had been supported (as 
in the 1924 Dawes Plan, noted above) by the dollar. 
When that currency began to weaken aft er 1929, so 
did German and Japanese ties to the United States. Th e 
civilian-based governments in Germany and Japan dec-
lined along with their economies. A militarily dominat-
ed regime emerged in Japan and then, in 1933, Adolf 
Hitler’s Nazi Party seized power in Germany.

Th e meaning of all this for US foreign policy was 
immediate—and catastrophic. Th e United States was 
unable either to help Tokyo or stop its military plans. 
Th e Japanese invaded Manchuria in September 1931. 

US President Herbert Hoover (1929–33) refused to try 
to stop Japan. He was frightened of anything that might 
threaten the long US–Japanese friendship. He also pre-
ferred that if someone were going to exploit weakened, 
revolution-racked China, it would be Japan and not the 
neighbouring Soviet Union.

Moments occur in US history when events, usually 
catastrophic events such as the Civil War, the 1929–33 
crash, or the 2001 attacks on New York City and Wash-
ington, should force Americans to rethink a world they 
thought they knew well. Such rethinking is incredibly 
diffi  cult, especially if the years before the catastrophic 
events were marked by American successes, and in 
every instance (before the Civil War, the 1929–33 crash, 
or the 2001 attacks) that had indeed been the case. In 
1861 Abraham Lincoln provided the rethinking by 
stopping centuries-long American expansion in order 
to kill the institution of slavery.

Aft er the 1929 crash, no Lincoln appeared. President 
Herbert Hoover had considerable international expe-
rience, both as a successful engineer in Asian mining 
ventures and as a close adviser of Woodrow Wilson’s 
between 1917 and 1920. But he was unable to deal with 
the failures of the nation’s economic system. He largely 
stood immobile as prices collapsed and unemployment 
soared. Nor could Hoover fundamentally reconsider 
the foreign policies of the 1920s, which had rested on 
US economic power and cooperation with Japan and 
Germany. And so, along with the British and French, he 
did little as Japan invaded Manchuria and China and as 
Germany slid downwards into Nazism.

 ❑ The globe was shaken after 1911 not only by the First 

World War (1914–18), but by revolutions which struck, 

among others, Mexico, China, and Russia.

 ❑ The United States was swept into the First World War by 

its historic ties to the British and French, and by President 

Wilson’s hope that he could help create a world safe for 

democracy, not revolution.

 ❑ Wilson and other victors failed to create this world at the 

Paris Peace Conference (1919), and Americans refused to 

join the League of Nations.

 ❑ Americans thus retained their freedom of action, but 

because of economic and security interests, they had to 

take the lead with the Washington Conference (1921–2) 

to limit military spending, and with the Dawes Plan (1924) 

to rebuild Germany.

 ❑ The American economic system, however, sank into 

depression between 1929 and 1933 to help trigger a 

global depression that created conditions for the emer-

gence of a militarist regime in Japan and the Nazis in 

Germany.

KEY POINTS
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In 1933, Hoover was replaced in the White House by 
New York Governor Franklin D. Roosevelt (1933–45). 
Th e new President spent his fi rst six years in offi  ce try-
ing to end the economic depression at home. Condi-
tions seemed slowly to improve, but for some months 
in 1938 the nation suddenly suff ered one of the steepest 
economic downturns in its history. Within a year, how-
ever, Roosevelt’s greatest concern was not the economy 
but the outbreak of the Second World War in Europe. 
Indeed, new military spending aft er 1939 fi nally lift ed 
the nation out of the depression. In late 1941, the Unit-
ed States entered the confl ict. Th e President spent the 
next four years not only winning the war, but trying, 
with much less success, to work out a post-war peace 
with the other two victors, Great Britain and the Soviet 
Union.

Roosevelt, much like Hoover, was an international-
ist, an Assistant Secretary of the Navy under Woodrow 
Wilson, and a young vice-presidential nominee for 
the Democrats in the 1920 election who had strongly 
favoured joining the League of Nations. In dealing 
with the 1930s economic crisis, however, FDR moved 
away from internationalism. His domestic, so-called 
New Deal, programmes tried to clean up and regulate 
the stock markets and banking system, while provid-
ing direct, immediate federal governmental help to 
out-of-work Americans. By 1936, the nation’s economy 
had slightly improved, employment rose, and Roosevelt 
won a second term.

But he had accomplished this improvement at home 
with little rethinking of American foreign policy. Roo-
sevelt believed he could best raise prices in the United 
States only through internal manipulation, not diffi  cult 
international negotiations with trading partners. Th e 
President’s isolationist (that is, having maximum free-
dom of action, free of overseas political and also many 
economic commitments) foreign policies were driven 
in part by his desire to have an unrestrained hand to 
revive, quickly, his nation’s economy. His policies were 
also shaped by an isolationist Congress which wanted 
to concentrate on the domestic crises, not foreign 
developments. Th e desire of Americans to stay free of 

overseas commitments intensifi ed as Hitler’s Germany 
began a series of military aggressions which seized 
Austria and parts of Czechoslovakia in 1937–8, and as 
Japanese militarists renewed their invasion of China in 
1937.

In 1938, the British and French weakly went along 
in an international conference at Munich to allow Hit-
ler to seize parts of Czechoslovakia which contained 
large German populations. Roosevelt agreed with this 
policy of appeasement (allowing an aggressor—Hitler, 
in this case—to take territory in the hope it would sat-
isfy the aggressor and bring about long-term peace). 
Hitler, however, absorbed the slice of territory granted 
by the British and French, then, to the shock of Ameri-
cans and the rest of the world, also seized the remain-
der of defenceless Czechoslovakia. Appeasement and 
‘Munich’ became dirty words in US and international 
politics, then and aft er 1945 (Record 2006: 8).

By the summer of 1939, Hitler was prepared to attack 
other parts of Europe. But he fi rst wanted to neutral-
ize his most important military opponent, the Soviet 
Union headed by dictator Josef Stalin. Th roughout the 
1933 to 1935 era, Stalin, deeply frightened of Hitler, had 
asked Roosevelt, along with British and French lead-
ers, to cooperate in stopping the German aggression. 
Th e Westerners were not prepared to do so. Th ey also 
doubted whether it was possible to work with a com-
munist such as Stalin. In August 1939 the Soviet dictator 
stunned the West by making a deal with Hitler to stand 
aside while Germany attacked Poland. Th e Soviets and 
Germans then divided Poland between themselves. 
On the fi rst day of September 1939, the Second World 
War began with that German invasion. Th e British and 
French declared war against Hitler, but the Americans 
remained neutral in the hope that they could somehow 
avoid the spreading fl ames.

By mid-1940 France and most of continental Europe 
had fallen under Nazi control. President Roosevelt, 
however, made only measured responses. London 
and other major British cities were being struck every 
night by Nazi planes in the so-called Battle of Britain, 
while a German invasion seemed imminent. Th e new 

The road from economic depression 
to the Cold War, 1933–45
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British leader, Winston Churchill, begged Roosevelt 
for help. Th e President responded with large amounts 
of economic assistance. Equally important, he secretly 
ordered US warships to track and if necessary sink any 
German submarines which threatened to interrupt the 
growing US trade with Great Britain.

But the greatest help for the British came, in a stun-
ning surprise, from the Soviet Union. Hitler was grow-
ing tired of dividing up parts of Europe with Stalin and 
hoped to obtain badly needed petroleum by seizing 
Soviet oil fi elds. In June 1941 the Nazi leader launched 
the largest military operation in history with his inva-
sion of the Soviet Union. His armies soon approached 
the Russian capital, Moscow, and the Soviet oil fi elds. 
Despite encountering considerable opposition, especial-
ly in Congress, Roosevelt quickly began sending large 
amounts of war matériel to Russia. FDR and Churchill 
agreed that the Soviet dictator was not the person they 
would most like to work with, but Stalin was certainly 
to be favoured over Hitler. By autumn 1941, several 
encounters between American ships and Nazi subma-
rines indicated it was only a matter of time before the 
United States would go to war, much as it had in 1917.

Instead, war surprisingly struck Americans from 
the opposite direction. Th roughout 1940, Japan had 
moved into China and South-East Asia in a quest for 
regional domination and, especially, badly needed oil 
fi elds. By mid-1941, as the Japanese seized control of 
French Indochina, US offi  cials responded by shutting 
off  American petroleum shipments to Japan. In a series 
of talks, no settlement could be reached between Japan 
and the United States in regard to the oil or—more 
importantly—China. Roosevelt refused to recognize 
Japanese domination of parts of China. Such recogni-
tion would have surrendered the historic US open door 
policy in that country.

Japan’s military-dominated government secretly 
decided to launch a surprise attack on the American 
naval base in Hawaii, Pearl Harbor. Japanese offi  cials 
hoped to destroy enough of the US Pacifi c fl eet so Roo-
sevelt, also faced with possible war in Europe, would 
be willing to meet most of Tokyo’s demands in Asia. 
Japanese planes devastated Pearl Harbor on Sunday 7 
December 1941. Th e attack stunned Americans, but 
instead of considering a settlement, as the Japanese 
hoped, Congress, at Roosevelt’s request, declared war 

against Japan. On 11 December, Japan’s sometime part-
ner, Hitler, declared war against the United States.

Th e early months of American involvement in the 
Second World War were among the darkest in the 
nation’s history. Japan seized a number of US bases 
in the Pacifi c, including the strategic Philippines, and 
threatened to invade Australia. US naval victories, espe-
cially in mid-1942 at the Midway Islands, fi nally began 
to turn the tide of battle. In Europe, Hitler’s off ensive 
continued until mid-1943 when Stalin’s armies were 
able to stop the Nazi advance. Fighting the Second 
World War, the Soviets paid a horrible price of at least 
25 to 30 million dead. Th roughout 1942–3, Stalin des-
perately asked Roosevelt and Stalin to help by opening 
a second military front in France, and thus force Hitler 
to shift  troops away from Russia.

Th e US and British leaders refused to open that sec-
ond front until June 1944. Th eir refusal came in part 
from FDR’s belief that Anglo-American armies were 
not prepared for such an invasion of France, and in part 
from Churchill’s determination to fi ght fi rst in the Med-
iterranean, where the British Empire had major inter-
ests. Th us US and British forces invaded not France, 
but German-controlled North Africa in 1942 and then 
Italy. Stalin grew suspicious that his allies were hoping 
his armies would exhaust themselves fi ghting Hitler 
and thus not be in a position to threaten US and British 
plans aft er the war.

Th e United States was beyond question becom-
ing the world’s greatest power. British, Russian, Japa-
nese, and western European industries and cities were 
largely reduced to smoking ashes between 1941 and 
1945. But untouched US industrial production shot up 
by 90 per cent. Americans came to understand what 
this meant: they no longer needed to fear becoming 
politically involved with the world because now, they 
believed, they fi nally held the raw power to control 
and run that world. For example, in 1942, when Roo-
sevelt announced a new United Nations organization 
which was to replace the failed League of Nations, most 
Americans immediately accepted the UN because they 
believed they (unlike Wilson with the League in 1919) 
would be able to control it. (And they did—until the 
1960s and 1970s when membership in the UN of many 
new African and Asian nations threatened US control. 
Th en Americans cooled considerably toward the UN.)
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A consensus emerged among US leaders during the 
confl ict that they would hold post-war power. But for 
what purpose? What kind of world should Americans 
try to construct? Here Roosevelt and Truman encoun-
tered the haunting problem which, fi nally, doomed 
Americans’ post-war hopes and swept the nation into a 
forty-fi ve-year Cold War—and beyond.

On the one hand, they were determined to construct 
an open, integrated post-war world in which trade could 
move freely. War-torn nations were to be rebuilt rapidly. 
Th ere was to be no more high-tariff  and other forms 
of economic warfare which had destroyed international 
relations in the 1930s and climaxed in the Second World 
War. Roosevelt fi rst moved against his own ally, Great 
Britain. Th e British had tried to preserve their empire 
by setting up trade walls around it during the 1930s. In 
return for providing all-important US military help in 
1941, Roosevelt asked Churchill to promise that aft er 
the war the British would remove those walls (and allow 
Americans, for example, to trade freely with such parts 
of the British Empire as India, Canada, and South Afri-
ca). Th e British leader complained bitterly, and tried to 
add reservations, but he had no choice except to give in 
to the Americans if he expected US help.

Washington offi  cials followed this up in 1944 by 
establishing the economic side of the new United 
Nations: the World Bank and International Monetary 
Fund (IMF). Th e World Bank was to provide interna-
tional cooperation in investment to rebuild the post-
war world. Th e IMF was to create international fi nancial 
cooperation so the deadly economic wars between 
nations which had marked the 1930s could not be 
repeated. Because Americans controlled half the world’s 
wealth in 1945, there was no doubt who would provide 
the fi nancial resources for these two institutions—and 
thus control the institutions themselves.

Ominously, the Soviet Union refused to join the 
World Bank or the IMF in 1945–6. Stalin refused to 
allow any international organization controlled by the 
United States to examine Soviet records or try to shape 
the Russian economy. Th e dictator’s refusal to cooper-
ate with the US policy of an open economic world was 
also linked to the failure of the Russians and Americans 
to agree on how the post-war world should be rebuilt 
politically. Th rough three wartime summit confer-
ences (at Tehran, Iran, in 1943, the Soviet city of Yalta 

in February 1945, then Potsdam, Germany, in July 
1945), the US, British, and Soviet leaders failed to reach 
agreement on the crucial European question: how to 
rebuild a defeated Germany. Roosevelt at fi rst was will-
ing to make the Germans pay by stripping them of all 
industry (a position Stalin happily agreed with). But 
FDR then changed his mind when he realized Europe 
could never be quickly rebuilt and kept open unless 
its long-time economic power centre, Germany, was 
rebuilt fi rst. Stalin’s armies fi nally took the decision out 
of Roosevelt’s hands by reaching the German capital of 
Berlin ahead of US and British forces, and then holding 
on to eastern Germany. While the leaders debated, the 
Soviets stripped eastern Germany of all the resources 
they could ship back to Russia. Germany would remain 
divided for the next forty-fi ve years.

Th e German and other central post-war issues had 
not yet been fully decided on 12 April 1945, when Roo-
sevelt suddenly died of a massive stroke. FDR, howev-
er, had worked hard to stay on good terms with Stalin 
(recall his sending of massive US aid to the Soviets in 
mid-1941 even before the Americans entered the war), 
although the relationship was in decline during the 
months before Roosevelt’s death. His successor, Vice-
President Harry S. Truman, was a parochial Missouri 
politician who knew little about foreign policy, nor did 
FDR ever try to help him understand the deteriorating 
relationship with the Russians in early 1945.

Understandably highly insecure personally, as well 
as unprepared, Truman quickly tried to show he was 
tough by demanding that the Soviets back down from 
their control of Poland and hold open elections in that 
country. Th e new President privately bragged that he 
had given the Russians ‘the straight one-two to the jaw’ 
(Sherwin 1975: 72; Stimson and Bundy 1949: 609). Sta-
lin responded with a one-two of his own, which turned 
out to be more eff ective. He pointed out that he did 
not protest US and British policies in countries close 
to those two nations’ interests (such as Italy, Belgium, 
France, and Mexico)—so Americans should under-
stand that the Soviets had comparable interests in east-
ern Europe, through which, aft er all, the Germans had 
twice invaded Russia in just twenty-seven years. Stalin 
determined there would not be a third invasion.

Truman attended his fi rst summit with Churchill and 
Stalin at Potsdam in July 1945. Th e President believed 
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he had a secret weapon which would help him pressure 
Stalin to cooperate on American terms. Th at weapon, 
the atomic bomb, was fi rst tested while Truman was in 
Potsdam. He told Stalin about the successful test. Th e 
Soviet leader seemed unimpressed. (He had learned 
a good deal about the bomb’s development from Rus-
sian spies.) Despite the President’s pressure, the Soviets 
refused to back down on Germany or eastern Europe.

Stalin did renew his earlier pledge to Roosevelt 
that the Russians would enter the war against Japan 
about 8 August. Truman, however, was by now little 
interested in having the Soviets involved in Japan. Th e 
United States dropped the fi rst atomic bomb on Hiro-
shima on 6 August 1945, instantly killing more than 
80,000 Japanese. On 8 August, the Soviets declared 
war on Japan. Th e next day the President dropped 
the second bomb on Nagasaki which quickly killed 
more than 65,000 people. Within a week, Japan sur-
rendered. Truman believed he had avoided the ter-
rible bloodshed which would have resulted from an 
invasion of the Japanese home islands. Th e President 
rushed occupation teams into Japan so he would not 
have to share fi nal control of the occupation with 
either the British or Soviets.

Th e struggle against Hitler and the Japanese milita-
rists had ended in triumph. But a new war had erupted 

between the United States and Great Britain, on the one 
hand, and the Soviets on the other. Th e confl ict was over 
the question of whether the world was to be open to 
trade, investment, and cultural infl uences (which the 
virtually untouched American society, enriched by the 
war, could command), or whether strategic areas of the 
globe, particularly central and eastern Europe, which 
had recently given birth to two world wars, were to be 
controlled and closed off  by victorious Soviet armies. 
Th e Cold War had begun.

 ❑ During the 1930s the United States could neither solve 

its own economic depression nor cooperate with those 

nations concerned about the rise of Hitler in Germany 

or militarism in Japan.

 ❑ When the United States entered the war after being 

attacked by Japan in 1941, US offi cials began exten-

sive planning for an open post-war world free of both 

British colonialism and Soviet occupation.

 ❑ Neither Roosevelt nor Truman, however, could fi nd the 

means to force Stalin to retreat from eastern Germany 

and eastern Europe—two areas the Soviets believed 

were fundamental for assuring their own security.

KEY POINTS

Conclusion
In the early 1830s (that is, as Americans were convinced 
they were manifestly destined to build a North Ameri-
can continental empire), a shrewd French visitor, Alexis 
de Tocqueville, wrote a two-volume work, Democracy 
in America. It is perhaps the best analysis ever made of 
the nation’s society—and its destiny. Tocqueville pre-
dicted that although both peoples were only beginning 
to be players on the international stage, Americans and 
Russians were each ‘marked out by the will of heaven to 
sway the destinies of half the globe’ (Tocqueville 1948: i. 
434). In the 1940s, Tocqueville’s prediction of 110 years 
before seemed to be coming true.

Americans had seldom doubted their own destiny. 
Th ey began with thirteen colonies on the western rim 
of the Atlantic Ocean, then, less than eighty years aft er 

achieving independence, spread their system, which 
their leaders called an ‘empire’, from the Atlantic to the 
Pacifi c. Th e landed expansion was in part based on, and 
profi ted from, the institution of human slavery. In 1861, 
Lincoln stopped any further landed expansion which 
might benefi t those who owned slaves. Th e result was 
the war which took more American lives than any other 
in the nation’s history.

When the Civil War ended with the North’s victory, a 
forcefully reunited nation proved so eff ective in exploit-
ing and developing the continent that a new empire had 
to be developed aft er 1865. It was an empire of global 
markets, protected by naval bases in such places as 
Panama and the Philippine Islands, which could absorb 
the extraordinary production spewing out of American 
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farms and factories. By 1900, the United States had 
become by many measurements the world’s number 
one producer. Its interests swept it into two world wars. 
Faced in 1917–20 with a dangerously revolutionary 
world, Woodrow Wilson tried to organize that world 
by replacing radical revolution with his determination 
to ‘make the world safe for democracy’. He failed, as did 
later American leaders who falsely assumed that politi-
cal institutions arising out of centuries of American and 
British history could easily be translated into similar 
institutions in, say, Asia, the Middle East, and Africa, 
whose history and traditions were vastly diff erent.

Indeed, the American system itself broke down in 
1928–9 and helped trigger a global depression which in 
turn gave birth to military regimes in Japan and Germa-
ny. By 1941, Franklin D. Roosevelt was concerned not 
with expanding democracy but stopping Japanese and 
German expansion. Th e United States fi nally won the 
Second World War, but only with the help of the British 
and, especially, Soviets. Of the 13 million Germans who 
perished in the war, Stalin’s armies killed more than 10 
million, although at the cost of probably three times 

that number of Russian lives. Th e Soviet dictator deter-
mined to hold eastern Europe and part of Germany as a 
security area for the Soviet Union.

US offi  cials could not accept such results of the war. 
Th ey believed the world had to be open and developed 
economically along capitalist lines (thus the creation 
of the World Bank and International Monetary Fund 
in 1944–5), while the globe was also being opened, 
decolonized, and slowly integrated politically (thus the 
creation of the United Nations between 1942 and 1945). 
When he issued his prophecy in the 1830s, Tocqueville 
had noted that although they were each destined to cre-
ate an empire dominating half the globe, nevertheless 
the Russian and American ‘starting point is diff erent 
and their courses not the same’ (Tocqueville 1948: i. 
433–4). Th e Frenchman was correct. Th e Americans’ 
view of why they had become the world’s greatest power 
in 1945, and why they now had to fi ght that Cold War, 
can only be understood by understanding how they 
developed their continental empire and then their new 
empire over the previous 170 years. Th ey were, and con-
tinue to be, the products of their own, long history.

Questions

 1. What were the major characteristics of the fi rst American ‘empire’?

 2. When and why did the fi rst American ‘empire’ transform into a ‘new empire’?

 3.  Jefferson is famous as a father of American democracy, so why did he deny democracy to the New Orleans 

region after he bought Louisiana in 1803?

 4.  Why did American expansion across the continent, which was supposedly blessed by ‘manifest destiny’, lead to 

the outbreak of the Civil War?

 5. Why do the War of 1898 and its immediate results exemplify a new era, a ‘new empire’, in American history?

 6.  In 1918, much of the world (outside the Soviet Union) saw Woodrow Wilson as its greatest hope. Why, then, 

did Wilson fail to ‘make the world safe for democracy’ between 1918 and 1920?

 7.  Why was the US stock market crash of 1929 such a blow to the American foreign policies which had been 

forged, with considerable success, between 1921 and 1929?

 8.  With the world facing increased danger during the 1930s from Japanese and German military aggression, why did 

President Franklin D. Roosevelt follow isolationist foreign policies which offered little resistance to that aggression?

 9.  What were the major differences between the Soviet Union and the United States which developed when they 

were allies between 1941 and 1945 and led them into the post-1945 Cold War?

 10. Why did the United States follow an ‘open door’ policy throughout much of its post-1890s foreign relations 

and, notably, in its planning during the Second World War for the post-war peace?

 11. Given their history to 1945 of trying to expand democracy, should Americans make the expansion of 

democratic institutions throughout the world a central principle of their diplomacy?
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Introduction
Th is chapter seeks to provide a theoretically informed 
overview of American foreign policy during the Cold 
War. It will cover the main historical developments in 
US policy: from the breakdown of the wartime alliance 
with the USSR and the emergence of the US–Soviet 
diplomatic hostility and geopolitical confrontation 
through to the spread of the Cold War beyond Europe 
and US military interventions in the third world, and 
the US role in the ending of the Cold War. Th e chap-
ter will discuss these historical developments through 
drawing on diff erent theoretical explanations of US for-
eign policy; those that focus on the role of geopolitical, 
ideational, and/or socio-economic factors. It aims to 
highlight the duel concerns of US foreign policy—one 

based on the geopolitical–ideological threat from the 
USSR and wider communist world, and the other based 
on the US role in the international capitalist economy 
and the evolving and sometimes contradictory rela-
tionship between these two areas and how they were 
resolved by US policy makers.

Th e discussion of American foreign policy during 
the Cold War has been dominated by three sets of ana-
lytical questions: (1) the role of the US in emergence 
of the Cold War; (2) what factors best account for US 
foreign policy during the Cold War; and (3) the role 
of US policy in the collapse of Soviet communism and 
the end of the Cold War. Within the scholarly litera-
ture on US foreign policy two theoretical responses 
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have tended to dominate the discussion of these ques-
tions. Th e fi rst has emphasized the role of material or 
geopolitical factors in accounting for American for-
eign policy. Simply put, US policy was concerned with 
addressing the geopolitical and military threat to its 
security from the Soviet Union. Th e second response, 
whilst recognizing the signifi cance of the geopoliti-
cal challenge to American security and international 
interests, has focused much more on the ideological 
characteristics of US foreign policy; meaning that it 
was the communist ideological character of the USSR 
that was as much of a concern to US policy makers as 
the geopolitical threat, and, further, the fact that the 
domestic liberal-democratic characteristics of the US 
also informed the ends and implementation of foreign 
policy.

Th is ‘mainstream’ debate on American foreign policy 
during the Cold War has done much to illuminate our 
understanding of both the Cold War and the character 
of American foreign policy. However, it rests on a con-
testable assumption as to what the Cold War was about, 
namely the post-war bipolar US–Soviet relationship. 
Th is—what could be considered as the—conventional 
account of the Cold War and US foreign policy within it 
has tended to overlook the socio-economic dimensions 
of US foreign relations. Th is refers to the place of eco-
nomic actors and processes in American foreign policy, 
as well as the wider concerns—extending beyond the 

Soviet threat—to include other (communist states) and 
radical and revolutionary movements that confronted 
the US aft er 1945, and which came to inform the deci-
sions and policies of the US foreign policy bureaucracy 
during the Cold War. Further, the conventional account 
has not suffi  ciently addressed the relationship between 
the US and its Cold War allies—in western Europe in 
particular—and how these relations contributed to the 
overall dynamic of the Cold War.

What I intend to do in this chapter is to provide a 
theoretically informed overview of American foreign 
policy during the Cold War covering the main histori-
cal developments within the evolution of the Cold War. 
As well as addressing the arguments within the main-
stream debate on US foreign policy in the Cold War, 
I will also engage with a wider academic literature, 
particularly those scholars who draw on an analytical 
framework informed by a Marxist understanding of 
international relations, to provide a historically richer 
and more theoretically informed survey of American 
foreign policy during the Cold War.

Th e rest of the chapter is organized in the following 
way: fi rst, I will provide a brief overview of the main 
theoretical frameworks accounting for American for-
eign policy during the Cold War; secondly, I will move 
onto a survey of the history of US foreign policy in the 
Cold War, weighing up the explanations off ered by each 
theoretical framework.

The Cold War and theorizing American foreign policy

Realism
Th ere are two strands to realist explanations of Amer-
ican foreign policy during the Cold War. On the one 
hand there are those ‘Cold War realists’ (Kennan 1984; 
Kissinger 1961, 1994; Lippman 1947; Morgenthau 
1951) who sought to account for the emergence of the 
Cold War and, later, became public critics of US for-
eign policy during the Cold War and, on the other hand, 
there are international relations theorists (Mearsheimer 
2001; Waltz 1979), who have addressed the bipolar rela-
tionship and the US role within it. What links these two 
sets of scholars is their common concern with what they 

regard as the shift ing geopolitical contest between the 
US and the USSR for ascendancy over post-war Europe 
and other strategically important areas (the Middle 
East and east Asia) aft er the war, and the way in which 
concerns centred on geopolitical and military power—
security—guided US foreign policy. Th ese scholars, 
then, have—in diff erent ways—questioned the ideo-
logical motivations (of anti-communism and/or the 
upholding and expansion of liberal-democratic values) 
on US policy.

Where they differ is in their respective emphasis 
on US policy in the Cold War. Thus, Mearsheimer 
and Waltz emphasize the stability of the Cold War 
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encapsulated in Gaddis’s (1987) term, the ‘long peace’, 
highlighting how US power countered or balanced 
Soviet power after 1945 and through the mutual 
deterrence of nuclear weapons reduced the likeli-
hood of geopolitical competition triggering war. In 
this sense the Cold War was relatively stable because 
US policy was driven by geopolitical concerns.

Th is view contrasts with the public criticisms of 
US foreign policy voiced by Cold War realists, who 
regarded US foreign policy as too dependent on a mili-
tarized form of containment (Kennan 1984) and too 
infl uenced by an ideological commitment to spread-
ing liberal democratic (Wilsonian) values in its foreign 
policy (Morgenthau 1951). Th e consequence of these 
failings according to these critics—of not being real-
ist enough—was that the US became involved in areas 
of the world, such as Vietnam, where it had few if any 
strategic interest in becoming embroiled in costly wars 
that did not best serve the national security interests 
of the US. Consequently, whilst the Cold War realists 
agreed with the orthodox view on the origins of the 
Cold War—that the US had no choice but to react to 
aggressive moves by the USSR in east-central Europe 
aft er 1945 with the doctrine of containment—they 
disagreed with the orthodox claim that Soviet policy 
was driven by communist–ideological expansion (Feis 
1970) rather than traditional Russian great power 
manoeuvring. Th e Soviet threat and the key concern of 
US policy, then, was the Red Army’s military presence in 
east-central Europe (and the wider expansion of Soviet 
geopolitical power throughout the Cold War) rather 
than the declared revolutionary aims of Moscow as the 
centre of the international communist movement.

Ideational approaches
In opposition to realist arguments ideational explana-
tions of American foreign policy during the Cold War 
(Crockatt 1995; Lebow 1994; Schlesinger, Jr. 1967) dwell 
on the way in which US foreign policy decision making 
was to a signifi cant extent conditioned by the prevail-
ing political values and ideological frameworks located 
within American domestic politics. According to these 
scholars, the liberal democratic characteristics of the 
American polity and the way in which American pol-
icy makers viewed themselves—what it meant to be an 

American and what American values were— infl uenced 
not only the foreign policy objectives of the United 
States, but also how those objectives were realized.

Such accounts emphasize the dismay and revulsion 
of American leaders towards Soviet political practices 
in east-central Europe aft er the war and the way in 
which an ideological commitment to liberal democratic 
political and economic values conditioned US policies 
towards western Europe aft er the war. Some scholars, 
such as David Campbell (1998), go as far as stressing 
how US foreign policy in the Cold War and the repre-
sentation (and manipulation) of a Soviet threat was a 
key factor in the construction of a post-war American 
national identity based on the idea of ‘freedom’ as a 
uniquely American characteristic in contrast to the ‘for-
eign’ and ‘hostile’ ideas and values of socialism, equality, 
and collectivism.

In contrast to realism’s emphasis on the supposedly 
impersonal and objective geopolitical interests as the 
guiding principle informing foreign policy, scholars 
within the ideational–constructivist school give greater 
analytical purchase to the way in which a clash of ideo-
logical mind-sets and world views between Soviet com-
munism and American liberalism aft er the war was 
played out. Th is was refl ected in the manner in which 
each superpower related to each of the two halves of 
divided Europe and the nature of the political institu-
tions each sought to establish. Th us, these scholars argue 
that whereas the Marshall Plan and NATO refl ected and 
institutionalized liberal-democratic values, the institu-
tions created by the USSR in east-central Europe bore 
the hallmark of communist dictatorship.

With regard to the origins and evolution of US foreign 
policy during the Cold War, ideational approaches have 
tended to refl ect on the language and principles guid-
ing US actions towards the USSR. Briefl y, although the 
US was obviously concerned with the Soviet geopoliti-
cal presence in Europe this became a Cold War because 
of the way in which that presence was combined with 
the articulation and institutionalization—through the 
imposition of communist rule—of a confl icting ideo-
logical vision of the post-war world (Schlesinger, Jr. 
1967) in opposition to liberal-democratic principles.

Further, as Mervyn Leffl  er (1994) has argued, 
US policy towards the USSR aft er 1945 was strongly 
infl uenced by a deep-rooted institutional and wider 
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societal mentality of suspicion and hostility towards 
the ideology of communism dating from the 1917 
Bolshevik Revolution and the way in which this—in 
some respects—virulent anti-communism made rec-
ognition of what some scholars regarded as ‘legiti-
mate’ Soviet defensive security interests in east-central 
Europe aft er the war diffi  cult. Th is approach also sug-
gests that US policy makers were unable—as the Cold 
War progressed—to recognize that communism was 
not as centrally dominated by Moscow as the prevail-
ing ideological mindset of the US national security 
bureaucracy believed (LaFeber 1989; Barnet 1972). 
Th e failure to compromise or engage the USSR at cer-
tain moments in the Cold War, then, is regarded as 
refl ecting the way in which ideational assumptions 
about communism informed US foreign policy. Such 
assumptions continued into the closing stages of the 
Cold War as a number of senior fi gures in the Rea-
gan and Bush administrations continued to harbour 
ideologically determined reservations and suspicions 
(Risse-Kappen 1994) about Gorbachev’s policies and 
commitment to fundamentally reforming Moscow’s 
relations with Washington.

Socio-economic approaches
Th ose scholars that focus on the way in which socio-
economic structures and processes are central to 
explaining American foreign policy making during the 
Cold War (Cox 1984; Halliday 1986; Horowitz 1967; 
Kolko 1969; Saull 2001, 2007) have been concerned 
with the specifi cally capitalist properties of American 
foreign policy. Th ese scholars highlight two dimen-
sions to the capitalist character of American foreign 
policy. First, is that both American (economic) actors—
businesses, corporations, and individuals (and trade 
unions)—and processes—production, investment, 
trade, distribution, and consumption (as well as con-
fl icts between capitalists and workers)—located within 
the sphere of the market economy played an important 
role in the international relations of the United States 
during the Cold War. In particular, these actors and 
processes conditioned the implementation and impact 
of American foreign policy towards other capitalist 
states with respect to the way in which such processes 
helped promote stability, co-operation, and economic 

development within and amongst these states, as well as 
furthering American national security interests.

As much as American foreign relations during the 
Cold War, then, were concerned with physical security 
encapsulated in military power and strategic alliances, 
so they were also concerned with issues of economic 
security and prosperity, particularly with respect to the 
way in which international economic processes infl u-
enced the health and prosperity of the domestic political 
economy of the United States. Simply put, the upholding 
of a liberal, open, and capitalist American economy was, 
in part, conditional on the existence of a wider inter-
national capitalist system that was also characterized by 
liberal principles of openness.

Th e second capitalist dimension of American foreign 
policy is that the American state is capitalist; meaning 
that its institutional structure, jurisdiction, and policies 
not only rest on the relative separation of the sphere of 
the state (politics) from the economic activities of pro-
duction, exchange, investment, and consumption locat-
ed in the market, but that the policies of the American 
state seek to uphold this particular organization of soci-
ety. According to these scholars, then, when we refer to 
American foreign relations we are in fact referring to 
something more than the formal diplomatic relations 
between states but also other (socio-economic) actors 
and processes committed to preserving and expanding 
capitalist relations of production and exchange.

Th is approach to American foreign policy is as much 
concerned to account for US relations with other capi-
talist states as it is the bipolar relationship aft er the war 
and the way in which capitalist social or class interests 
pervaded US national security policy. Consequently, 
for these scholars the Soviet threat was not primarily 
because of its geopolitical presence within east-central 
Europe but rather that this geopolitical presence was 
based upon a diff erent and antagonistic set of socio-
economic arrangements encapsulated in the commu-
nist organization of society and politics.

It was not then—as suggested by ideational  scholars—
mainly a concern with the diff erent ideological val-
ues of the Soviet leadership and the way in which 
this challenged US post-war goals, but rather the fact 
that the socio-economic organization and repro-
duction of the Soviet type of society (and its expan-
sion into east-central Europe and beyond) removed a 
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 geo-economic space from involvement in capitalism, 
cutting off  potential markets for US and international 
capital, as well as claiming to be a societal alternative to 
American-led capitalism. Further, it was not only the 
case that the USSR threatened the international (and 
domestic American) social reproduction of a capitalist 
kind of society, but that other revolutionary states—
that emerged throughout the history of the Cold 
War—extended this threat, as well as those revolution-
ary and communist social and political movements 
active throughout the Cold War who were committed 

to overthrowing capitalist social arrangements (Halli-
day 1986; Saull 2001, 2007).

Now that I have provided an overview of the main 
theoretical perspectives on explaining American for-
eign policy during the Cold War, giving a fl avour of 
their main theoretical arguments, I will spend of the 
rest of the chapter examining the key historical devel-
opments in American foreign policy during the Cold 
War, interspersing the historical narrative with refl ec-
tions on the varying analytical strengths of each of the 
three approaches outlined above.

 ❑ Three main theoretical approaches to American for-

eign policy during the Cold War: realists, ideational, and 

socio-economic.

 ❑ Two aspects to realist approaches to US foreign policy in 

the Cold War: (1) Cold War realists who accounted for the 

origins of the Cold War and later became critics of US poli-

cy and (2) international relations theorists concerned with 

the US role in the post-war bipolar relationship.

 ❑ Both concerned with the role of geopolitical factors in US 

foreign policy towards the USSR and have tended to down-

play the ideological motivations in determining US policy.

 ❑ Ideational approaches stress the role of liberal-democrat-

ic ideas and values in determining the objectives of US for-

eign policy during the Cold War and how those objectives 

were realized.

 ❑ Ideological assumptions about the nature of communism 

conditioned US foreign policy at the start of the Cold War 

and infl uenced Washington’s assumptions about Soviet 

policy (making compromise and negotiation diffi cult). 

Such assumptions also infl uenced US policy during the 

Reagan and Bush administrations during the closing stages 

of the Cold War.

 ❑ Socio-economic approaches focus on the capitalist charac-

ter of American foreign policy: the role of socio-economic 

actors and processes in US foreign policy; and the way in 

which American foreign policy has been concerned with 

internationalizing the domestic–capitalist character of US 

society.

 ❑ This approach focuses on US relations with other capital-

ist states and how US policy tried to condition domestic 

political and economic developments within these states, 

as well as the way in which the USA was concerned with 

the threat to international capitalism from other revolu-

tionary movements and states, not just the USSR.

KEY POINTS

The origins of the Cold War and containment

The debate on the origins of the 
Cold War
Th e analysis of American foreign policy in the early 
period aft er the Second World War has been dominated 
by the debate over the US role in causing the breakdown 
of the wartime alliance and the triggering of diplo-
matic hostility and geopolitical confrontation between 
Washington and Moscow. Th is has been framed in the 
so-called ‘orthodox–revisionist debate on the origins 

of the Cold War’. Whilst the ‘orthodox interpretation’ 
of the origins of the Cold War sees US diplomacy as 
rather passive and reactive in the face of acts of Soviet 
aggression in east-central Europe (Kennan 1947; Feis 
1967; Schlesinger, Jr. 1967) highlighted by the creeping 
Sovietization of the region between 1945 and 1948, the 
alternative, revisionist view, stresses the conservative 
(rather than revolutionary) and defensive character of 
Soviet policy and the more proactive and expansionist 
policies of Washington.
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In this account revisionist scholars (Horowitz 1967; 
Kolko and Kolko 1972) argue that the US used its post-
war economic power and dominance to not only try 
to undermine Soviet infl uence in east-central Europe 

through drawing these states into a US-led inter-
national economic system decoupling them from 
economic links with the USSR, but also used this 
power to pressure other capitalist states (in western 

The orthodox argument:

 ● The origins of the Cold War are found in Marxism–Leninism 

and its doctrine of class struggle leading to world revolution.
 ● The USSR was hostile to capitalist states and pursued poli-

cies to undermine the authority of these states.
 ● After the war the USSR was committed to extending Soviet 

power over Germany as much as east-central Europe.
 ● Roosevelt and Truman misjudged the expansionist nature 

of Soviet policy, naively harbouring vain hopes about inte-

grating the USSR into a post-war liberal-democratic world 

order.
 ● US leaders did not have a clear vision of the post-war 

world and they were prepared to make political conces-

sions (over east-central Europe) to Moscow for short-term 

military gains.
 ● Despite evidence of increasing Sovietization of east-central 

Europe the Truman administration continued to make 

concessions to Moscow (e.g. proposing, in the Baruch 

Plan, joint US–USSR control over the production of nucle-

ar weapons, and inviting the USSR and east-central Euro-

pean states to participate in the Marshall Plan in 1947).
 ● Soviet hostility and aggression forced the USA to change 

policy by coming to the aid of western Europe and accept-

ing the division of Germany.
 ● The Soviet response was further aggression in east-central 

Europe highlighted by the Czech coup of February 1948.
 ● With the Berlin blockade the US fi nally realized that it had 

to make a military commitment to the defence of western 

Europe with the creation of NATO.

The revisionist argument:

 ● Rejects the orthodox account as misreading Soviet actions 

and objectives, and overlooking the expansionist charac-

ter of US policy.
 ● The USSR cannot be held responsible for the Cold War by 

highlighting the impact of the war on the USSR and the 

military (monopoly on nuclear weapons) and economic 

advantages (massive increase in the economic power of 

the USA through the war) of the USA after the war.

 ● Soviet policy after the war was concerned with domestic 

economic reconstruction (after the devastation caused by 

the war) and ensuring that Germany would never again 

pose a military threat.
 ● The Cold War emerged out of the needs of the American 

capitalist system to expand into new markets as a way of 

overcoming the problem of overproduction within its 

domestic economy.
 ● The expansion of American economic infl uence resulted 

in the spread of American political power.
 ● Because the USA was the leading economy after the war, 

inevitably it would benefi t most, and policies of ‘free trade’ 

and ‘equal opportunity’ in all foreign markets would lead 

to US domination.
 ● The decisive reason for US involvement in the war was 

the aim to maintain and expand its infl uence in the world 

economy over other capitalist states.
 ● During the war and in negotiations afterwards, the USA 

was primarily concerned with breaking up the British 

Empire and ending the policy of imperial preferences that 

discriminated against American producers.
 ● When the ‘open door’ of American economic expan-

sion was applied to east-central Europe, the USSR saw a 

threat to its legitimate security interests and was forced 

to act to prevent the spread of US economic and politi-

cal infl uence.
 ● The Truman administration applied economic pressure 

to the USSR (ignoring Soviet requests for economic aid 

after the war, abruptly ending lend-lease deliveries at 

the end of the war, refusing to grant German reparations 

to Moscow at the Potsdam Conference) to try to extract 

concessions from Moscow over the future of east-central 

Europe and Germany.
 ● The Marshall Plan was an attempt to impose liberal-

capitalism on east-central Europe, thus expelling Soviet 

infl uence.
 ● It was US policy that caused the division of Europe. When 

it became clear that the USA could not force changes in 

Soviet policy, by 1946 it pursued a policy of containment 

and division, which forced Moscow to act.

CONTROVERSIES 4.1: The orthodox–revisionist debate on the Cold War
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Europe and Britain in particular) to agree to and 
adopt the policies that would realize a distinctly 
American vision of how the post-war international 
economy should be organized—a vision that would 
have forced these states to not only open up their 
economies to US investment, but to dismantle their 
imperial trading blocs that had closed off access to 
American capital.

This debate has generated a huge scholarly lit-
erature (Ambrose and Brinkley 1997; Gaddis 1987, 
1997; Leffler and Painter 1994; Paterson 1988) that 
has benefited from and expanded with the post-
Cold War opening of Soviet diplomatic archives. I 
don’t have the space to address many of the issues 
discussed in this literature nor provide a historical 
narrative of the key events in the move from alliance 
to confrontation. Instead, I will make reference to 
some of the key historical developments that each of 
the three different theoretical approaches highlight 
to assess their relative merits in explaining US for-
eign policy in the early Cold War and, in doing so, 
highlight the relative strengths and weaknesses of the 

orthodox and revisionist accounts of the early Cold 
War, respectively.

As suggested, above, in my survey of the diff erent 
theoretical perspectives on US foreign policy each 
approach emphasizes one or other set of factors to 
account for American behaviour: geopolitical, idea-
tional, and/or socio-economic. To what extent, then, 
can we explain the shift  in US foreign policy towards 
Cold War through a focus on each of these factors? 
Th e end of the war saw Europe and—though to a 
lesser extent—the world beyond continental Europe 
structured around the geopolitical dominance of the 
United States and the Soviet Union—the superpow-
ers. Th is geopolitical outcome was coloured by the dif-
fering political and ideological values associated and 
institutionalized within each superpower; on the one 
hand liberal democracy and on the other communist 
dictatorship. Further, these diff erences in ideology 
and political values were matched by the very diff er-
ent forms of societal organization and socio-economic 
structure that characterized the USA and the USSR 
respectively.

[W]e are going to continue for a long time to fi nd the Rus-

sians diffi cult to deal with. It does not mean that they should 

be considered as embarked upon a do-or-die program to 

overthrow our society by a given date . . .

In these circumstances it is clear that the main element 

of any United States policy toward the Soviet Union must 

be that of a long-term, patient but fi rm and vigilant con-

tainment of Russian expansive tendencies. It is important 

to note, however, that such a policy has nothing to do with 

outward histrionics: with threats or blustering or superfl u-

ous gestures of outward ‘toughness.’ While the Kremlin is 

basically fl exible in its reaction to political realities, it is by 

no means unnameable to considerations of prestige. Like 

almost any other government, it can be placed by tactless 

and threatening gestures in a position where it cannot afford 

to yield even though this might be dictated by its sense of 

realism. The Russian leaders are keen judges of human psy-

chology, and as such they are highly conscious that loss of 

temper and of self-control is never a source of strength in 

political affairs. They are quick to exploit such evidences of 

weakness. For these reasons, it is a sine qua non of successful 

dealing with Russia that the foreign government in question 

should remain at all times cool and collected and that its 

demands on Russian policy should be put forward in such a 

manner as to leave the way open for a compliance not too 

detrimental to Russian prestige. . . .

In the light of the above, it will be clearly seen that the 

Soviet pressure against the free institutions of the Western 

world is something that can be contained by the adroit and 

vigilant application of counterforce at a series of constantly 

shifting geographical and political points, corresponding to 

the shifts and manoeuvres of Soviet policy, but which cannot 

be charmed or talked out of existence. The Russians look for-

ward to a duel of infi nite duration, and they see that already 

they have scored great successes.

(Foreign Affairs, July 1947)

KEY QUOTES 4.1: ’X’:  the sources of Soviet conduct
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The emergence of containment
What is clear is that this post-war geopolitical arrange-
ment did not immediately settle into the fi xed and 
frozen division and strategic competition that was to 
characterize the Cold War. Initially, at least, the US did 
not automatically see the geopolitical outcome of the 
war as a necessary cause for diplomatic and geopolitical 
hostility to develop with Moscow. It was to be the com-
bination of Soviet actions in east-central Europe and 
the American response to them that would trigger con-
frontation. In this sense both orthodox and revision-
ist arguments contain elements of truth. Soviet policy 
was perceived as aggressive and against the spirit, if not 
the letter, of the Yalta and Potsdam agreements over the 
future of post-war Europe by the US, whilst US policies, 
particularly towards western-occupied Germany, were 
seen as hostile to Soviet security interests. Th e key ana-
lytical issue here is that issues of perception, interpreta-
tion, and, crucially, domestic politics within the United 
States were to play an important role in determining the 
response to Soviet actions in east-central Europe, some-
thing which both orthodox and revisionist approaches 
do not suffi  ciently recognize.

Th e ‘Sovietization’ of east-central Europe and the 
particular way that this was carried out—through the 
gradual elimination of non-communist political forces 
and the coercive economic integration of east-central 
Europe into the Soviet economic system between 1945 
and 1948—was crucial to shift ing US perspectives on 
how the post-war international system would be organ-
ized. Th ese developments and their militarized charac-
ter not only entrenched the geopolitical consequences 
of the war but also appeared to threaten the political 
security of western Europe and other areas (Iran and 
Turkey) that bordered the Soviet Union. Th e illiberal 
and undemocratic character of Soviet policies were, 
then, important in colouring the geopolitical outcome 
of the war. Simply put, for US leaders, Soviet actions 
communicated that Moscow could no longer be seen as 
a partner or ally, but rather a competitor and foe com-
mitted to establishing a very diff erent if not antagonistic 
set of post-war arrangements over east-central Europe.

However, this change in the geopolitical outlook of the 
post-war world recognized by Truman and his advisors 
in the early months aft er the end of the war needed to be 

conveyed to the American public and Congress, who had 
to be persuaded to support a shift  in US policy to a more 
forthright opposition to Soviet actions. In this regard 
Soviet policies, notably the rigged elections in Hungary 
and Poland in 1947, the coup in Czechoslovakia in Feb-
ruary 1948, and the Berlin blockade later that year, pro-
vided helpful ammunition for the struggle to persuade 
the American public, but it took a campaign of speeches, 
publicity, and, to some extent, manipulation, exaggera-
tion, and propaganda waged by US government agencies 
and sympathetic newspapers and other opinion formers 
to mobilize public and Congressional support behind a 
policy of containment and confrontation.

The Truman Doctrine
What is also signifi cant in the move towards the con-
tainment of the USSR is that two crucial developments, 
which triggered policy responses that became land-
marks in the onset of the Cold War, did not directly 
involve or concern the USSR. Th us, although US policy 
was directed towards the USSR, in some cases US policy 
was in response to actions carried out by other commu-
nist or revolutionary states or movements. In this sense, 
US foreign policy in the beginning of the Cold War—as 
it was to be throughout the Cold War—was as much 
concerned with responding to the actions of non-Soviet 
forms of communist power, as it was to Soviet actions.

Th e fi rst development concerned the situation in 
Greece, where communists were fi ghting a civil war 
against a right-wing pro-Western government support-
ed by British troops. It was the decision by the British 
government to end its support of the Greek government 
in February 1947—due to economic exigencies—that 
raised the spectre of communist victory. Such a devel-
opment was seen as posing a threat to the security of not 
only Turkey, but also the wider Middle East, and it was 
this that led Truman to deliver a speech—what became 
known as the ‘Truman Doctrine’—in early March to 
both houses of Congress, and to the wider audience of 
the American public calling on the American people to 
shoulder the burden of ‘support[ing] free peoples who 
are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minori-
ties or by outside pressures’.

Although Congress took further convincing to 
grant Truman’s demands for aid to Greece this was to 
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become the fi rst step in America’s political and mili-
tary commitment to the security of western Europe 
and, later, a global commitment to containing com-
munist expansion. Th e signifi cance of this for our 
understanding of American foreign policy was that 
US policy was in response to how the prospect of a 

local communist revolution could have geopoliti-
cal consequences—by extending communist power 
allied to the USSR—and, further, the crucial role 
played by politics, perception, and, to a not insig-
nifi cant degree, personality in determining what the 
US did.

The Marshall Plan
The other key development concerned the economic 
future of post-war Europe and how this related to 
US concerns to organize the post-war international 
economy in such a way that would not only prevent 
the likelihood of another global economic crisis—as 
occurred in the 1930s, which provided an impor-
tant context for the origins of the Second World 
War—but would also allow the US to best realize its 

economic interests. The framework for organizing 
the post-war international economy was decided—
under the guidance of the US Treasury—at the Bret-
ton Woods conference in New Hampshire in 1944. 
The agreement laid out a framework for a liberal and 
open international trading system, that is, a frame-
work that not only tended to reflect US political and 
ideological interests and values, but also that would 

President Truman’s address before a joint session 

of Congress, 12 March 1947

The peoples of a number of countries of the world have 

recently had totalitarian regimes forced upon them against 

their will. The Government of the United States has made 

frequent protests against coercion and intimidation, in vio-

lation of the Yalta Agreement, in Poland, Rumania, and Bul-

garia. I must also state that in a number of other countries 

there have been similar developments.

At the present moment in world history nearly every na-

tion must choose between alternative ways of life. The choice 

is too often not a free one.

One way of life is based upon the will of the majority, and is 

distinguished by free institutions, representative government, 

free elections, guarantees of individual liberty, freedom of 

speech and religion, and freedom from political oppression.

The second way of life is based upon the will of a minority 

forcibly imposed upon the majority. It relies upon terror and 

oppression, a controlled press and radio; fi xed elections, and 

the suppression of personal freedoms.

I believe that it must be the policy of the United States to 

support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjuga-

tion by armed minorities or by outside pressures.

I believe that we must assist free peoples to work out their 

own destinies in their own way.

It is necessary only to glance at a map to realize that 

the survival and integrity of the Greek nation are of grave 

importance in a much wider situation. If Greece should fall 

under the control of an armed minority, the effect upon its 

neighbor, Turkey, would be immediate and serious. Confu-

sion and disorder might well spread throughout the entire 

Middle East.

Moreover, the disappearance of Greece as an independ-

ent state would have a profound effect upon those countries 

in Europe whose peoples are struggling against great diffi cul-

ties to maintain their freedoms and their independence while 

they repair the damages of war.

It would be an unspeakable tragedy if these countries, 

which have struggled so long against overwhelming odds, 

should lose that victory for which they sacrifi ced so much. 

Collapse of free institutions and loss of independence would 

be disastrous not only for them but for the world. Discour-

agement and possibly failure would quickly be the lot of 

neighboring peoples striving to maintain their freedom and 

independence.

(Public Papers of the Presidents 1963: 176)

KEY QUOTES 4.2: The Truman Doctrine
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ensure significant economic benefits would flow 
towards the US as western European economies (and 
their imperial possessions) would be opened up to 
take American goods. The Bretton Woods agree-
ment, then, seemed to bear out Revisionist claims 
and, more broadly, socio-economic approaches, to 
a significant degree, with respect to explaining the 
importance of socio-economic interests—that of 
American exporters and the American economy as a 
whole—on US foreign policy.

However, the original Bretton Woods blueprint 
was to be short-lived, as a combination of develop-
ing geopolitical tensions with Moscow and mounting 
economic diffi  culties within western Europe through 
1946–7 caused a US rethink. Th e growing economic 
crisis in western Europe raised two prospects of con-
cern for the US. First, that an economic crisis in western 
Europe would force these economies to move towards 
protectionist economic policies, thus closing off  their 
economies from meaningful international economic 
exchange and scuppering the hopes and plans of the 
US. Th is would not only have had negative consequenc-
es on the US economy—depriving US exporters of for-
eign markets—but would have also removed a source 
of leverage over the post-war political future of west-
ern Europe and the wider international economy, as 
these economies would have removed themselves from 
American infl uence.

Th e second concern was that communist and 
other pro-Soviet forces in western Europe would take 
advantage of any crisis to seize power and push west-
ern Europe in a pro-Soviet direction. In this case the 
US was concerned less with Soviet policies and more 
with how potentially revolutionary domestic political 
developments within western European states could 
have geopolitical consequences favourable to the USSR. 
Th e US response to the growing economic diffi  culties 
in western Europe and the possibility of one or other 
of the two possible future scenarios emerging was the 
Marshall Plan, announced by the US secretary of state, 
George Marshall, in a speech at Harvard University in 
June 1947.

Th e Marshall Plan was aimed at aiding European 
economic recovery, thus thwarting economic crisis, but 
also drawing those states in receipt of Marshall Aid into 

closer economic links with the US and implementing 
policies—revised from Bretton Woods—that the US 
found acceptable. Further, the diplomatic and insti-
tutional framework that the US developed to deliver 
Marshall Aid—through the Organization of European 
Economic Co-operation (OEEC)—would provide a 
vehicle for developing links with east-central European 
countries. On this point, revisionist arguments have 
some substance. Any moves by east-central European 
states to join the Marshall Plan framework would have 
not only integrated them into a pro-US liberal insti-
tutional and political framework, but would have also 
fundamentally challenged Soviet economic and secu-
rity interests in the region by weakening the ability of 
the USSR to determine internal political and economic 
developments within these states. Consequently, Mos-
cow compelled east-central European states to reject 
such overtures.

Th e Marshall Plan is signifi cant for understanding 
US foreign policy in the early Cold War for a number 
of reasons. It highlights how US foreign policy was con-
cerned with developments within the domestic politics 
of other capitalist states, particularly in western Europe. 
Th us, contrary to orthodox (and realist) approaches, 
it was not only the case that the US did meddle in the 
domestic aff airs of western European states in the early 
Cold War—and aft er—as a way of infl uencing political 
developments in a way compatible with US interests, 
but that this was also a crucial area of concern for US 
foreign policy.

Th is suggests that the Cold War was not, then, just 
about international diplomatic and geopolitical rela-
tions between the superpowers, but also concerned 
political and economic developments within the 
domestic politics of other capitalist states (Rupert 
1995). In this respect, whilst the USSR was a geopolitical 
threat, the fl ow of political developments, confl ict, and 
economic instability and crisis within other capitalist 
states was—throughout the history of the Cold War—a 
socio-economic challenge to the US, as the possibility 
remained that a government could come to power and 
not only oppose US economic interests, but also alter 
the geopolitical relationship with the USA by opting 
for neutrality or withdrawal from alliance with the US 
(Colás 2006: 12–17). Th e fact that this never occurred 
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does not mean that it was not a constant concern for the 
US or that the US did not implement policies to ensure 
that it didn’t happen.

Whilst Marshall Aid provided an economic means 
for the US to realize its foreign policy objectives of pre-
venting economic crisis as well as tying west European 
states into closer diplomatic relations with the US, this 
concern with domestic political developments saw the 
US—or, more precisely, the newly created CIA—play an 
important role in thwarting the constitutional political 
ambitions of the communist party in Italy in the 1948 
elections. Th e Marshall Plan also alerts us to the form 
of US foreign policy. Whereas the formal machinery 
of diplomacy was utilized to introduce the Marshall 
Plan, as a number of scholars have highlighted (Carew 
1987; Rupert 1995; Saull 2007) Marshall Aid was organ-
ized through a broader coalition of private, non-gov-
ernmental agencies. US companies and trade unions 
(the American Federation of Labor—Conference of 
Industrial Organizations) played a key role in ‘selling’ 
Marshall Aid to European trade unionists and workers, 
and encouraging the establishment of anti-communist 
trade unions.

Th e analytical signifi cance of this goes beyond how 
we think about the nature and delivery of the Mar-
shall Plan; it also highlights the socio-economic or 
class dimensions of Marshall Aid and American for-
eign policy more generally. Th e foreign policy of the 
US (or any other state for that matter), then, is likely 
to have uneven socio-economic consequences, not 
only for the society that a policy is directed at, but 
also for the ‘home’ society where the policy is made. 
Th us, whilst the US did have to make revisions to its 
original blue-print regarding the character of the post-
war international economy, it was a price worth pay-
ing in that private property rights were protected and 
the interests of capital tended to take preference over 
those of workers (Cox 1987; Rupert 1995: 43–9). In 
sum, then, the Marshall Plan could be seen as refl ect-
ing an attempt to promote a particular form of soci-
etal organization within western European states that 
maintained a balance of promoting economic stability, 
thus social peace and political alliance with Washing-
ton, founded on the privileging of capitalist socio-eco-
nomic interests.

The twin pillars of US Cold War 
foreign policy
By early 1948, then, the US had established the key pil-
lars of its Cold War foreign policy. On the one hand was 
the military–geopolitical dimension of containment 
highlighted in its commitment through the Truman 
Doctrine to the defence of ‘free peoples’ facing ‘commu-
nist subversion and aggression’. Once this threshold had 
been crossed, it became much easier for Truman and 
future presidents to persuade Congress and the Ameri-
can public to shoulder further and heavier burdens in 
the struggle against Soviet and communist expansion. 
Th us, in April 1949 the implicit commitment to the 
military defence of its west European allies in the Tru-
man Doctrine was formalized with the establishment 
of NATO.

However, in recognizing this we also need to 
acknowledge the dynamic within the relationship of 
not only Soviet policy, but also—as will become clear er 
below—of other communist movements and states 
and the way in which the US leadership was unable—
for much of  the history of the Cold War—to diff eren-
tiate the diplomacy of Moscow from the policies of 
other communist states and the actions of communist 
movements. Th is highlights the strengths of ideat ional 
approaches to understanding US foreign policy, that is, 
how political developments in other st ates were inter-
preted as having negative international consequences 
for the United States.

Further, we also n eed to recognize the way in which 
US foreign policy decisions—in the early period (and 
throughout) of th e Cold War—were infl uenced by the 
behaviour of its key allies. In this regard the US deci-
sion to make a political and military commitment to the 
defence of western Europe was conditional on the policy 
decisions of these states. Geir Lundestad’s (1998) phrase 
‘empire by invitation’ nicely captures the character and 
dynamic within the relationship between the US and its 
western European allies aft er 1947. Western European 
states, spurred on by Churchill’s ‘iron curtain speech’ of 
March 1946, which called for a western Alliance against 
what he regarded as a growing Soviet threat, eff ectively 
requested and welcomed US diplomatic and military 
support and protection.
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Th us, whilst recognizing the hierarchy and distribu-
tion of political and military power within the Atlantic 
Alliance during the Cold War we also need to recognize 
the way in which the US made eff orts to accommodate 
the interests and concerns of its allies. Th is has already 
been mentioned with regard to the Marshall Plan and the 
way it was organized and delivered through the multilat-
eral OEEC, but it goes beyond this in that the ruling elites 
within western Europe tended to share the concerns of 
US policy makers to a signifi cant degree, thus assisting 
the implementation of US policy and facilitating the 
legitimacy of institutions such as NATO and the basing 
of tens of thousands of US troops in western Europe.

Th e second element concerned the economic frame-
work governing the international capitalist economy and 
US relations with the other advanced capitalist states. 

Here, the US was forced to make concessions to the eco-
nomic and social needs of other capitalist states, even if 
that meant—in the short-term—tolerating economic 
policies it found questionable. Further, and in contrast 
to the revisionist argument over the aim of US foreign 
relations, US policy contributed to the economic growth 
of the other capitalist states, to such a degree that by the 
late 1960s these states—Germany, Japan, and France in 
particular—were beginning to eat away at US post-war 
economic ascendancy in the production of manufac-
tured goods. However, whilst recognizing the economi-
cally benign consequences of US policies we also have to 
acknowledge the way in which these arrangements also 
rested on a rather uneven distribution of social or class 
power within these states, refl ected in the disproportion-
ate fl ow of benefi ts to the owners and managers of capital.

 ❑ Discussion of role of the USA in the origins of the Cold 

War is dominated by the ‘orthodox–revisionist’ debate. 

The orthodox approach argues that the USA was naive 

about the nature of Soviet power and responded to Soviet 

aggression in east-central Europe whilst the revisionists 

argue that the USA tried to impose its economic system 

on east-central Europe, causing the division of Europe and 

provoking Soviet hostility.

 ❑ Containment emerged out of the dynamic within the 

differing policies of Moscow and Washington towards 

Europe immediately after the war and, in particular, 

the way the USA interpreted Soviet policies as being 

hostile.

 ❑ The Truman Doctrine was announced in a context 

of what were seen as aggressive actions by the USSR 

in east-central Europe and the inability of Britain to 

continue to aid anti-communist forces in the Greek 

civil war. It was this context that allowed the Truman 

administration to persuade the American public that 

it needed to shoulder the responsibility of containing 

communism.

 ❑ The US security commitment to western Europe was also 

infl uenced by the policies of west European governments, 

who ‘invited’ the USA to be responsible for their defence 

from the Soviet threat.

 ❑ The Marshall Plan was concerned with addressing the 

post-war economic crisis within Europe, and thus ensur-

ing that west European states did not pursue economic 

policies that challenged American economic interests.

 ❑ The Marshall Plan saw the US compromise on its original 

(Bretton Woods) plan for how the post-war international 

economy would be organized by accepting some of the 

economic needs of west European states.

 ❑ Marshall Aid saw the involvement of US non-state actors 

(businesses and trade unions) in the implementation of the 

Marshall Plan. It also helped promote economic growth in 

western Europe, which promoted political stability whilst 

preserving capitalism.

KEY POINTS

Korea, NSC-68, and the militarization 
of US foreign policy
Th us far I have focused on US policy towards Europe in 
the early period aft er the war. Th e relations with both 

its allies and its Soviet foe were to remain relatively sta-
ble aft er 1949. With the seeing off  of the attempt by the 
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Soviets—through the almost year-long (June 1948–May 
1949) blockade of Berlin—to thwart Western policy 
towards divided Germany, the division of Germany and 
Europe into two opposing zones was sealed. Th is division 
was soon to become highly militarized with the station-
ing of massed divisions of tanks and troops on either side 
of the divide, which eff ectively froze the European Cold 
War, ushering in a period of military-enforced stability 
until the late 1980s. However, the momentum of events 
in Europe and the direction of US policy were to be infl u-
enced by events elsewhere—in Asia—which would result 
in a much greater militarization of US foreign policy and 
containment.

Two events would propel the US towards a much 
bolder and ambitious containment policy, thus assist-
ing those tendencies within the US polity that favoured 
such a posture and making it easier to convince Con-
gress and the American public of the need to militarize 
containment. Th e two events were the communist revo-
lution in China in 1949 and the outbreak of the Korean 
War in June 1950 with the invasion of the pro-Western 
South by the Communist North. Th e signifi cance of 
these developments was to be profound. Th ey were 
to inaugurate US military interventions in the former 
colonial or third world, which would culminate in the 
intervention in Vietnam between 1965 and 1973. As 
the dy namic of Soviet policy in Europe conditioned 
and triggered US responses ther e, rather than the US 
having a grand design (as suggested by revisionists) 
regardless of Soviet act ions, so developments involving 
other communist movements and states would provide 
the key factors in the  shaping of containment, leading 
to the involvement of the US in a number of ‘hot wars’ 
in the third world.

Th e failure of US policy towards China, what critics 
of the Truman admi nistration called ‘the loss of China’ 
was a major strategic setback (Paterson 1988: 54–75)  as 
US post-war planning had always assumed that China 
would be a source of post-war stability and alliance in 
Asia. It also had consequences for US policy towards 
Japan, as Japan now became much more central to US 
security in the Pacifi c and with China going commu-
nist, more at risk from communist expansion.

Following the pattern towards Europe and the move 
towards post-war demobilization of its military forces 
at the end of the war in the Pacifi c, US policy was fi l-

tered through local agents, specifi cally the anti-com-
munist Kuomintang government. Here, US policy was 
characterized by ineff ectiveness and frustration despite 
providing signifi cant fi nancial and military aid to the 
Kuomintang in its struggle with the Chinese commu-
nists. Unable to intervene themselves—the scale of any 
intervention in a country the size of China would have 
required tens of thousands of troops, as well as contra-
dicting Washington’s commitment to decolonization 
and national self-determination—the US was reliant on 
the incompetent, corrupt, and feckless Kuomintang.

The Korean War
However, despite the shock of the communist victory in 
China it was to be the North Korean invasion of South 
Korea—what the US interpreted as an act of aggres-
sion across a recognized international boundary—that 
would be the defi ning event in shift ing containment 
from a policy of diplomatic threats to the construction 
of a major military alliance in NATO and Japan (with 
the 1951 Mutual Defense Treaty) and active military 
interventions in the third world, beginning with the 
dispatch of US combat forces to the Korean peninsula 
soon aft er the invasion. Whilst the ‘loss of China’ was 
a much greater strategic set-back, this came through 
the result of an internal civil war. Th is contrasted with 
Korea where—despite the fact that the boundary divid-
ing the north and south of the peninsula had no legal 
basis—the communist invasion appeared to signal a 
new brazenness and aggression in communist policy. 
Th e invasion appeared to bear out the arguments of 
anti-communist hardliners in the US government, who 
interpreted events in Korea as part of a co-ordinated 
pattern of communist expansion directed by Moscow, 
rather than as a local civil war only cautiously support-
ed by the Soviets and Chinese (Cumings 1981/1990).

NSC-68
Other than the decision to send troops to repel North 
Korean forces, the defi ning decision relating to the war 
was Truman’s approval of the proposals outlined in 
National Security Council Report number 68 (NSC-68) 
in September 1950. Truman’s decision moved the US 
towards a containment of Soviet and communist advances 
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VII. Present risks

A. GENERAL

[T]he integrity and vitality of our system is in greater jeopardy 

than ever before in our history. Even if there were no Soviet 

Union we would face the great problem of the free society, 

accentuated many fold in this industrial age, of reconciling 

order, security, the need for participation, with the require-

ment of freedom. We would face the fact that in a shrink-

ing world the absence of order among nations is becoming 

less and less tolerable. The Kremlin design seeks to impose 

order among nations by means which would destroy our free 

and democratic system. The Kremlin’s possession of atomic 

weapons puts new power behind its design, and increases 

the jeopardy to our system. It adds new strains to the uneasy 

equilibrium-without-order which exists in the world and 

raises new doubts in men’s minds whether the world will 

long tolerate this tension without moving toward some kind 

of order, on somebody’s terms . . .

The risks we face are of a new order of magnitude, com-

mensurate with the total struggle in which we are engaged. 

For a free society there is never total victory, since freedom 

and democracy are never wholly attained, are always in the 

process of being attained. But defeat at the hands of the 

totalitarian is total defeat. These risks crowd in on us, in a 

shrinking world of polarized power, so as to give us no choice, 

ultimately, between meeting them effectively or being over-

come by them . . .

B. SPECIFIC

It is quite clear from Soviet theory and practice that the 

Kremlin seeks to bring the free world under its dominion 

by the methods of the cold war. The preferred technique 

is to subvert by infi ltration and intimidation. Every institu-

tion of our society is an instrument which it is sought to 

stultify and turn against our purposes. Those that touch 

most closely our material and moral strength are obviously 

the prime targets, labor unions, civic enterprises, schools, 

churches, and all media for infl uencing opinion. The effort 

is not so much to make them serve obvious Soviet ends as 

to prevent them from serving our ends, and thus to make 

them sources of confusion in our economy, our culture, and 

our body politic. The doubts and diversities that in terms of 

our values are part of the merit of a free system, the weak-

nesses and the problems that are peculiar to it, the rights 

and privileges that free men enjoy, and the disorganization 

and destruction left in the wake of the last attack on our 

freedoms, all are but opportunities for the Kremlin to do 

its evil work . . .

Since everything that gives us or others respect for our 

institutions is a suitable object for attack, it also fi ts the Krem-

lin’s design that where, with impunity, we can be insulted and 

made to suffer indignity the opportunity shall not be missed, 

particularly in any context which can be used to cast dis-

honor on our country, our system, our motives, or our meth-

ods. Thus the means by which we sought to restore our own 

economic health in the ‘30’s, and now seek to restore that of 

the free world, come equally under attack. The military aid 

by which we sought to help the free world was frantically 

denounced by the Communists in the early days of the last 

war, and of course our present efforts to develop adequate 

military strength for ourselves and our allies are equally 

denounced . . .

At the same time the Soviet Union is seeking to create 

overwhelming military force, in order to back up infi ltration 

with intimidation. In the only terms in which it understands 

strength, it is seeking to demonstrate to the free world that 

force and the will to use it are on the side of the Kremlin, that 

those who lack it are decadent and doomed. In local inci-

dents it threatens and encroaches both for the sake of local 

gains and to increase anxiety and defeatism in all the free 

world . . .

The risk that we may thereby be prevented or too long 

delayed in taking all needful measures to maintain the integ-

rity and vitality of our system is great. The risk that our allies 

will lose their determination is greater. And the risk that in 

this manner a descending spiral of too little and too late, of 

doubt and recrimination, may present us with ever narrower 

and more desperate alternatives, is the greatest risk of all. For 

example, it is clear that our present weakness would prevent 

us from offering effective resistance at any of several vital 

pressure points. The only deterrent we can present to the 

Kremlin is the evidence we give that we may make any of the 

critical points which we cannot hold the occasion for a global 

war of annihilation.

(Foreign Relations of the United States 1950)

KEY QUOTES 4.3: NSC-68
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by military means, primarily because the Truman admin-
istration—and later US administrations—regarded Sovi-
et/communist advances as occurring through military 
aggression, across territorial boundaries, rather than, as 
in the case of Korea (and other later cases) the result of 
internal political, socio-economic, and military dynam-
ics. With US troops engaged on the ground against Soviet 
and Chinese-backed communist invaders (and aft er the 
Soviets had detonated an atomic device in August 1949 
earlier than the US had anticipated) the perception of a 
much more threatening global context led to momentous 
changes in US foreign policy.

In the following months and years the US moved 
towards implementing the recommendations of NSC-

68—something much less likely without the events of 
June 1950. US troop numbers in Europe were strength-
ened and NATO was to be given much greater military 
bite with the decision—supported by the US—for the 
rearmament of western Germany in May 1955. By 
1953 US military production was seven times that of 
1950, the army grew by 50%, and the US also doubled 
the number of air groups to ninety-fi ve (Ambrose 
1997: 122; Leffl  er and Painter 1994: 118). Another 
key consequence of the Korean War was the stepping-
up of US military aid to French forces in Indochina 
fi ghting communist-led anti-colonial forces. Th is was 
the fi rst step in what would eventually become the 
 Vietnam War.

As indicated in the previous section, the US military 
intervention in the Korean civil war from 1950 initiated 
what would become a dominant and increasingly con-
troversial aspect of US foreign policy in the Cold War—
military interventions in support of allied governments 
and/or against revolutionary states.1 Th e outstanding 
case in this regard was the US military intervention in 
Vietnam between 1965 and 1973. Th e scale and length 

of the US intervention in Vietnam (which actually 
began in 1950 through its support for the French and 
then, aft er, through its support of the attempts to cre-
ate a post-colonial independent anti-communist state 
in the south of Vietnam from 1954) contrasted with 
numerous other interventions in Latin America, the 
Caribbean, sub-Saharan Africa, the Middle-East, and 
other parts of Asia through smaller-scale military and 

 ❑ Signifi cance of the spread of the Cold War to Asia on US 

policy towards western Europe and the increasing milita-

rization of containment after 1950.

 ❑ 1949 communist revolution in China seen as a failure of 

US policy by critics of the Truman administration. US fail-

ure due to its dependence on the corrupt and incompe-

tent Kuomintang government.

 ❑ The communist victory in China undermined US plans for 

the post-war future of east Asia, increasing the importance 

of Japan to US interests, as well as making Japan more vul-

nerable to communist infl uence.

 ❑ Despite the shock of the Chinese Revolution the key turn-

ing point for US policy came with North Korea’s invasion 

of South Korea in June 1950. This was perceived as an act 

of aggression across a territorial border, triggering US 

military intervention in defence of the South and usher-

ing in a policy of US military interventions in third world 

confl icts.

 ❑ As well as dispatching troops to the Korean peninsula, 

the US initiated a massive programme of rearmament—

as proposed in NSC-68—instigating the militarization of 

containment.

 ❑ The Korean War also saw a major increase in US aid for 

French forces fi ghting communist forces in Indochina and 

the USA agreeing to the rearmament of West Germany 

within NATO.

KEY POINTS

Cold War in the third world



74 Richard Saull

covert interventions involving the CIA and/or the fund-
ing, training, arming, and directing of local anti-commu-
nist forces waging forms of armed struggle against 
revolutionary states.2

I don’t have the space to detail these many inter-
ventions and the specifi c reasons for the US decisions 
to mount them. Instead, I will focus on the Vietnam 
War as refl ective of a broader US concern about the 
spread of communism in the third world and, with 
it, the political and geopolitical expansion of Soviet 
global power.

Vietnam
In Vietnam, as in many other parts of the third world—
with the exception of Cuba aft er the 1959 revolution 
and Chile between 1970 and 1973—US economic inter-
ests were rather marginal as a direct cause of US inter-
vention because in most cases revolutionary seizures of 
power did not tend to result in major setbacks for the 
direct national economic interests of the United States. 
Further, and as highlighted by the Cold War realists 
mentioned earlier, many of the countries and regions 
were not regarded—at least by some high-profi le real-
ist thinkers (Morgenthau 1969)—as being of strategic 
interest to the United States.

Th us, whilst the Korean War could be seen as refl ect-
ing a geopolitical challenge to the United States, for 
some realists at least this was less the case with Vietnam 
and the many other US interventions in the third world. 
How, then, do we explain the US intervention in Viet-
nam and what does this tell us about American foreign 
policy towards the third world (and revolutionary polit-
ical change) more generally throughout the Cold War? 
To address this question we have to look at the actual 
steps leading up to the intervention—a basic narrative 
of events—and then assess the reasons for the interven-
tion and the role of diff erent factors and explanations.

In the case of Vietnam, US intervention proceeded in 
a step-by-step fashion conditioned by developments on 
the ground in Vietnam, the wider regional and global 
context of the Cold War, and, fi nally, the complexion 
of political opinion within the United States. As I have 
already mentioned, the initial US intervention—in sup-
port of the French between 1950 and 1954—was largely 
determined by the wider regional context of war and 

communist expansion across geographical borders. It 
was this that gave rise to the idea of the ‘domino theory’ 
whereby those countries neighbouring a newly-creat-
ed revolutionary or communist state would become 
‘infected’ with the ‘communist contagion’ and would 
fall over like dominoes—becoming communist. Hence, 
the importance of those countries—like (South) Viet-
nam and South Korea—in the frontline of the struggle 
to contain the spread of communism.

With the departure of the French and the division of 
Vietnam into a communist North and anti-communist 
South in 1954, the US picked up where the French had 
left  off  in providing fi nancial and military support for 
the construction of an independent South Vietnamese 
state. In this sense the US was following the pattern 
established in Korea—a divided peninsula aft er the 
1953 armistice—with the US committed to supporting 
the construction of a strong pro-Western and capitalist 
regime in the South. From this point on, having made 
a political commitment to the future of South Vietnam, 
the fl ow, implementation, and success of US policy 
became dependent on its relationship with its local ally 
and the social and political forces associated with the 
South Vietnamese ruling elite.

In a similar fashion to its relationship with the Chinese 
Kuomintang between 1945 and 1949, between 1954 and 
1973 US policy was concerned with not only with address-
ing the escalating communist political and military 
threat—especially aft er 1960 when the communist-led 
National Liberation Front (NLF) launched its strug-
gle in the South—but also with getting its local ally to 
pursue policies that the US favoured and regarded as 
the best way of constructing a stable and credible non-
communist state in the South.

With the launching of the NLF off ensive in 1960 
(aft er the Saigon regime had arrested, tortured, and 
assassinated thousands of communists and suspected 
communists in the South in the preceding months) the 
US commitment to Vietnam became increasingly mili-
tarized, resulting in a steady increase in the number of 
US troops and advisers dispatched to Vietnam.3 Th e key 
point here is that it was the actions of the Saigon gov-
ernment that triggered the upsurge in guerrilla activity 
in the South and it was to be this dynamic—the poli-
cies and failures of the South Vietnamese—that would 
eff ectively drive US policy on the ground. Th is was 
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particularly so as the Saigon regime’s military inepti-
tude and political and economic incompetence and 
corruption quickly showed itself to be unable to eff ec-
tively deal with the NLF off ensive, and its economic and 
agrarian policies—in spite of US advice and pressure for 
reform—actually aggravated the political and security 
situation in the countryside.

Faced with this situation as 1965 approached, and as 
US troop numbers and involvement increased (along 
with casualty fi gures), the US had two options. First, it 
could withdraw and leave Saigon to deal with the com-
munist threat with the likelihood that it would prob-
ably fail and the South would go communist. Such an 
outcome would have had dramatic consequences for 
US standing in the world, questioning the will of the 
US to meet communist threats, potentially undermin-
ing the regional security of other US allies in the region, 
and questioning the eff ectiveness of US policy. Such 
a dilemma has confronted the US leadership in other 
scenarios where it has launched military interventions, 
including the most recent cases in Afghanistan (2001) 
and Iraq (2003). In these two cases the concern hasn’t 
been over how a ‘precipitous withdrawal’ of military 
sources might have resulted in a communist victory but 
rather in civil war and the disintegration of the state in 
the case of Iraq, and a return to power of the Taliban 
Islamist militia in Afghanistan. Second, the US could 
become much more involved, eff ectively taking over 
responsibility for directing the war in the countryside 
against the NLF.4

Th e US chose the latter and, as in the case of those 
other key moments in modern US history where the US 
has decided to take on a much bigger military commit-
ment likely to have a signifi cant impact on US domestic 
politics (Pearl Harbor, Korea, 9/11), a casus belli—an 
‘unprovoked’ act of aggression on the US or its forces—
was required that would be used to convince the Amer-
ican public of the need to take on a military burden 
involving the dispatch of large numbers of troops over-
seas to fi ght.

Th is was ‘provided’ with the ‘Gulf of Tonkin inci-
dent’ where US ships were supposedly5 attacked by 
North Vietnamese forces. Th is apparent ‘act of aggres-
sion’ highlighting the involvement of the North in 
the war in the South provided the basis for the infa-
mous ‘blank cheque’ granted by Congress—the Gulf of 

Tonkin Resolution—to the Johnson administration to 
intensify the war through increasing the numbers of 
US troops in South Vietnam (reaching a peak of just 
under half a million in 1968) and through launching 
bombing raids—Operation Rolling Th under—on the 
North.

Aft er 1965, then, the US became involved in a drawn-
out and bloody war in the jungles of south-east Asia, 
propping up an autocratic, ineff ective, and corrupt state 
and—in spite of the huge and horrifi c levels of bombs 
(and chemical weapons) dropped on the peoples of 
Vietnam—south and north—and along with killing far 
more Vietnamese than the combined communist forces 
were able to kill US troops, failed t o deliver the knock-
out blow to win the war. Instead, as the war went on and, 
particularly aft er th e political debacle and humiliation 
of the 1968 NLF Tet Off ensive—when NLF guerrillas 
seized control  of the US embassy in Saigon—American 
domestic politics began to play a much more important 
role on  US policy as the campaign for withdrawal gath-
ered pace in the US.

Although the anti-war movement did not force the 
US to withdraw it playe d a key role in ending the pol-
icy established under Johnson aft e r 1965, highlighting, 
again, the importance of domestic political opinion on 
US foreign policy. With the election of Ric hard Nixon 
in late 1968 US policy changed as it sought an exit from 
Vietnam.

Although the US commitment to Vietnam was sin-
gular,  what does the US experience in and with Viet-
nam suggest about American foreign policy towards 
the third world? As recognized by the Cold War real-
ists, US involvement was not—primarily—driven by 
geopolitical concerns. However, although Vietnam and 
the many other sites of US intervention were not—in 
themselves—of geopolitical signifi cance, whether or 
not communist expansion took place within them was.

Although not in all cases, in enough case revolution-
aries (not just communists) coming to power did tend 
to open up avenues for the expansion of Soviet infl uence 
and power, and the expansion of communist and Soviet 
infl uence did tend to have an impact on wider regional 
international relations and the security of neighbouring 
states. Th is is not to suggest that the ‘domino theory’ 
was to be born out in South-East Asia aft er the 1975 
communist victory in Vietnam, but it does suggest that 
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revolutions had international repercussions that had 
an impact on the international and domestic politics 
of neighbouring states even if they did not succumb to 
revolution.6

Th e international and geopolitical consequences of 
revolutionary change were most evident in develop-
ments in Cuba aft er the 1959 revolution, which led to 

the 1962 Missile Crisis through the attempt by Mos-
cow to alter the strategic balance of power by deploy-
ing nuclear missiles on Cuba. Whilst we might argue 
that openings to Moscow only occurred because of 
US hostility to revolutionary change (highlighted in 
its sponsorship of the ill-fated Bay of Pigs invasion 
by counter-revolutionaries in April 1961), we still 

President Johnson’s Message to Congress, 5 August 1964

Last night I announced to the American people that the North 

Vietnamese regime had conducted further deliberate attacks 

against U.S. naval vessels operating in international waters, 

and I had therefore directed air action against gunboats and 

supporting facilities used in these hostile operations. This air 

action has now been carried out with substantial damage 

to the boats and facilities. Two U.S. aircraft were lost in the 

action.

After consultation with the leaders of both parties in the 

Congress, I further announced a decision to ask the Congress 

for a resolution expressing the unity and determination of the 

United States in supporting freedom and in protecting peace 

in southeast Asia.

These latest actions of the North Vietnamese regime has 

given a new and grave turn to the already serious situation in 

southeast Asia . . .

The threat to the free nations of southeast Asia has long been 

clear. The North Vietnamese regime has constantly sought to 

take over South Vietnam and Laos. This Communist regime 

has violated the Geneva accords for Vietnam. It has systemati-

cally conducted a campaign of subversion, which includes the 

direction, training, and supply of personnel and arms for the 

conduct of guerrilla warfare in South Vietnamese territory. In 

Laos, the North Vietnamese regime has maintained military 

forces, used Laotian territory for infi ltration into South Viet-

nam, and most recently carried out combat operations—all in 

direct violation of the Geneva Agreements of 1962.

In recent months, the actions of the North Vietnamese 

regime have become steadily more threatening . . .

As President of the United States I have concluded that I 

should now ask the Congress, on its part, to join in affi rm-

ing the national determination that all such attacks will be 

met, and that the United States will continue in its basic 

 policy of assisting the free nations of the area to defend their 

freedom.

As I have repeatedly made clear, the United States intends 

no rashness, and seeks no wider war. We must make it clear 

to all that the United States is united in its determination to 

bring about the end of Communist subversion and aggres-

sion in the area . . .

Joint Resolution of Congress RES 1145, 7 August 1964

Resolved by the Senate and House of Representatives of the 

United States of America in Congress assembled,

That the Congress approves and supports the determi-

nation of the President, as Commander in Chief, to take 

all necessary measures to repel any armed attack against 

the forces of the United States and to prevent further 

aggression.

Section 2. The United States regards as vital to its national 

interest and to world peace the maintenance of interna-

tional peace and security in southeast Asia. Consonant with 

the Constitution of the United States and the Charter of the 

United Nations and in accordance with its obligations under 

the Southeast Asia Collective Defense Treaty, the United 

States is, therefore, prepared, as the President determines, 

to take all necessary steps, including the use of armed force, 

to assist any member or protocol state of the Southeast Asia 

Collective Defense Treaty requesting assistance in defense 

of its freedom.

Section 3. This resolution shall expire when the Presi-

dent shall determine that the peace and security of the area 

is reasonably assured by international conditions created 

by action of the United Nations or otherwise, except that 

it may be terminated earlier by concurrent resolution of 

the Congress.

(Department of State Bulletin, 24 Aug. 1964)

KEY QUOTES 4.4: The Gulf of Tonkin incident and resolution
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Th e discussion of the role of American foreign policy 
in the ending of the Cold War has focused on the poli-
cies of the Reagan administration and, in particular, 
the claims by some scholars and former members 

(Weinberger 1990) of the Reagan administration that 
‘Reagan won the Cold War’. Th e claim, then, is that 
Reagan’s arms build-up and policy of confronting the 
USSR and its allies in the third world (aft er a spate of 

 ❑ Initial US intervention in Vietnam (Indochina) between 

1950 and 1954 was conditioned by wider regional (the 

Chinese Revolution and Korean War) and international 

(formation of NATO) developments.

 ❑ Role of the ‘domino theory’—that states surrounding a 

newly created communist state would become ‘infected’ 

with communism and at risk of communist subversion—in 

US policy towards Vietnam.

 ❑ After 1954 the USA committed itself to building a stable 

anti-communist state in South Vietnam, the success of 

which was dependent on its relations with local political 

forces in South Vietnam.

 ❑ Increasing US (military) involvement in South Vietnam 

after 1960 due to the failings of the South Vietnamese 

government. By the mid-1960s the US faced a dilemma: 

to pull out of Vietnam and see a likely communist victory 

or become more involved, effectively running the war.

 ❑ The signifi cance of the Gulf of Tonkin incident in 1965 

in justifying the escalation of US military involvement in 

Vietnam.

 ❑ The prolonging of the war and the humiliation caused by 

the NLF’s 1968 ‘Tet offensive’ meant that American domes-

tic politics became much more infl uential on American 

policy, leading to the eventual withdrawal of US troops by 

1973.

 ❑ The signifi cance of revolutionary change in the third world 

is that it opened up avenues for the expansion of Soviet 

geopolitical power, as well as the way new revolutionary 

regimes threatened to undermine the political stability of 

neighbouring states.

 ❑ The geopolitical consequences of revolutionary change 

were most evident in how the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis 

developed out of the 1959 Cuban Revolution.

KEY POINTS

Ending the Cold War

have to recognize the very diff erent and antagonis-
tic domestic and foreign policy priorities of most, if 
not all, revolutionary states during the Cold War with 
respect to US priorities and interests.

The threat of revolution, then, could be seen in 
geopolitical terms. However, US responses to revolu-
tionary change were also a product of the prevailing 
anti-communist ideational mindset within the US 
national security bureaucracy, which also pervaded 
wider US society. Simply put, most if not all revo-
lutionary changes tended to be seen as communist 
inspired or—in one or another—involving Moscow. 
This was obviously not the case as revolutionary 
change carried out by nationalist movements—main-
ly against European colonial powers—in the third 

world was a product of very local political and eco-
nomic developments with little or nothing to do with 
Moscow. Consequently, on one level, we could see 
the struggles of nationalist movements for political 
and economic independence in the third world as 
being separate from the Cold War. This highlights a 
further layer of complexity in surveying American 
foreign policy as US policy was concerned not only 
with the USSR and other communist states, but also 
with thwarting the domestic and international ambi-
tions of a number of third world states not because 
they were communist, but because they refused to 
accept or involve themselves in American-construct-
ed international security and economic frameworks.
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revolutions during the 1970s that saw an expansion 
of Soviet power) through supporting anti-commu-
nist guerrilla movements forced the USSR into mak-
ing strategic and political concessions that eff ectively 
ended the Cold War between 1987 and 1989. So, did 
Reagan’s policies of confrontation force Soviet conces-
sions, eff ectively ending the Cold War?

In assessing the impact of Reagan’s policies most 
scholars tend to highlight the diff erences between the 
fi rst and second terms. Whilst the fi rst term was char-
acterized by a more aggressive and confrontational 
stance towards the USSR, the second term—in part 
refl ected in the turnover in key personnel and a more 
assertive Congress—saw a gradual shift  away from 
confrontation and, with Gorbachev’s accession to the 
Soviet leadership in 1985, an opening to negotiations 
with Moscow.

In terms of timing, then, Reagan’s policies did 
not force Soviet concessions as the developments 
that realized the end of the Cold War confrontation 
emerged out of a rather diff erent political and geopo-
litical context. Further, for as long as the US kept the 
pressure on, Moscow continued to—in the main—
meet its international commitments and, further, 
did not move towards making concessions to the US 
(Halliday 1994; Saull 2007: 165–79). Th is was the case 
even in the early stages of the Gorbachev leadership 
during 1985–6.

We do not know what might have happened had the 
second term Reagan administration continued with 
the hard-line policies of the fi rst term, but the reduc-
tion of international tensions certainly made it easier 

for Gorbachev to usher in the changes that he made in 
Soviet foreign and domestic policies that broke the geo-
political and ideological framework that had dominated 
US–Soviet relations since 1945. Further, it was only in 
this altered—more benign—geopolitical context that 
the Soviet leadership could tolerate the developments in 
east-central Europe in 1989, which saw the collapse of 
communist power within these states and the dissolu-
tion of the Warsaw Pact.

However, in recognizing the paradoxical role played 
by Reagan’s policies in ending the Cold War we also 
need to take stock of the longer-term consequences 
of US geopolitical hostility towards the USSR and the 
economic burdens that this posed on the USSR. Th us, 
whilst the Reagan doctrine may not have forced the 
USSR to end the Cold War, the longer-term impact of 
US policy towards the USSR and international revolu-
tion, more generally, posed huge burdens that could 
only undermine the domestic political and economic 
legitimacy of the USSR and its allied regimes—thus 
bearing out Kennan’s prognosis in the ‘Th e Sources 
of Soviet Conduct’ that the US should contain Soviet 
power until the domestic problems within the USSR 
forced political change—particularly through the way 
in which economic resources were channelled towards 
maintaining the military–geopolitical balance with the 
US. In this regard, the wider international capitalist 
socio-economic dimensions of US power and the way 
in which the US took advantage of economic resourc-
es beyond the national economic space of the United 
States proved to be a defi ning factor in the long-term 
struggle with the USSR.

Th is chapter has provided a historical survey of Ameri-
can foreign policy during the Cold War covering a 
number of major developments and changes in US poli-
cy. It has sought to account for US policy by drawing on 
and evaluating contrasting theoretical arguments that 
stress the role of geopolitical, ideational, and/or socio-
economic factors on US foreign policy. Th e chapter has 
demonstrated the explanatory uses and limitations of 

each approach. Its main conclusions are that the making 
of US foreign policy during the Cold War was centred 
on the how external developments involving the USSR 
and other revolutionary states and changes in the inter-
national capitalist economy were mediated through 
the institutions of the US state and domestic political 
debates involving the American people and their politi-
cal representatives.

Conclusion
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 ❑ The role of American foreign policy in the ending of the 

Cold War has focused on the claims by some scholars and 

former members of the Reagan administration that Rea-

gan’s hard-line policies forced the USSR into making con-

cessions that ended the Cold War.

 ❑ Most scholars highlight the differences between the 

first and second terms of the Reagan presidency. Whilst 

the first term was dominated by confronting the USSR 

in the third world and imposing an economic burden 

on Moscow through a massive arms build-up, the sec-

ond term saw Reagan move towards negotiations with 

Moscow.

 ❑ Historical evidence suggests that Reagan’s hard-line poli-

cies had little impact on changing Soviet behaviour during 

his fi rst term.

 ❑ It was the changed circumstances (and policies) of Rea-

gan’s second term that made Gorbachev more willing and 

able to implement his reform programme, which ended 

with the collapse of communist power and the dissolution 

of the Warsaw Pact.

 ❑ Whilst Reagan’s hard-line policies may not have ‘won’ the 

Cold War, the long-term costs imposed on the USSR by con-

tainment played a very important role—as suggested by Ken-

nan—in undermining the political and economic legitimacy 

of communist rule in the USSR and east-central Europe.

KEY POINTS

President Reagan’s ‘evil empire’ speech to the House of 
Commons, 8 June 1982

From Stettin on the Baltic to Varna on the Black Sea, the 

regimes planted by totalitarianism have had more than 

thirty years to establish their legitimacy. But none—not one 

regime—has yet been able to risk free elections. Regimes 

planted by bayonets do not take root . . .

If history teaches anything, it teaches self-delusion in the 

face of unpleasant facts is folly. We see around us today the 

marks of our terrible dilemma—predictions of doomsday, 

antinuclear demonstrations, an arms race in which the West 

must, for its own protection, be an unwilling participant. At 

the same time we see totalitarian forces in the world who 

seek subversion and confl ict around the globe to further 

their barbarous assault on the human spirit. What, then, is 

our course? Must civilization perish in a hail of fi ery atoms? 

Must freedom wither in a quiet, deadening accommodation 

with totalitarian evil?. . .

The decay of the Soviet experiment should come as no 

surprise to us. Wherever the comparisons have been made 

between free and closed societies—West Germany and 

East Germany, Austria and Czechoslovakia, Malaysia and 

Vietnam—it is the democratic countries that are prosper-

ous and responsive to the needs of their people. And one 

of the si mple but overwhelming facts of our time is this: of 

all the millions of refugees we’ve seen in the modern world, 

their fl ight is a lways away from, not toward the Communist 

world. Today on the NATO line, our military forces face east 

to prevent a possible invasion. On the other side of the li ne, 

the Soviet forces also face east to prevent their people from 

lea ving . . .

The objective I propose is quite simple to state: to fos-

ter the infrastructure of democracy, the system of a free 

p ress, unions, political parties, universities, which allows 

a people to choose their own way to develop their own 

culture, to reconcile their own differences through peace-

ful means . . .

What I am describing now is a plan and a hope for the 

long term—the march of freedom and democracy which will 

leave Marxism–Leninism on the ash heap of history as it has 

left other tyrannies which stifl e the freedom and muzzle the 

self-expression of the people. And that’s why we must con-

tinue our efforts to strengthen NATO even as we move for-

ward with our zero-option initiative in the negotiations on 

intermediate-range forces and our proposal for a one-third 

reduction in strategic ballistic missile warheads . . .

(Public Papers of Ronald Reagan, 1982, available at www.

reagan.utexas.edu/archives/speeches/1982/60882a.htm)

KEY QUOTES 4.5: REAGAN’S ‘EVIL EMPIRE’ SPEECH

www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/speeches/1982/60882a.htm
www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/speeches/1982/60882a.htm
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In this sense the realm of domestic politics and the 
prevailing ideational and ideological currents within 
state institutions and wider society were crucial in 
determining the US response to geopolitical changes 
and challenges and in responding to changes in the 
international capitalist economy. Further, the chapter 
has tried to expand our intellectual gaze beyond the 
traditional focus on US diplomatic and inter-state rela-
tions through highlighting the connections between 
geopolitics and international economic relations.

US foreign policy then and now has been preoccu-
pied with these two concerns—geopolitical and socio-
economic—and in this regard the re-ordering of the 
international economy aft er the war based on US lead-
ership and a US model of political economy could be 
seen as the transformation in world politics aft er the war 
now that the Cold War has ended. Th e interesting point 
for the future of US global power is that the Cold War 
was integral to those post-war international economic 
arrangements.

Questions

 1. In what ways did domestic political developments infl uence American foreign policy during the Cold War?

 2. Critically assess the orthodox–revisionist debate on the origins of the Cold War. Which account do you fi nd 

more convincing and why?

 3. ‘Throughout the history of the Cold War the United States used and manipulated the Soviet threat to secure 

its leadership over the Western world’. Discuss.

 4. How useful is the concept of imperialism in explaining American foreign relations during the Cold War?

 5. Why did the United States intervene in Vietnam? Why was it unable to overcome communist forces?

 6. ‘American policy towards third-world revolutions was as much about misperception as it was about 

confronting communist expansion’. Discuss.

 7. To what extent was US foreign economic policy of a case of ‘containment by other means’?

 8. Did the US cause the ‘new’ Cold War?

 9. Did Reagan ‘win’ the Cold War?

 10. What impact did the end of the Cold War have on American foreign policy?
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Endnotes

 1. Prior to this the US had shown itself commi tted to using force—through numerous interventions—against revolutionary movements and 

states in the western hemisphere in the early decades of the twentieth century. See Horowitz (1969).

 2. Many of which formed the basis of President ial national security doctrines throughout the Cold War.

 3. Between 1961 and 1962 the number of US mili tary personnel in South Vietnam more than tripled from 3000 to 11,000, increasing to over 

16,000 in 1963 and more than 23,000 before the formal introduction of combat troops in March 1965. By the end of 1965 there were 

184,000 US military personnel in South Vietnam. See Young (1991: 332–3).

 4. See Saull 2001: 189–99, 2007: 109–112, 120– 7 for a detailed analysis of US policy in Vietnam.

 5. An alternative view is provided by in the ‘ Pentagon Papers’ which states that the US deliberately provoked the North Vietnamese attack 

on the two US vessels—the Maddox and Turner Joy. See Sheehan (1971) and Prados (2004).

 6. This was evident in Indonesia in the mid-19 60s and the growing power of the Indonesian Communist Party. The result was a pre-emptive 

counter-revolutionary coup d’état by right-wing and pro-American elements within the armed forces—led by General Suharto—that 

overthrew the radical nationalist government in 1966, ushering in the massacre of tens of thousands of communists and other leftists by 

the military regime over the following months.

For a range of additional resources to support your learning visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this 

book at www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/cox_stokes2e/.
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Introduction: post-Cold War American internationalism

Between the late 1940s and 1989, the guiding principle 
of American foreign policy was straightforward. Th e 
underlying principle of those years was the containment 
of Soviet international power. With the collapse fi rst of the 
Berlin Wall and subsequently of Soviet communism itself, 
the United States stood in need of a new way of grounding 
its internationalist engagement. A lengthy debate ensued 
as to the proper scope and purpose of this new foreign 
policy. Post-Cold War foreign policy was developed 
under the contrasting leadership of President George 
Herbert Walker Bush and Bill Clinton. Th is chapter sur-
veys and evaluates US foreign policy debates and policy 
management under the direction of these two presidents.

Th e current chapter discusses the ‘long 1990s’, the era 
between the benevolent external shock of 1989 (the fall of 

the Berlin Wall) and the malevolent external shock of 9/11. 
Th e ‘long 1990s’, the immediate post-Cold War era, appears 
with hindsight a distinct phase in the history of US foreign 
policy. It had its own characteristic preoccupations, pri-
orities, and processes. Derek Chollet and John Goldgeier 
(2008: xiv) have likened the period between 1989 and 2001 
to the years between the two world wars, when ‘with no 
common threat to unite them, Americans couldn’t come 
together to defi ne the national interest’. Policy elites were 
preoccupied by questions of international disorder and 
the proper role for the United States to take in containing 
disorder. Debates swirled in the 1990s over the possibility 
of successful military intervention to promote humanitar-
ian ends. Long-standing arguments about the relationship 
between ideals and interests in US foreign policy were 
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transformed and re-energised in this new, post-Soviet 
international environment. Washington continued to be 
centrally concerned with Russia’s place in the new order, 
but was also increasingly exercised by the rise of China, the 
communist country whose political system had survived 
the upheavals of 1989–90 more or less intact.

Following 1989, US policy makers came to appreciate 
the degree to which the disappearing Cold War system 
had promoted a form of international stability, however 
brittle and inherently dangerous. Th e apparent interna-
tional triumph of liberalism seemed to point away from 
the kind of global geopolitical/ideological intermixture 
which had defi ned the Cold War. Norman Ornstein 
(1994: 114) wrote in 1994: ‘Geoeconomics increasingly 
drives geopolitics, compared to a Cold War agenda where 
geopolitics drove geoeconomics.’ In the 1990s, economic 
foreign policy constituted a kind of operational cutting 
edge, providing purpose and coherence to wider strategies 

of US international engagement. Th e 1990s also witnessed 
the emergence of new agendas, oft en ‘old’ issues trans-
formed by circumstance and perception. New agendas 
centred on what the Clinton administration came to call 
‘borderless threats’ such as environmental problems and 
the rise and transmogrifi cation of international terrorism. 
Th e ‘long 1990s’ were years of intense democratic possi-
bility. Yet from Rwanda to Bosnia, they were also years of 
atavistic negativity and irrationality. How should the USA 
respond to a world which was apparently both rapidly 
integrating and rapidly disintegrating?

Perhaps, above all, at least from the point of view of 
our concern here with the course of US foreign policy, 
the post-Cold War era saw a conscious and complex 
debate, conducted at both elite and public levels, about 
the very point and purpose of American international-
ism. Should America continue to lead? Was leadership, 
or even sustained global engagement, good for America?

1989 January: inauguration of President George H. W. Bush 

June: Tiananmen Square massacre in Beijing

November: fall of Berlin Wall

December: Bush–Gorbachev Malta summit

US invasion of Panama

1990 May–June: Bush–Gorbachev summit in Washington 

and Camp David

Superpower agreement on reunifi cation of Germany

August: Iraq invades Kuwait

September: Bush’s New World Order speech

November: European conventional force levels 

treaty signed

1991 January: Congressional Gulf War debate 

January–February: Operation Desert Storm: libera-

tion of Kuwait

July: First START (superpower strategic arms treaty) 

signed

August: failed coup in Moscow

Soviet parliament bans the Communist Party

December: USSR replaced by ‘Commonwealth of 

Independent States’

1992 June: Washington summit: Russia recognized as the 

‘successor state’ to the USSR

December: Operation Restore Hope begins in Somalia

1993 January: inauguration of President Bill Clinton

June: air assault on Iraq

September: Oslo Declaration of Principles on Middle 

East peace

October: 18 US military personnel killed in Somalia

November: NAFTA (North American Free Trade 

Agreement) approved by the US Congress

1994 April: US forces leave Somalia

May: Presidential Decision Directive 25

September: US invasion of Haiti

October: North Korean nuclear agreement

1995 January: Republicans assume leadership of both 

houses of the US Congress

US rescue operation for the Mexican peso

July–August: Congress votes to lift the arms embargo 

on the Bosnian government

August: US diplomatic initiative in Bosnia

November: Dayton Peace Accords agreed

1996 November: Clinton re-elected

1997 May: NATO-Russia Founding Act signed

1998 April: Good Friday (Belfast) Peace Agreement

August: missile attacks on Sudan and Afghanistan

December: US–UK air strikes on Iraq

1999 March: NATO air strikes on Serbia begin

April: NATO 50th anniversary summit: formal admis-

sion of Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic

October: US Senate fails to ratify the Comprehensive 

Nuclear Test Ban Treaty

2000 July: Israel–Palestine peace talks begin at Camp David

November: George W. Bush wins the presidential 

election

BOX 5.1: Chronology of key events, 1989–2001
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Searching for purpose: the ‘Kennan sweepstakes’

 ❑ Both the George H. W. Bush and the Clinton administra-

tions wrestled with the problem of deciding on a clear, 

publicly defensible, strategy for US foreign policy in the 

new era.

 ❑  Debates prior to 1995 were affected by perceptions of 

American decline.

 ❑ Post-Cold War options ran a gamut from expansionist/

imperialist to contractionist/isolationist.

KEY POINTS

Post-Cold War options
Beginning in the late 1980s, the American foreign 
policy community was exposed to a sometimes bewil-
dering and prolonged national meditation on possible 
options for an America without a Soviet threat. During 
the fi rst year of Clinton’s presidency, the debate became 
known in administration circles as the ‘Kennan sweep-
stakes’: a conscious eff ort to fi nd a post-Soviet state-
ment of purpose to rival George Kennan’s early Cold 
War concept of ‘containment’ of communism (Brinkley 
1997; Dumbrell 2009: 41–5). Th e debate was at fi rst 
deeply infl uenced by the notion, inherited from the 
years following the end of the Vietnam War, of Ameri-
can decline. Perceptions of decline were, however, even 
in the early 1990s, undercut by the contemporary ad-
vances for liberal democracy, not only in former com-
munist countries, but also in Latin America and South 
Africa. Commentators began to develop the notion of 
the ‘democratic peace’, an idea derived from Enlight-
enment philosopher Immanuel Kant which was pro-
foundly to infl uence the foreign policy thinking of the 
Clinton administration (Russett 1993; Doyle 1995). 
Moreover, as the Soviet Union imploded, American 
military eminence became obvious. Even before the 
formal break-up of the USSR, neo-conservative com-
mentator Charles Krauthammer (1991) was discuss-
ing the ‘unipolar moment’. From a liberal perspective, 
Joseph Nye (1991 and 2004) developed the idea of 
‘soft  power’, involving the ability to co-opt rather than 
coerce, to set the assumptions, even the organizational 
framework, for international behaviour. Th e United 
States seemed, above all nations, to combine formida-
ble amounts of economic, military, and ‘soft ’ power.

The range of options on offer in the early 1990s 
was conveniently arranged along a spectrum  leading 

from strong internationalist assertion (to the point of 
actual imperialism) at one end, to contractionism (to 
the point of isolationism) at the other (Crabb, Saried-
dine, and Antizzo 2001). The major fear in elite 
discourse was that of a new isolationism. With the 
Soviet threat extinguished at last, perhaps America 
really was homeward bound? Ronald Steel (1995: 85) 
discerned ‘a chasm between a foreign policy estab-
lishment mesmerized by notions of American lead-
ership and “global responsibilities” and an American 
public concerned by drug trafficking and addiction, 
jobs, illegal aliens’ and other domestic issues. By 
1998, Samuel Berger, Clinton’s second National Secu-
rity Adviser, was arguing that the real danger came 
from ‘those who would “talk the talk” of internation-
alism, but “walk the walk” of isolationism’ (Berger 
1998: 188). Successful internationalism, in this line 
of argument, required the nerve to spend money and 
to take risks even when America was not directly 
threatened.

President Bush Senior and 
‘the vision thing’
President Bush was actually an unlikely post-Cold 
War visionary. He famously denied any skill with ‘the 
vision thing’. In the frenetic immediate post-Cold War 
climate, he was not short of advice. Former Defense 
Secretary Robert McNamara (1989) urged him to cut 
defence spending by 50 per cent. At the other extreme, 
the 1992 Defense Planning Guidance, written in his 
Department of Defense and leaked to the press in April 
1992, refl ected neo-conservative thinking. It envisaged 
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an America which would enjoy permanent and unre-
mitting military primacy.

Bush’s natural caution was tempered by the 
demands of occupying the White House as the Cold 
War order expired. His advice to aides included the 
injunction to ‘think big’, as well as to ‘work as a team’ 
under close presidential direction (Kolb 1994: 6). An 
August 1990 speech in Colorado represented an early 
eff ort to map out a post-Cold War foreign policy. Th e 
USA needed to meet new, unspecifi ed threats, ‘wholly 

unrelated to the earlier patterns of the US–Soviet rela-
tionship’. Only ‘a strong and engaged America’ could 
respond adequately to threats which might emerge in 
any corner of the globe (Melanson 1996: 219).

Th e elder Bush’s main contribution to post-Cold War 
role setting was the concept of a New World Order, out-
lined to Congress following the 1990 invasion of Kuwait 
by Saddam Hussein’s Iraqi army. Although it contained 
a general commitment to democratic idealism, the New 
World Order was far from an American-led campaign 

Out of these troubled times . . . a new world order can emerge

. . . Today, that new world order is struggling to be born, a 

world quite different from the one we have known, a world 

where the rule of law supplants the rule of the jungle, a world 

in which nations recognize the shared responsibility for free-

dom and justice, a world where the strong respect the weak.

(President George H. W. Bush, 11 

September 1990)

‘World Orders, Old and New’: the rule of the ‘rich men of 

the rich societies . . . assisted by the rich men of the hungry 

nations who do their bidding’.

(Chomsky 1994)

Using force makes sense as a policy where the stakes warrant, 

where and when force can be effective, where no other pol-

icies are likely to prove effective, where its application can be 

limited in scope and time, and where the potential benefi ts 

justify the potential costs and sacrifi ce.

(President George H. W. Bush,

 5 January 1993)

KEY QUOTES 5.1: The New World Order

‘End of history’

What we may be witnessing is not just the end of the Cold War, 

or the passing of a particular period of post-war history, but 

the end of history as such: that is, the end point of mankind’s 

ideological evolution and the universalization of Western lib-

eral democracy as the fi nal form of human government. . . .

(Fukuyama 1989)

Fukuyama predicted the end of ideological confl icts, not 

history itself, and the triumph of political and economic lib-

eralism. That point is correct in a narrow sense: the secular 

religions that fought each other so bloodily in the last century 

are now dead. But Fukuyama failed to note that nationalism 

remains very much alive. Moreover, he ignored the explosive 

potential of religious wars that has extended to a large part 

of the Islamic world.

(Hoffman 2002)

The ‘democratic peace’

The end of ideological hostility matters doubly because 

it represents a surrender to the force of Western values of 

economic and especially political freedom. To the degree 

that countries once ruled by autocratic systems become 

democratic, a striking fact about the world comes to bear 

on any discussion of the future of international relations: in 

the modern international system, democracies have almost 

never fought each other.

(Russett 1993)

Just as neighbors who raise each others’ barns are less likely 

to become arsonists, people who raise each others’ liv-

ing standards through commerce are less likely to become 

combatants.

(Bill Clinton, American University speech, 

February 1993)

MAJOR DEBATES AND THEIR IMPACT 5.1: The ‘end of history’ and the ‘democratic peace’
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for global democracy. It represented rather a brand of 
1990s internationalism which was closely attuned to a 
keen awareness of the limits of American power. Fol-
lowing the 1991 victory in the Gulf against Iraq, Bush 
famously, and rather prematurely, boasted of having 
buried the ‘specter of Vietnam’ in ‘the desert sands of 
the Arabian peninsula’ (Tucker and Hendrickson 1992: 
72). Yet, just as the New World Order was no unabashed 
call to arms, Bush’s farewell speeches at the close of his 
presidency emphasized constraints as well as opportu-
nities. At West Point military academy in January 1993, 
Bush rhetorically reserved the use of force for occasions 
‘where its application can be limited in space and time, 
and where the potential benefi ts justify the potential 
costs and sacrifi ce’ (Public Papers 1993: 2229).

 ❑ The New World Order was President Bush Sr.’s main 

contribution to thinking beyond the Cold War.

 ❑ Bush’s concept combined awareness of constraints 

on American power, as well as opportunities for 

exercising it.

KEY POINTS

Bill Clinton
Clinton’s 1992 presidential campaign was dominated 
by domestic issues; indeed a major Clinton criticism of 
Bush was that the latter had become excessively oriented 
towards foreign policy. By the time Clinton entered 
the White House, however, it was clear not only that 
an entry had to be found for the ‘Kennan sweepstakes’, 
but that Bush’s New World Order had to be recast. 
Clinton was now looking for a vision that combined a 
commitment to geo-economics, and an awareness of 
limits, with moral purpose. Th e key task was to delin-
eate the conditions for engagement, military or diplo-
matic. Various administration spokespeople advanced 
notions of ‘assertive humanitarianism’. Undersecretary 
of State Peter Tarnoff  promoted a highly restrained 
version of ‘assertive mulilateralism’, based on a ‘case 
by case decision to limit the amount of American en-
gagement’ (Brown 1994: 609). As they developed in the 
early phase of Clinton’s presidency, the ‘tests’ or condi-
tions for engagement seemed to centre on the domestic 

overspill from regional confl ict, alliance obligations, 
and demonstrable US economic interest.

Th e administration’s prize entry in the ‘Kennan 
sweepstakes’ was ‘democratic enlargement’, defended 
and defi ned by National Security Adviser Tony Lake 
in September 1993. Lake made it clear that ‘democratic 
enlargement’ had economics at its heart. Th e replace-
ment for anti-communist containment would be ‘a 
strategy of enlargement . . . of the world’s free com-
munity of market democracies’ (Brinkley 1997: 116). 
‘Democratic enlargement’ never gained wide currency 
as a slogan, and was superseded in later declarations 
of purpose by the formula ‘engagement and enlarge-
ment’. Yet, ‘democratic enlargement’ did capture what 
was to become the central, integrating purpose of the 
Clinton foreign policy: to position the USA at the head 
of economic globalization.

As it developed in the mid-and late 1990s, Clin-
ton administration ‘big thinking’ on post-Cold War 
foreign policy reflected both a new confidence and a 
new caution. Confidence derived from the retreat of 
declinism. By mid-decade, the computer revolution, 
growth in global free trade, and the US consumer 
spending boom had transformed the recessionary 
economic climate which had affected the election 
of 1992. The reversals in Somalia, however, raised 
doubts about the future of ‘assertive humanitarian-
ism’. From January 1995, Clinton had to share power 
with a Republican congressional majority which was 
contemptuous of anything resembling naive altru-
ism in foreign policy. One expression of the post-
Somalia mood was Presidential Decision Directive 
(PDD) 25, drafted in May 1994. The document laid 
out conditions for US participation in UN peace-
keeping operations. It was actually a little less cau-
tious than similar directives from Bush. Under PDD 
25, the USA would contribute across its full range 
of capabilities, not just its ‘unique’ ones. However, 
US troops would support UN operations only if risks 
were ‘acceptable’ and objectives clear (Daalder 1996).

Administration thinking in the second Clinton term 
focused on the desired globalization of market democracy, 
a concept encapsulated in the Clintonite phrase, ‘family of 
nations’. Excluded from the family were ‘rogue’ or ‘back-
lash’ states, later dubbed ‘states of concern’. Such states in-
cluded familiar international ‘bad boys’: Iraq, Iran, Cuba, 
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 ❑ Clinton’s post-Cold War vision shifted from ‘democratic 

enlargement’ to ‘engagement and enlargement’.

 ❑ Clinton increasingly looked towards extending the 

sway of market democracy and to marginalizing ‘rogue 

states’.

KEY POINTS

With NAFTA, we’ll be creating the biggest trading block 

in the world right at our doorstep, and led by the United 

States.

(President Bill Clinton, radio address, 18 October 1993)

. . . our policy must face the reality of recalcitrant and 

outlaw states that not only choose to remain outside the 

family but also assault its basic values. There are few ‘back-

lash states’: Cuba, North Korea, Iran, Iraq, and Libya. For 

now they lack the resources of a superpower, which would 

enable them to seriously threaten the democratic order 

being created around them. Nevertheless, their behaviour 

is often aggressive and defiant. The ties between them are 

growing as they seek to thwart or quarantine themselves 

from a global trend to which they seem incapable of 

adapting.

(Lake 1994; Anthony Lake was Clinton’s fi rst US 

National Security Adviser)

The world is no longer divided into two hostile camps. 

Instead, we are building bonds with nations that once were 

our adversaries. Growing connections of commerce and cul-

ture give us a chance to lift the fortunes and spirits of people 

the world over. And for the very fi rst time in all of history, 

more people on this planet live under democracy than 

dictatorship.

(President Bill Clinton, second inaugural address, 

20 January 1997)

KEY QUOTES 5.2: The Clinton administration: globalization, democracy promotion, and rogue states

Foreign policy making in the new order

Policy making under Bush and 
Clinton: executive organization 
and legislative prerogatives
In the early 1990s, there was a wide consensus to the ef-
fect that the form as well as the content of US foreign 
policy would change in the new world. At one level, so 

it was argued, the USA needed to develop and embed 
policy processes which refl ected the requirements of 
a globalizing world economy, increasingly shaped by 

North Korea, Libya. Th e post-Cold War ‘democratic 
peace’ was to be extended and protected by exposing and 
marginalizing the rogues (Lake 1994). Against Republi-
can arguments that ‘Americanism’ and narrowly defi ned 
national interest should guide foreign policy, second-term 
Clintonites argued for the US role as ‘indispensable nation’. 
For Clinton’s second term Secretary of State Madeleine 
Albright (2003: 420), the fi nal decade of the twentieth cen-
tury was ‘the global era, a time characterized by height-
ened interdependence, overlapping national interests, and 
borders permeable to everything from terrorists and tech-
nology to disease and democratic ideals’. Th e USA would 
not and could not do everything; yet it could guide and 
shepherd the global progress towards market democracy. 
Democratic idealism was still part of the administration’s 
conceptual apparatus in the second term. However, it was 

an idealism which had by this time been severely tested 
against the stubborn refusal of traditional security con-
cerns to disappear, even in the era of post-communism. 
Th e ‘security agenda’, especially in relation to the Korean 
peninsula, Russia, and China, appeared to subsume ‘global 
freedom’ in a major foreign policy address in San Fran-
cisco in February 1999 (McCormick 2005: 192).
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The Bush intervention, 1992

In December 1992, shortly after his defeat in the presidential 

election, President George H. W. Bush announced, during a 

congressional recess, the start of Operation Restore Hope, 

involving some 28,000 US troops in a humanitarian aid inter-

vention in Somalia, a country torn apart by civil confl ict. The 

original intention was to have US troops withdrawn before 

Clinton’s inauguration. A United Nations authorization in 

December recognized that the force would be commanded 

by the United States. Divisions quickly opened between the 

USA and the UN, while domestic opinion focused on the 

possibility of ‘another Vietnam’. The troop commitment took 

place with a minimum of reference to the 1973 War Powers 

Resolution. When the fi rst US Navy SEAL commandos landed 

in Somalia on 8 December, they were greeted by the televi-

sion lights and cameras of the international media.

Clinton and Somalia

Following some initial apparent success, the intervention 

developed into a messy crash landing for Clinton. The new 

President made references to his need to inform Congress 

under the War Powers Resolution, but held that continued 

deployment of US forces was a function of his ‘inherent 

powers’ as commander-in-chief of the armed forces. The 

situation deteriorated sharply after the UN Security Council, 

prodded by US Ambassador Madeleine Albright, adopted a 

‘nation-building’ brief for the mission. US forces were tasked 

with arresting Mohamed Farah Aideed, the Somalian war-

lord blamed for the murder of twenty-three Pakistani peace-

keepers in June 1993. Eighteen US military personnel were 

killed in a Mogadishu fi refi ght in October. By this time, the 

intervention was unpopular and beginning to stimulate con-

gressional calls for withdrawal. The Democratic leadership 

in Congress, however, effectively protected the new Dem-

ocratic President from any radical assault on his authority. 

Clinton announced, following the Mogadishu killings, that 

all US troops would be withdrawn by April 1994. Congress 

raised the prospect of a funding cut-off thereafter, though it 

allowed limited troop deployment until early 1995.

Rationale and signifi cance

Bush’s decision to commit troops to a region without sig-

nifi cant immediate security interest for the United States 

was, in effect, the New World Order in action. Here was 

the USA acting as chairman of the international board of 

post-Cold War peace and order imposition. Moreover, this 

was an intended demonstration that Vietnam-era con-

straints on US military action had now evaporated. Bush’s 

decision was rooted in a genuine concern to advance hu-

manitarian interventionism in the new order, as well as to 

compensate for his administration’s perceived inability to 

affect the worsening security and humanitarian situation in 

the former Yugoslavia. The deployment refl ected the ‘CNN 

effect’: the putative ability of media coverage of post-Cold 

War humanitarian disasters to shape Washington’s agenda. 

Clinton was bequeathed something of a poison pill. The 

shift in purpose, from humanitarian relief to nation build-

ing, indicated the dangers of ‘mission creep’ in the new in-

ternational environment. The Somalian failure illustrated 

the shallowness of the US public and legislative commit-

ment to the kind of expansive internationalism envisaged 

by Bush’s New World Order.

BOX 5.2: The USA and Somalia, 1992–4

the dynamics of free trade (Paarlberg 1995). America’s 
domestic political process appeared likely to become 
increasingly decentralized, less hierarchical, and more 
open to legislative and domestic interest group pressure. 
With the integrating force of immediate threat removed, 
the line between foreign and domestic policy seemed 
about to become even more blurred than previously. 
Presidents would no longer be able to assert authority 
under the cover of perpetual international crisis. Even 
state and local governments appeared to be getting in 
on the act, as they developed quasi-independent trade 
strategies (McHenry 1994).

Despite all this, the foreign policy process under Pres-
ident George H. W. Bush retained more of a Cold War 
than a New World Order aspect. Th e practical effi  ciency 
of the Bush foreign policy team was impressive. It coped 
well with much of the ‘high politics’ management, nota-
bly the reunifi cation of Germany, which accompanied 
the end of the Cold War. Inside the White House, Bush 
operated a closely structured National Security Coun-
cil (NSC) committee system, deferring always to the 
President. Many key decisions were made by ad hoc 
groups chaired by Bush himself. Th e President and his 
foreign policy elite were unenthused by the possibility 
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of post-Cold War legislative resurgence, a development 
they managed to keep at bay. Th e congressional debate 
which preceded the 1991 Gulf War was a set-piece for 
the articulation of legislative war-making prerogative; 
narrow victories were achieved for the presidential 
line in both houses. As with the Panamanian invasion 
of 1989, the 1991 Gulf confl ict nevertheless proceeded 
with a minimum of legislative involvement.

Policy making in the Clinton years did provide evi-
dence of a decentralized post-Cold War process. East 
European ethnic lobbies in the USA, for example, 
played an important role in energizing the presidential 
commitment to the eastward expansion of NATO, the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (Asmus 2002: 80). 
In post-Soviet conditions, policy towards Cuba lost its 
high-security profi le and became infl uenced by con-
gressionally oriented expatriate anti-Castro lobbies in 
Florida, notably the Cuban–American National Foun-
dation (Kiger 1997; Haney and Vanderbush 1999). Clin-
ton made important bureaucratic changes, designed to 
recognize the newly central international economic 
agenda. Th e National Economic Council (NEC)—
originally headed by Robert Rubin and later by Laura 
Tyson—was established in order to raise economic 
foreign policy to the same status as foreign diplomatic 
policy.

Th e early Clinton foreign policy operation was ham-
pered by the President’s own preoccupation with domes-
tic policy. Th e post-1992 foreign policy team was not as 
eff ective as that associated with Clinton’s predecessor. 
At times, especially in relation to Balkans policy before 
1995, the process was in frank disarray (Bert 1997). By 
1995, Clinton was concentrating more clearly and eff ec-
tively on foreign policy, and continued to do so during 
the second term. Republican challenges on domestic 
issues, eff ectively ending the prospects for a successful 
presidential reform agenda, made a contribution here. 
Despite all the diffi  culties, the key Clinton players—
Warren Christopher and Tony Lake in the fi rst term; 
Madeleine Albright, Sandy Berger, and (Republican) 
Secretary of Defense William Cohen in the second—
worked reasonably well as a team, avoiding the conspic-
uous public disagreements that had damaged previous 
administrations.

Th e post-1994 Republican Congress quickly asserted 
itself in regard to policy in Bosnia. During the second 

term, Clinton suff ered defeats when the Senate refused 
to confi rm the Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty 
in 1998, and when Congress subsequently removed 
the presidential ‘fast track’ trade-negotiating authority. 
Battles were fought over foreign aid, economic aid to 
Mexico, and reorganization of the State Department. Yet 
policy initiation remained fi rmly in the White House. 
Clinton achieved Senate ratifi cation in 1997 of NATO 
expansion. When the USA began its air bombardment of 
Yugoslavia in 1999, Congress was ‘consulted’ rather than 
substantively included in decision making (Hendrickson 
2002: 122).

Public opinion
Bush’s New World Order was, among other things, an 
eff ort to sell a reordered American globalism to a scep-
tical American public. Th e notion of a post-Cold War 
‘homeward bound’ public, even of a neo-isolationist 
‘new populism’, profoundly infl uenced the foreign pol-
icy debates of the 1990s. ‘New populist’ candidate Pat 
Buchanan made waves in the 1992 and 1996 Republican 
primary elections, arguing for a foreign policy based on 
narrowly defi ned national interest. Following the 1994 
elections, Senator Jesse Helms of North Carolina, invet-
erate opponent of foreign aid and of the United Nations, 
headed the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. Th e 
‘new populism’ had to be taken seriously.

Th ere was little public encouragement in the 1990s 
for the USA to become actively engaged in apparently 
remote regional confl icts. Foreign aid and ‘global al-
truism’ slipped down all polled lists of public priorities 
(Rosner 1995–6; Bacevich 1996). Th e gap, identifi ed by 
Ronald Steel and referred to above, between elite and 
public perspectives—global leadership versus domes-
tic concerns—was evident, for example, in Chicago 
Council on Foreign Relations polling in the mid-1990s 
(Rielly 1995).

Yet truth was more complex. Th e ‘new populism’ 
was itself as much an expression of electoral oppor-
tunism as of mass preference. Would-be ‘new popu-
list’ leaders of the right (notably Pat Buchanan) and 
left  (such as Democrat Jerry Brown) attacked glob-
alization and elite free trade policies in the name of 
the ordinary American. Th e post-1994 congressio-
nal Republicans certainly had a ‘new populist’ tinge; 
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they showed considerable distaste for ‘entangling 
alliances’ and tended to favour unilateralism in for-
eign policy. However, post-Cold War public opin-
ion per se was complex. It retained from the earlier 
post-Vietnam War era a prudent attitude towards 
military intervention, especially if goals were vague 
and American interests indistinct (Jentleson 1992). 
Post-Cold War public introversion had its limits. Th e 

saliency of foreign policy to the US public certainly 
decreased in the 1990s; yet there was little public 
enthusiasm for quitting international bodies such as 
the United Nations and NATO (Kull 1995–6). Both 
Bush and Clinton were able to lead America along the 
internationalist path, with the latter conspicuously 
succeeding in eliciting public approval for troop 
commitments to Bosnia in 1995–6.

 ❑ The 1990s saw a widespread expectation that foreign pol-

icy making would become more decentralized and less 

dominated by presidents.

 ❑ The post-Cold War presidents were, to varying degrees, 

able to resist the decentralizing dynamic and, in partic-

ular, showed scant regard for congressional war powers.

 ❑ ‘Homeward bound’ public opinion was a major poten-

tial constraint on executive policy making in the new 

era.

KEY POINTS

US foreign policy in the post-Cold War era

President Bush Senior, 1989–93
Despite the centrality of ‘big thinking’ in the 1990s, 
much foreign policy leadership remained as it had 
always been: the management of complex international 
interactions, especially in the context of more or less 
unexpected crises and emergencies. George H. W. 
Bush’s main concern in 1989–90 was how to manage the 
extraordinary, and largely unexpected, transformations 
that were taking place in Russia and eastern Europe. 
Th e hallmarks of the Bush approach were procedural 
deft ness, restraint, and caution (Zelikow and Rice 1995; 
Hurst 1999; Bush and Scowcroft  1998). At times, stra-
tegic caution resembled stasis. Bush off ered a process 
of ‘testing’ both Soviet premier Mikhail Gorbachev’s 
good faith and his security in offi  ce. Washington sought 
also to integrate a reforming USSR into Western capi-
talist economic and political networks. Th e collapse of 
communism in eastern Europe was greeted in offi  cial 
Washington with diplomatic equanimity, with Bush 
 famously declining ‘to dance on the Berlin Wall’.

Th e Bush policy, as it evolved between November 
1989 and the extinction of the Soviet Union just over 

two years later, was one of attempting to bolster Gor-
bachev’s domestic position where possible, but also of 
stopping well short of complete commitment to the 
Soviet reformer. Th ere was to be no ‘grand bargain’, 
wherein Soviet reform might be underpinned by mas-
sive American aid. At the Malta summit in late 1989, 
Bush eff ectively promised that Washington would not 
‘create big problems’ if Moscow intervened to pacify the 
Baltic republics (Beschloss and Talbott 1993: ch. 7). Th e 
unpredictability of Soviet politics was underlined by 
the failed anti-Gorbachev coup of August 1991. Bush 
supported Boris Yeltsin, the leader of the newly inde-
pendent Russia, throughout 1992, although again with 
relatively little in the way of concrete aid. Although crit-
icized for its hesitancy, Bush’s Soviet/Russian policy had 
much to commend it. Two superpower strategic arms 
(START) treaties were signed by early 1993. Above all, 
the huge shift  in the geopolitical landscape had been 
managed, at least beyond the immediate disorder in the 
former Yugoslavia, in a way broadly congruent with the 
White House’s desire to avoid violent disintegration of 
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the Soviet state system. Bush’s pragmatic conservatism 
applied also to relations with China, with only muted 
criticism being off ered following the 1989 massacre of 
student activists in Tiananmen Square, Beijing.

Bush’s policy elsewhere was notably more incautious. 
In December 1989, the USA invaded Panama. Th e inva-
sion followed the ‘voiding’ of elections by Panamanian 
dictator Manuel Noriega. Th e White House off ered a 
range of justifi cations for the action: ‘to safeguard the 
lives of Americans, to defend democracy in Panama, to 
combat drug traffi  cking, and to protect the integrity of 
the Panama Canal’ (Maechling 1990: 123). It was rather 
remarkable that this invasion, the fi rst such use of mil-
itary force in what were (just) post-Cold War condi-
tions, had very little basis in international law (Fisher 
1995: 145–8). Noriega, one-time US intelligence ‘asset’, 
had become a severe embarrassment to Washington. 
Th e invasion served as an indication of Washington’s 
resolve to act decisively in the new international era, 
especially in its own hemisphere.

In contrast to Panama, the US response to Iraq’s 
illegal August 1990 invasion of Kuwait was strongly 
backed by the United Nations. Saddam Hussein, like 
Noriega, was a former recipient of American aid who 
was now seen by Washington as an international men-
ace. Th e US diplomatic and military response to the 
Kuwaiti invasion, Operations Desert Shield and De-
sert Storm, however, was multilateral and measured. 
As Freedman and Karsh (1994: 441) argued, the 1991 
ouster of Iraq from Kuwait ‘saw the return of the 
United States to a self-confi dent and an eff ective role 
at the heart of international aff airs’. Bush’s justifi cation 
for action, centring on international law and on the 
threat the Iraqi action mounted to oil supplies, was in-
ternationally persuasive. Controversy extended to the 
way in which mission goals—defending Saudi Arabia 
from attack, expelling the illegal invader, at times even 
destroying the Iraqi regime—shift ed. Th e US commit-
ment noticeably expanded following the 1990 mid-
term elections. Th e US attacks on virtually defenceless 
retreating Iraqi troops at the war’s end were also highly 
controversial. Bush’s reasons for allowing Saddam to 
remain in power—primarily concern for the integ-
rity of the allied Gulf coalition and for the limited 
UN mandate, as well as the desire to avoid involve-
ment in prolonged and unpredictable Iraqi nation 

building—were coherent. Th e raising and subsequent 
disappointing of the hopes of the Shi’a population of 
southern Iraq, that the USA would intervene further 
in Iraq itself, profoundly damaged the prospects of a 
successful invasion by American troops in 2003.

 ❑ Bush’s management of the geopolitical convulsions 

which accompanied the end of the Cold War was gen-

erally sure-footed, if rather uninspired.

 ❑ The 1989 Panamanian invasion and the 1991 Gulf con-

fl ict were transformative assertions of post-Cold War 

US military force.

KEY POINTS

President Clinton, fi rst term, 
1993–6
Much of the early Clinton foreign policy agenda cen-
tred on issues inherited from the momentous Bush 
years: ratifi cation of the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA) between the USA, Canada, and 
Mexico, attempting to achieve a post-Cold War settle-
ment with Russia, continuing Bush’s moves towards a 
military posture appropriate for the new era, and devel-
oping a credible policy for the disintegrating Yugoslavia.

Th e November 1993 congressional endorsement 
of NAFTA (234–200 in the House; 61–38 in the Sen-
ate) was a major victory for the President and for the 
principle of regional free trade. It was a defeat for pro-
tectionist and ‘new populist’ forces, including those 
represented by Ross Perot, whose 19 per cent national 
support in the 1992 presidential election had done 
so much to usher Clinton into the White House. Th e 
NAFTA vote set the foundation of a presidential record 
that was to be distinguished by its commitment to both 
bilateral and multilateral free trade policies. Th e ad-
ministration set its sights on ‘big emerging markets’, 
including China, India, Brazil, and South Africa. Th e 
interpenetration of global security and economics was 
exemplifi ed in the administration’s policy of free trade 
with China, more or less without regard for Beijing’s 
human rights record.
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Policy towards Russia combined various elements, 
some of them mutually irreconcilable: a recognition of 
Boris Yeltsin as the only credible leader of the former 
superpower, a generalized commitment to Russian 
and east European democratization, the real need to 
control and decommission nuclear weapons in various 
parts of the old USSR, a concern to marginalize Russia 
as a future international security player, and the play-
ing of a central role in the over-rapid marketization 
of the Russian economy (Clark 2001: 103–7; Talbott 
2003; Marsden 2005). Policy towards Russia was also 
complicated by what was to become a major achieve-
ment of the Clinton administration: the expansion of 
NATO into eastern Europe. Th e result of these com-
peting policy concerns was a stance towards Russia 
which continually risked provoking either a national-
ist counter-reaction or a capitulation to the ‘new oli-
garchs’ who came to dominate the Russian economy. 
Regarding the post-Cold War military, Clinton con-
tinued the Bush dynamic of resetting capabilities. In 
1993, it was announced that, by 1998, defence spend-
ing as a percentage of GNP would be less than half 
what it had been in the era of the Vietnam War. Th e 
US defence posture would be organized around the 
ability to fi ght two near-simultaneous major regional 
confl icts.

Clinton’s early Bosnian policy continued the Bush 
administration’s unwillingness to accept the need for 
direct US involvement in what Warren Christopher 
called in 1993 a ‘European situation’ (Hendrickson 
2002: 73). Deadlock was broken only in 1995, with the 
threat of a Republican takeover of Bosnian policy, and 
with the massacre at Srebrenica. Richard Holbrooke, 
Assistant Secretary of State for European Aff airs, began 
a diplomatic off ensive which led within a few months to 
the Dayton Accords.

Th e Somalian disaster cast a long shadow. Th e Rwan-
dan genocide of 1994 proceeded with a minimum of 
attention from either the UN or the USA. Clinton was 
later to describe relative non-involvement in Rwanda as 
the greatest shame of his administration. Military ac-
tion did occur in Iraq, initially as part of the policy of 
‘keeping Saddam in his box’ and of the commitment to 
‘dual containment’ (of Iraq and Iran). Clinton emerged 
as an enthusiastic and frequent user of small-scale 
military force. Iraq was attacked from the air in 1993, 

 ❑ Until 1995, Clinton struggled to develop a credible and 

consistent policy towards the former Yugoslavia.

 ❑ Clinton’s fi rst term was dominated by free trade 

agendas and by efforts to operationalize the policy of 

‘selective engagement’.

KEY POINTS

1994, 1996, 1997, 1998, and 1999. In 1994, the USA 
launched what was to be a virtually bloodless invasion 
of Haiti. Designed to restore the rule of elected leader 
Jean-Bertrand Aristide, the invasion followed domestic 
pressure, associated particularly with the large refugee 
infl ux from Haiti.

Reviewing the fi rst Clinton term, Secretary of State 
Warren Christopher (1995: 8) asked: ‘What would 
the world be like without American leadership just in 
the last two years? We might have four nuclear states 
with the breakup of the Soviet Union instead of one; 
a North Korea building nuclear bombs; a rising pro-
tectionist tide rather than rising trade fl ows… brutal 
dictators still terrorizing Haiti and forcing its people 
to fl ee; and Iraqi troops very likely back in Kuwait, 
threatening the world’s oil supplies.’ Christopher’s 
summary was a reasonable one, despite the conspic-
uous omission of Bosnia, Somalia, and Rwanda from 
his survey.

President Clinton, second term, 
1996–2001
As is the case with most presidencies, Clinton’s second 
term witnessed a noticeable shift ing of gear. Th e shift  
proceeded partly from the 1995 transformation in policy 
towards Bosnia. With declinism now a philosophy of the 
past, the post-1995 White House exuded greater confi -
dence in America’s ability to exercise global leadership. 
Above all, the Republican Congress began to make its 
presence felt, pressing the executive towards unilateralist 
foreign policy options, and towards a new commitment 
to military spending. Th e second term witnessed impor-
tant presidential reverses at the hands of the Congress, as 
well as international failures such as the failure to prevent 
India and Pakistan becoming viable nuclear powers.
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The later security agenda extended also to Taiwan, 
where in 1996 Clinton moved to deter the threat of 
a Chinese invasion, to Iraq, to international terror-
ism, and to the Balkans. Regarding Iraq, the contain-
ment of the Baghdad regime gave way to willingness 
to countenance the possibility of ‘regime change’ 
(Ritter 2005). The international terrorist threat 
climbed swiftly up the bureaucratic tree. According 
to Sandy Berger, by 1995 Osama bin Laden ‘was on 
the radar screen; in 1998 he was the radar screen’ 
(Zegart 2007: 24; Branch 2009: 511). Attacks on US 
embassies in East Africa and the 2000 assault on the 
USS Cole kept these issues firmly on the agenda. The 
charge of insouciance towards terrorism has fre-
quently, and unjustly, been levelled at the Clinton 
administration. The 9/11 Commission (2004: 340) 
offered a more balanced judgement. According to 
the Commission, the Clinton people ‘took the threat 
seriously, but not in the sense of mustering anything 
like the kind of effort that would be gathered to con-
front an enemy of the first, second, or even third 
rank’. The missile attacks on putative terrorist tar-
gets in Sudan and Afghanistan were ineffectual and 
counter-productive.

In March 1999, NATO forces, led by the USA, insti-
tuted a seventy-eight-day bombing campaign against 
Serbia. Th e action, which Clinton dubbed ‘the fi rst 
ever humanitarian war’ (DiPrizio 2002: 130), was 
taken following Serbian leader Slobodan Milosevic’s 
refusal to sign the Rambouillet Agreement, setting 
terms for a cessation of violence against the Albanian 
minority in the Serbian region of Kosovo. Th e action 
led to Serb government capitulation and the entry of 
NATO forces into Kosovo. Th e bombing was hailed 
by sympathetic observers not just as the fi rst human-
itarian war, but also as the fi rst war ever to be won by 
air power alone, albeit with a (more or less) credible 
threat of ground invasion. Th e war was waged outside 
any UN remit; Russia would almost certainly have 
vetoed the action in the Security Council. Th e will-
ingness of the administration to follow unilateralist 
or quasi-unilateralist paths was evidenced further in 
its opposition to American involvement in the Inter-
national Criminal Court, a position which Clinton 
reversed in his very fi nal days in offi  ce. Republican 
pressure, along with administration re-evaluation of 

US military preparedness, led also to defence spend-
ing increases. Particularly conspicuous here was the 
revival of anti-missile defence, a cherished Republi-
can cause harking back to President Reagan’s Strate-
gic Missile Defence programme.

Clinton’s fi nal year in offi  ce was dominated by 
the  eff ort to achieve a Middle East peace settlement, 
building on the 1998 Wye River Accords between 
Israel and the Palestinians. Clinton’s activism in Irish 
issues had been an important factor in achieving the 
Northern Irish peace deal (the Good Friday, or Belfast, 
Agreement) in 1998. Clinton looked to replicate Irish 
peace promotion in the even more diffi  cult conditions 
of the Middle East (Dumbrell 2009: 88–92, 146). Clin-
ton’s sponsorship of Israeli–Palestinian peace negotia-
tions in 2000 achieved signifi cant concessions on both 
sides of the confl ict. Palestinian negotiators accepted 
that some Israeli settlements, with Israel providing 
security, could continue in the West Bank, and that 
Jewish areas of east Jerusalem could be part of Israel. 
Israelis accepted various logistic positions on the vi-
ability of a new Palestinian state (Ross 2004). Major 
issues, however, notably the Palestinian refugee ques-
tion, remained unresolved. Th e process failed, ulti-
mately, to overcome decades of distrust and also the 
unwillingness or inability of Palestinian leader Yasser 
Arafat to move beyond long-held positions.

President Clinton continued, indeed confi rmed, 
the willingness of the USA to use military force in 
ways that would have been familiar to many pre-Cold 
War presidents. In his last year in offi  ce, for example, 
the USA greatly extended its commitment to inter-
vention against guerrilla movements in Colombia. 
Clinton’s main concern was to fi nd a foreign policy 
that reconciled expansive internationalism with the 
contractionist climate of the 1990s. As Stephen Walt 
put it, Clinton sought ‘hegemony on the cheap’ (Walt 
2000: 78–9).

 ❑ Clinton’s second term involved a noticeable turn 

towards unilateralism and remilitarization.

 ❑ The 1999 Kosovo campaign involved a denial of tradi-

tional notions of national sovereignty.

KEY POINTS
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Evaluating presidents and their foreign policy leadership

Evaluation of presidential performance is plagued by prob-

lems of subjectivism. Regarding presidential performance as 

a whole, congressional success scores and the achievement 

of ‘landmark’ legislation are often regarded as key indica-

tors of presidential success. In foreign policy, where legis-

lation is less central than in the domestic arena, ‘objective’ 

congressional voting success scores are much less helpful. 

Successful foreign policy leadership seems to reside in the 

following:

 ●  Clarity of purpose and ‘vision’: this was especially impor-

tant if policy was not merely to drift following the end of 

the Cold War.
 ●  Effective procedures and skilled foreign policy 

management.
 ●  Maintenance of a domestic foreign policy consensus.
 ●  Protecting US security and international economic 

interests.
 ●  Observing the requirements of domestic and international 

law.
 ●  Avoiding manifest foreign policy disasters.

Evaluating G. H. W. Bush and Clinton

Both presidents struggled with the development and artic-

ulation of a post-Cold War foreign policy ‘vision’ for the 

United States. Bush’s procedural management was gener-

ally sure and effective. Clinton’s management was less sure-

footed, but bears comparison with that of most presidents. 

Despite setbacks, both presidents managed to maintain a 

general domestic consensus behind at least a moderately 

expansive American internationalism. American global 

power—military, economic, and cultural—skyrocketed 

throughout the 1990s. Both presidents were committed to 

multilateralism in pursuit of American international inter-

ests, although Clinton’s later foreign policy was marked by 

a move towards unilateralism. Both Bush and Clinton fol-

lowed a ‘presidentialist’ foreign policy, with relatively little 

concern for the rights and prerogatives of Congress. For-

eign policy ‘disasters’ on the model of the Vietnam War 

did not occur in the 1990s, despite missed opportunities 

(for example, in the Balkans before 1995), outright failures 

(as in Somalia), and misjudgements (such as the assault on 

Sudan in 1998).

CONTROVERSIES 5.1: Evaluating the presidents

Conclusion

The two presidents of the ‘long 1990s’ differed con-
siderably in temperament and in their understand-
ing of the possibilities of American internationalism. 
President George H. W. Bush is conventionally 
regarded as a conservative realist, an ‘American tory’ 
(Polsby 1990). President Barack Obama praised the 
elder Bush’s cautious realism during the 2008 pres-
idential election campaign. Clinton is usually seen 
as developing aspects of the Bushite New World 
Order, but as more inclined to ‘assertive humanitar-
ianism’ and as more wedded to the agenda of eco-
nomic globalization. Such generalizations are not 
especially insightful; they certainly tend to collapse 
when we consider Bush’s far-from-cautious decision 
to send troops to Somalia in 1992. Whatever the dif-
ferences between the two presidents, foreign policy 
leadership in the immediate post-Cold War period 

showed considerable unity of purpose. Bush’s New 
World Order and Clinton’s various formulations—
‘assertive humanitarianism’, ‘selective engagement’, 
‘democratic enlargement’, ‘assertive multilateralism’, 
‘engagement and enlargement’—were all attempts to 
keep expansive US internationalism alive in the post-
Soviet environment. They were also efforts to artic-
ulate a foreign policy which looked beyond narrowly 
conceived national interest. The 1990s were years in 
which US leaders bolstered their internationalism 
with an optimistic commitment to democratizing 
purpose.

In general, while they recognized limits to US 
global ambition, the ‘long 1990s’ presidents managed 
to restrain the more extreme variants of neo-isola-
tionism and ‘new populism’, sometimes by deliber-
ately exaggerating the strength of those forces. US 
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foreign policy leaders in the 1990s sought to manage 
transition, to infuse short-term crisis management 
with longer-term vision, to reset the diplomatic com-
pass. Between them, Bush and Clinton, for good or 
ill, bequeathed to post-9/11 presidents a continuing 
commitment to American global hegemony, with 
the associated risk of over-extension (Mearsheimer 
2011). Bush Sr. and Clinton also handed on, contrary 

to the expectations of the immediate post-Cold War 
years, strong executive control of the foreign policy 
process. Both bequests—hegemonic commitment 
and continuing executive domination of the foreign 
policy process—set up dynamics and problematics 
which continued to reverberate into the second 
decade of the twenty-first century.

Questions 

 1.  To what extent was the ‘long 1990s’ (1989–2001) a distinct phase in the history of US foreign policy?

 2.  What foreign policy options were available to foreign policy leaders in the immediate post-Cold war period?

 3.  How coherent was President Bush Sr.’s vision for post-Cold War US foreign policy?

 4.  How coherent was President Clinton’s vision for post-Cold War US foreign policy?

 5.  To what extent did the 1990s see a reassertion of congressional infl uence over US foreign policy?

 6.  How infl uential was the ‘new populism’ in the making of 1990s US foreign policy?

 7.  What were America’s objectives in the 1991 Gulf War and how comprehensively were they achieved?

 8.  How successful was President Bush Sr.’s foreign policy management?

 9.  How successful was President Clinton’s foreign policy management?

 10.  To what extent did American leaders in the ‘long 1990s’ bequeath an unsustainable commitment to US global 

hegemony to their successors?
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Introduction
Barack Obama inherited a fraught foreign policy agenda 
in January 2009: a global economic crisis, two diffi  cult 
wars, erosion of the non-proliferation regime by North 
Korea and Iran, and deterioration of the Middle East 
peace process. Obama’s dilemma was how to manage 
this diffi  cult inheritance while creating a new vision of 
how Americans should deal with the world that had 
been central to his 2008 campaign. He also needed to 
adapt American foreign policy to the new context of 
power in the twenty-fi rst century.

Th rough a series of symbolic gestures and speeches 
in Prague, Cairo, Accra, the United Nations, and others, 
Obama developed his new narrative about America’s 
role in the world. In doing so, he helped to restore 

American soft  or attractive power. As a Pew poll report-
ed, in many countries opinions of the United States 
became as positive as they were at the beginning of the 
decade before George W. Bush took offi  ce.

Power involves setting agendas and creating others’ 
preferences as well as pushing and shoving. Soft  power 
alone rarely solves hard problems. Th at is why the 
Obama administration referred to its foreign policy as 
‘smart power’, which successfully combines hard and 
soft  power resources in diff erent contexts. And in send-
ing additional troops to Afghanistan, his use of military 
force in support of a no-fl y zone in Libya, and his use of 
sanctions against Iran, Obama showed that he was not 
afraid to use the hard components of smart power.
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Critics portrayed Obama as a rock star who won a 
Nobel prize in 2009 on the basis of promise rather than 
performance. But in addition to words there have also 
been some important deeds. First and foremost was the 
handling of the economic crisis. When Obama came into 
offi  ce, he was told by his economic advisors that there was 
one chance in three of a 1930s style Depression. If he had 
not avoided that disaster, all else would have paled. Th is 
required not only an economic stimulus package at home, 
but international coordination. Obama used the crisis to 
accomplish what many had suggested for years, the trans-
formation of the G-8 into a broader institutional frame-
work of a G-20 that includes the emerging economies.

Closely related to the economic crisis was Obama’s 
handling of relations with China, whose rise is one of the 
most important foreign policy challenges of the twenty-
fi rst century. Obama broadened the Treasury-led eco-
nomic meetings to a strategic dialogue co-chaired by the 
State Department with an agenda that includes climate 
change as well as multilateral issues, and had many face-
to-face meetings with Chinese President Hu Jin Tao. At 
the same time, Obama maintained close alliances with 
Japan, Korea, and Australia, and good relations with 
India to help maintain the hard power capabilities that 
help shape the environment for a rising China.

Obama also sought to reframe the issue of nuclear 
non-proliferation, which many experts saw as in crisis 
at the end of the Bush era. By embracing the long-term 
goal of a non-nuclear world (although perhaps not in 
his lifetime), Obama reiterated a long-time American 
commitment to reduce the role of nuclear weapons that 
is written into Article 6 of the Non-Proliferation Treaty. 
Moreover, he followed up by negotiating with Russia a 

replacement of the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty that 
further cut the American and Russian strategic arsenals. 
He has raised the non-proliferation issue on the agenda 
of both the UN and the G-20, and developed multilateral 
support for sanctions on Iran for failing to meet its in-
ternational obligations regarding its nuclear programme.

In December 2009, Obama decided to increase 
American troops in Afghanistan, and later achieved a 
NATO consensus that the alliance would train Afghan 
forces with the intent of handing over primary responsi-
bility for security to them by 2014. And in March 2011, 
he worked with the Arab League, the UN, and NATO 
to develop support for the use of force to protect civil-
ians in Libya (see Controversies 6.1). At the same time, 
during the Arab Spring of 2011, the Obama Adminis-
tration struggled to combine the hard power of military 
assistance to governments like Egypt with a soft  power 
narrative of democracy and reform that would appeal 
to the next generation of protesters in Tahrir Square.

As authoritarian Arab regimes struggled with Twit-
ter and Al Jazeera infl amed demonstrations, Iran tried 
to cope with the cyber sabotage of its nuclear enrich-
ment programme, and American diplomats struggled 
to understand the impact of Wikileaks, it became 
increasingly clear that smart foreign policy in an in-
formation age would need a more sophisticated un-
derstanding of power in world politics. Traditionally, 
the mark of a great power was its ability to prevail in 
war. But in an information age, success depends not 
just on whose army wins, but also on whose story wins.

Obama was faced with the two types of historical 
power shift s that are occurring in this century: power 
transition and power diff usion. Power transition from 

Our power grows through its prudent use; our security ema-

nates from the justness of our cause, the force of our example, 

the tempering qualities of humility and restraint.

(Barack Obama, inaugural address, 

20 January 2009)

America cannot solve the most pressing problems on our 

own, and the world cannot solve them without America. We 

must use what has been called ‘smart power’, the full range of 

tools at our disposal.

(Hillary Clinton, confi rmation hearing for 

Secretary of State, 13 January 2009)

I am here to make the case for strengthening our capacity to 

use soft power and for better integrating it with hard power.

(Robert Gates, Secretary of Defense, Landon 

Lecture, Kansas City, 26 October 2007)

Secretaries Clinton and Gates have called for more funding 

and more emphasis on our soft power, and I could not agree 

with them more. Should we choose to exert American infl u-

ence solely through our troops, we should expect to see that 

infl uence diminish in time.

(Mike Mullen, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 

of Staff, Landon lecture, 2010)

KEY QUOTES 6.1: Competing theories of international relations
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one dominant state to another is a familiar historical 
event, and in adjusting American policy Obama resist-
ed the misleading metaphor of American decline but 
accepted the rise of emerging powers such as China, 
India, Brazil, and others. Power diff usion, however, is 
a more novel process and more diffi  cult to manage. Th e 

problem for all states in today’s global information age 
is that more things are happening outside the control 
of even the most powerful states. Th ese were the major 
changes in the context of global politics that Obama was 
trying to cope with in developing his policy of smart 
power.

Power in a global  information age

Power is the ability to obtain the outcomes one wants, 
and in behavioural terms that can be done in three 
ways: through threat of coercion (sticks), through pay-
ments (carrots), and through attraction and persuasion. 
Th at third way is soft  power, and a state that could use 
soft  power can save on carrots and sticks.

In foreign policy, some goals are impossible to 
achieve with soft  power, but others are more suscep-
tible to soft  than hard power. Arnold Wolfers once 
distinguished between what he called possession 
goals—specifi c and oft en tangible objectives—and 
milieu goals, which are oft en structural and intangible. 
For example, access to resources or basing rights or a 
trade agreement are possession goals while promot-
ing an open trade system, free markets, democracy, 
and human rights are milieu goals. Focusing solely on 
hard power may mislead us about how best to promote 
such goals. For example, military means alone are 
less successful than when combined with soft  power 
approaches in promoting democracy—as the United 
States discovered in Iraq.

American foreign policy debate tends to focus on 
hard power because of political culture and institu-
tions. No politician wants to appear ‘soft ’, and Con-
gress fi nds it easier to boost the budget of the Pentagon 
than the State Department. Th at bias has been rein-
forced by the prevailing theory of ‘realism’ with its dis-
tinguished lineage stretching back to Th ucydides and 
Machiavelli. Realists come in many sizes and shapes, 
but all tend to argue that global politics is power pol-
itics. In this they are right, but some limit their un-
derstanding by conceiving of power too narrowly. 
A pragmatic or common sense realist takes into ac-
count the full spectrum of power resources, including 
ideas, persuasion, and attraction. Many classical real-
ists understood the role of soft  power better than some 
of their modern progeny.

A state can wield global power by engaging and 
acting together with other states, not merely acting 
against them. John Ikenberry has argued that Ameri-
can power aft er the Second World War rested on a 
network of institutions that constrained the US but 
were open to others and thus increased American 
power to act with others (Ikenberry 2006). Th is is an 
important point in assessing American foreign policy 
in the current international system. For example, if 
the US is involved in more communication networks, 
it has a greater opportunity to shape preferences in 
terms of soft  power. A smart power foreign policy 
needs to consider preference formation and agenda 
framing as means of shaping the environment before 
turning to hard power. Th ere are costs to policy if one 
fails to do so.

Realism represents a good first cut at portraying 
some aspects of international relations. But states are 
no longer the only important actors in global affairs, 
security is not the only major outcome that they seek, 
and force is not the only or always the best instru-
ment available to achieve those outcomes. Indeed, 
these conditions of complex interdependence are 
typical of relations among advanced post-industrial 
countries such as the US, Canada, European coun-
tries, Australia and Japan. Mutual democracy, liberal 
culture, and a deep network of transnational ties 
mean that anarchy has very different effects than 
realism predicts. In such conditions, a smart power 
strategy has a much higher portion of soft power in 
the mix.

It is not solely in relations among advanced countries, 
however, that soft  power plays an important role. In an 
information age, communications strategies become 
more important, and outcomes are shaped not merely 
by whose army wins, but also by whose story wins. In 
combating terrorism, for example, it is essential to have 
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a narrative that appeals to the mainstream and prevents 
recruitment by radicals. In battling insurgencies, kinetic 
military force must be accompanied by soft  power in-
struments that help to win over the hearts and minds 
(shape the preferences) of the majority of the population.

Smart strategies must have an information and com-
munication component. States struggle over the power 
to defi ne norms, and framing of issues grows in impor-
tance. For instance, while CNN and the BBC framed 
the issues of the fi rst Gulf War in 1991, by 2003, Al 
Jazeera played a large role in shaping the narrative in 
the Iraq War. Such framing is more than mere propa-
ganda. In describing events in March 2003, one could 
say that American troops ‘entered Iraq’, or that Ameri-
can troops ‘invaded Iraq’. Both statements are true, but 
they have very diff erent eff ects in terms of their power 
to shape preferences. Similarly, if one thinks of inter-
national institutions, it makes a diff erence if agendas 
are set in a group of eight with a few invited guests or a 
group of twenty equal invitees. Th e spectrum of power 
behaviours is represented in Figure 6.1.

In general, the types of resources that are associated 
with hard power include tangibles like force and money, 
while the resources that are associated with soft  power 
oft en include intangible factors like institutions, ideas, 
values, culture, and perceived legitimacy of policies. But 
the relationship is not perfect. Intangible resources like 
patriotism, morale, and legitimacy strongly aff ect the 
capacity to fi ght and win. And threats to use force are 
intangible, but a dimension of hard power. If one distin-
guishes between power resources and power behaviour, 
one realizes that resources oft en associated with hard 
power behaviour can also produce soft  power behaviour 

depending on the context and how they are used. Since 
attraction depends upon the minds of the perceiver, the 
subject’s perceptions play a signifi cant role in whether 
given resources produce hard or soft  power behaviour.

For example, naval forces can be used to win battles 
(hard power) or win hearts and minds (soft  power), 
depending on who the target is and what the issue is. Th e 
American navy’s help in providing relief to Indonesia 
aft er the 2004 East Asian tsunami had a strong eff ect on 
increasing their attraction toward the United States, and 
the Navy’s 2007 Maritime Strategy refers not only to war 
fi ghting but additionally to maritime forces that will be 
employed to build confi dence and trust among nations.

Some critics complain that the defi nition of soft  
power has become fuzzy through expansion ‘to include 
both economic statecraft —used as both a carrot and 
as a stick—and even military power. . . . Soft  power 
now seems to mean everything’ (Gelb 2009). But these 
critics are mistaken because they confuse the actions of 
a state seeking to achieve desired outcomes with the re-
sources used to produce them. Many types of resources 
can contribute to soft  power, but that does not mean 
that soft  power is any type of behaviour. Th e use of force 
and payment (and some agenda setting based on them) 
is hard power. Agenda setting that is regarded as legit-
imate by the target, positive attraction, and persuasion 
are the parts of the spectrum of behaviours included 
in soft  power. Hard power is push; soft  power is pull. 
Fully defi ned, soft  power is the ability to aff ect others 
to obtain preferred outcomes by the co-optive means of 
framing the agenda, persuasion, and positive attraction. 
Smart power is the combination of hard and soft  power 
resources into successful strategies in various contexts.

 ❑ The resources that produce power are changing in a 

global information age. While hard military and eco-

nomic power remains important, the soft power of 

attraction and persuasion is becoming increasingly 

important.

 ❑ Realists are correct in arguing that global politics is power 

politics, but they sometimes mistakenly restrict their defi -

nitions of power to hard power alone.

 ❑ Smart power is the ability to combine hard and soft power 

resources into successful strategies in different contexts.

KEY POINTS

Hard                              Soft

Command>   Coerce  Threat   Pay  Sanction     Frame   Persuade   Attract <Co-opt
Fig. 6.1 The spectrum of power 
behaviours.
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Sometimes attraction and the resulting soft  power it 
engenders require little eff ort. Th e eff ects of values 
can be like the light from ‘a city on the hill’, the phrase 
originally coined by the seventeenth-century Puritan 
John Winthrop and adapted for twentieth-century 
American foreign policy by President Ronald Reagan. 
At other times, eff orts to create attraction and soft  
power are more complicated, and soft  power can work 
directly and indirectly. In the direct form, leaders may 
be attracted and persuaded by the benignity, compe-
tence, or charisma of other leaders. It is reported, for 
example, that President Obama’s arguments at a G-20 
meeting persuaded other leaders to increase food aid. 
More common, however, is an indirect model in which 
publics and third parties are infl uenced, and they in 
turn aff ect the leaders of other countries. In this case, 
soft  power has an important indirect eff ect by creating 
an enabling environment for decisions. Alternatively, if 
an actor or action is perceived as repulsive, it creates a 
disabling environment.

Judging direct causation requires careful process 
tracing of the sort that good historians or journal-
ists do, with all the diffi  culties of sorting out multiple 
causes when trying to trace whether a given infl uence 
eff ort was an important part of achieving a preferred 
outcome. With indirect eff ects, public opinion polls 
and careful content analysis can help provide a fi rst 
estimate of the existence of an enabling or disabling 
environment. Even though polls can measure the exis-
tence and trends in potential soft  power resources, 
they are only a fi rst approximation for behavioural 
change in terms of outcomes, since it is elites that make 
decisions.

Student and leadership exchanges are a good example 
of direct eff ects that do not go through public opinion. 
Forty-six current and 165 former heads of government 
are products of US higher education. Not all of the 
nearly 750,000 foreign students who come to the US an-
nually are attracted by the country, but the large major-
ity are. ‘Research has consistently shown that exchange 
students return home with a more positive view of the 
country in which they studied and the people with 
whom they interacted’, and foreign educated students 

are more likely to promote democracy in their home 
country if they are educated in democratic countries 
(Atkinson 2009). Th e results can be dramatic. For ex-
ample, Mikhail Gorbachev’s embrace of perestroika and 
glastnost was infl uenced by ideas learned at Columbia 
University by exchange student Alexander Yakovlev, 
even though they took two decades to come to full fru-
ition. And while the end of the Cold War involved mul-
tiple causes, there is ample testimony by former Soviet 
elites about how Western ideas interacted with Soviet 
economic decline.

With the indirect model, public opinion aff ects elites 
by creating an enabling or disabling environment for 
specifi c policy initiatives. For example, in regard to Iraq 
in 2003, Turkish offi  cials were constrained by public 
and parliamentary opinion and unable to allow the 
American 4th Infantry Division to cross their country. 
Th e Bush Administration’s lack of soft  power in Tur-
key hurt its hard power. Similarly, Mexican President 
Vicente Fox wished to accommodate George W. Bush 
by supporting a second UN resolution authorizing in-
vasion, but was constrained by Mexican public opinion. 
When being pro-American is a political kiss of death, 
public opinion has an eff ect on policy that the sceptics 
do not capture.

As noted above, in addition to specific goals, coun-
tries often have general ‘milieu goals’ such as democ-
racy, human rights, and open economic systems. 
Here the target of soft power is broad public opinion 
and cultural attitudes. After the Second World War, 
American power to promote such goals in post-war 
Europe was strongly affected by the attraction to its 
culture and ideas. While governmental programmes 
such as the Marshall Plan were important, historians 
of the period stress the impact of non-state actors 
as well. ‘American corporate and advertising execu-
tives, as well as the heads of Hollywood studios, were 
selling not only their products but also America’s 
culture and values, the secrets of its success, to the 
rest of the world’ (Pells 1997). As one Norwegian 
scholar argued, ‘federalism, democracy, and open 
markets represented core American values. This is 
what America exported’. That made it much easier 

Soft power in American foreign policy
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to maintain what he called an ‘empire by invitation’ 
(Lundestad 1998).

Today, the challenges to American foreign policy 
are diff erent. Non-state actors use terrorism to create a 
climate of polarization in which an extremist narrative 
can spread to wider parts of the Muslim world. Misuse 
of hard power may play into the hands of the terrorists. 
It is estimated that the American invasion of Iraq, for 
example, helped al-Qaeda to recruit new members. Soft  
power becomes essential in helping to win the hearts 
and minds of the mainstream.

Th e ‘city on the hill’ or values eff ect of soft  power 
should not be exaggerated, particularly in its impact on 
specifi c rather than milieu goals. An interesting ‘natural 
experiment’ can be seen in the 2008 election of Barack 
Obama, which helped to dispel negative stereotypes 
of a closed American political system. In 2009, polls 
showed an impressive revival of America’s global image 
in many parts of the world, refl ecting confi dence in the 
new president. One poll-based assessment of brand 
values even suggested the Obama eff ect was worth two 
trillion dollars in brand equity (Anholt 2009). But in 
areas like Pakistan and the Palestinian territories where 
American policies were unpopular, ratings of Obama 
were only marginally better than the abysmal ratings 

accorded to Bush. In constructing narratives, deeds 
matter as well as words.

Interestingly, American military analysts trying to 
understand the problems they faced dealing with the 
counter-insurgency in Iraq developed doctrines that 
recognized the importance of soft  power. In the words 
of General David Patreus, ‘we did reaffi  rm in Iraq the 
recognition that you don’t kill or capture your way out of 
an industrial-strength insurgency’ (Gamel 2008). Or as 
the American commander in Afghanistan noted, when 
we resort to expedient measures, ‘we end up paying a 
price for it ultimately. Abu Ghraib and other situations 
like that are non-biodegradable. Th ey don’t go away. 
Th e enemy continues to beat you with them like a stick’ 
(Berger 2010).

Except at the tactical level, the military options for 
the use of soft  power have to been seen in a larger policy 
context. As the Australian expert David Kilcullen noted, 
‘Th is implies that America’s international reputation, 
moral authority, diplomatic weight, persuasive ability, 
cultural attractiveness and strategic credibility—its 
“soft  power”—is not some optional adjunct to military 
strength. Rather, it is a critical enabler for a permissive 
operating environment . . . and it is also the prime polit-
ical competence in countering a globalized insurgency.’

Soft power is difficult for governments to wield. Sus-
tained attraction—being a ‘city on a hill’—requires 
consistency of practice with values. Going further 
to project attraction, frame agendas, and persuade 
others is even more difficult. The causal paths are 
often indirect, the effects often take time to ripen, 
some of the general goals to which it is directed are 
diffuse, and the government is rarely in full con-
trol of all the instruments. That is true of efforts to 
create soft power through the practice of public di-
plomacy—or actions designed to affect public opin-
ion in other states. Classical diplomacy, sometimes 
called cabinet diplomacy, involved messages sent 
from one ruler to another, often in confidential com-
munications. But governments also find it useful to 
communicate with the publics of other countries in 

an effort to influence other governments through the 
indirect model.

Th e United States began to incorporate public di-
plomacy into its foreign policy in the First World 
War. In 1917, President Woodrow Wilson estab-
lished a Committee on Public Information directed 
by his friend the newspaperman George Creel, who 
described his task as a vast enterprise in salesmanship. 
Creel insisted that his offi  ce’s activities did not con-
stitute propaganda and were merely educational and 
informative. But the facts belied his denials. Among 
other things, Creel organized tours, churned out pam-
phlets on ‘the Gospel of Americanism’, established a 
government-run news service, made sure that motion 
picture producers received wartime allotments of 
scarce materials, and saw to it that the fi lms portrayed 

Narratives and public diplomacy
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America in a positive light. Th e offi  ce aroused suffi  -
cient suspicions that it was abolished shortly aft er the 
return of peace.

Th e advent of radio in the 1920s led many gov-
ernments into the arena of foreign language broad-
casting, and in the 1930s communists and fascists 
competed to promote favourable images to foreign 
publics. In addition to its foreign language radio 
broadcasts, Nazi Germany perfected the propaganda 
fi lm. By the late 1930s, the Roosevelt Administration 
became convinced that America’s security depended 
on its ability to speak to and win the support of peo-
ple in other countries, particularly in Latin America. 
By 1941, the United States was broadcasting around 
the clock.

What became known as the Voice of America 
(VOA) grew rapidly during the Second World War. 
Modelled aft er the BBC in approach, by 1943 it had 
23 transmitters delivering news in 27 languages. With 
the growth of the Soviet threat in the Cold War, the 
VOA continued to expand, but so did a debate about 
how much it should be a captive purveyor of govern-
ment information or an independent representative 
of American culture. Special radios were added, such 
as Radio Liberty and Radio Free Europe, which used 
exiles to broadcast to the Eastern bloc. More gener-
ally, as the Cold War developed, there was a division 
between those who favoured the slow media of cul-
tural diplomacy—art, books, exchanges—that had a 
‘trickle-down eff ect’, and those who favoured the fast 
information media of radio, movies, and newsreels, 
which promised more immediate and visible bang for 
the buck.

Th roughout the Cold War, these two approaches 
struggled over how the government should invest in 
soft  power. Th e tough minded did not shy away from 
direct propaganda while the tender minded argued 
that changing foreign attitudes is a gradual process that 
should be measured in years. Th ere were also struggles 
over how directed and how free government-supported 
programmes should be. Th ere was a thin line between 
information and propaganda. During the Cold War, 
some cultural and information activities were fi nanced 
by the Central Intelligence Agency, but when these ac-
tivities were disclosed in the early 1970s, they lost their 
credibility.

Th ese struggles persisted despite various reorgani-
zations of American institutions for public diplomacy 
over the years. Th e tension between how directly or in-
directly the government should try to control its instru-
ments of soft  power can never be fully resolved because 
both sides make valid points. In 1999, the United States 
Information Agency (USIA) was abolished and its 
functions absorbed into the State Department, where it 
would be closer to policy, while VOA and other special-
ized stations were put under a new bipartisan Broad-
casting Board of Governors.

With the end of the Cold War, Americans were 
more interested in budget savings than in invest-
ments in soft  power. From 1963 to 1993, the federal 
budget grew fi ft een- fold, but the USIA budget grew 
only six and a half times. Soft  power seemed expend-
able. Between 1989 and 1999, the budget of USIA, 
adjusted for infl ation, decreased 10 per cent. While 
government-funded radio broadcasts reached half 
the Soviet population every week and between 70 and 
80 per cent of the populace of Eastern Europe during 
the Cold War, at the beginning of the new century, a 
mere 2 per cent of Arabs heard the VOA. Resources 
for the USIA mission in Indonesia, the world’s larg-
est Muslim nation, were cut in half. From 1995 to 
2001, academic and cultural exchanges dropped 
from 45,000 to 29,000 annually, while many acces-
sible downtown cultural centres and libraries were 
closed. In comparison, the BBC World Service had 
half again as many weekly listeners around the globe 
as did the VOA. Soft  power had become so identi-
fi ed with fi ghting the Cold War that few Americans 
noticed that with an information revolution occur-
ring, soft  power was becoming more rather than less 
important. Only aft er September 2001 did Americans 
rediscover the importance of investing in the instru-
ments of soft  power.

The Bush administration did not totally neglect 
soft power in its response to the terrorist attacks 
on 9/11, but its emphasis on unilateralism, hard 
power, and the invasion of Iraq undercut American 
soft power. Polls showed a precipitous drop in the 
attractiveness of the United States in Europe, Latin 
America, and particularly the Muslim world. The 
president’s stirring rhetoric about a freedom agenda 
was better designed for domestic than for foreign 
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 ❑ In an information age, narratives and stories that at-

tract and persuade become an important aspect of 

power.

 ❑ As information technologies have evolved from radio 

to television to the internet, the American government 

has sought to take advantage of them to convey soft 

power.

 ❑ To be credible, narratives must be consistent with actions. 

Propaganda is rarely credible, and thus cannot create the 

attraction of soft power.

 ❑ Traditional diplomacy is directed by governments to 

other governments. In public diplomacy, governments 

address public opinion in other countries and try to infl u-

ence other governments indirectly.

KEY POINTS

audiences, which heard it as hypocritical. Moreover, 
the Administration’s approach tended towards a cen-
tralized ‘selling’ of the American message that was 
often discounted as propaganda and thus not credi-
ble to foreign audiences.

Polls showed a considerable rise in the attractive-
ness of the United States after the election of Barack 
Obama, even before the new administration came 
into office. The idea that the United States could 
elect an unknown African-American senator with 
a strange sounding name helped to restore faith in 

American democracy. At the same time, Secretary of 
State Hillary Clinton made a point of using her per-
sonal political presence to directly address foreign 
audiences during her travels, and turned to a greater 
use of the internet in public diplomacy at the State 
Department. The effect on American soft power was 
noticeable, but in the long term the durability of the 
Obama effect will probably depend upon the success 
of his policies, not merely his rhetoric and style. In 
the long term, even in the creation of soft power, ac-
tions speak louder than words.

Problems in wielding soft power

Governments trying to utilize public diplomacy in 
the twenty-fi rst century face new problems. Promot-
ing attractive images of one’s country is not new, but 
the conditions for trying to create soft  power have 
changed dramatically in recent years. For one thing, 
nearly half the countries in the world are now democ-
racies. In such circumstances, diplomacy aimed at 
public opinion can become as important to outcomes 
as the traditional classifi ed diplomatic communica-
tions among leaders. Information creates power, and 
today a much larger part of the world’s population 
has access to that power. Technological advances 
have led to a dramatic reduction in the cost of pro-
cessing and transmitting information. Th e result is 
an explosion of information, and that has produced 
a paradox of plenty. Plentiful information leads to 
scarcity of attention. When people are overwhelmed 

with the volume of information confronting them, it 
is hard to know what to focus on. Attention rather 
than information becomes the scarce resource, and 
those who can distinguish valuable information from 
background clutter gain power.

Politics has become a contest of competitive credibil-
ity. Th e world of traditional power politics is typically 
about whose military or economy wins. As noted ear-
lier, politics in an information age ‘may ultimately be 
about whose story wins’ (Arquila and Ronfeldt 1999). 
Narratives become the currency of soft  power. Govern-
ments compete with each other and with other orga-
nizations to enhance their own credibility and weaken 
that of their opponents. Information that appears to be 
propaganda may not only be scorned, but it may also 
turn out to be counterproductive if it undermines a 
country’s reputation for credibility. Exaggerated claims 
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about Saddam Hussein’s weapons of mass destruction 
and ties to al-Qaeda may have helped mobilize domes-
tic support for the Iraq war, but the subsequent disclo-
sure of the exaggeration dealt a costly blow to American 
credibility. Under the new conditions more than ever, a 
soft  sell may prove more eff ective than a hard sell.

Th e centralized mass media approach to public diplo-
macy still plays an important role. Governments need 
to correct daily misrepresentations of their policies as 
well as to try to convey a longer term strategic message. 
Th e main strength of the mass media approach is its au-
dience reach and ability to generate public awareness 
and set the agenda. But the inability to infl uence how 
the message is perceived in diff erent cultural settings is 
its weak point. Th e sender knows what she says, but not 
always what the target(s) hear. Cultural barriers are apt 
to distort what is heard.

Th e greater fl exibility of non-governmental orga-
nizations in using networks has given rise to what 
some call the ‘new public diplomacy’, which is no 
longer confi ned to messaging, promotion campaigns, 
or even direct governmental contacts with foreign 
publics serving foreign policy purposes. It is also 
about building relationships with civil society ac-
tors in other countries and about facilitating net-
works between non-governmental parties at home 
and abroad. In this approach to public diplomacy, 
government policy is aimed at promoting and par-
ticipating in rather than controlling such networks 
across borders. Indeed, too much government con-
trol or even the appearance thereof, can undercut the 
credibility that such networks are designed to engen-
der. Th e evolution of public diplomacy from one-way 
communications to a two-way dialogue model treats 
publics as peer-to-peer co-creators of meaning and 
communication.

Much of a country’s soft  power or attraction is pro-
duced by its civil society rather than the government. 
For the United States to succeed in the networked 
world of the new public diplomacy, it is going to have 
to learn to relinquish a good deal of its control, and 
this runs the risk that non-governmental civil society 
actors are oft en not aligned in their goals with govern-
ment policies or even objectives. For example, in 2011 
aft er the pastor of a tiny church in Florida burned a 

Koran, riots in Afghanistan led to the deaths of UN 
workers.

Th e State Department has taken advantage of the 
new technologies of social networking, with employees 
licensed to use Facebook and Twitter, and Secretary 
of State Clinton has made major speeches about the 
importance of free speech on the internet.

Th e domestic political problems of the new public 
diplomacy are real, but the international eff ects can 
be benefi cial. Th e presence of dissent and self-criti-
cism is likely to enhance the credibility of messages, 
as well as to create a degree of attraction to the so-
ciety that is willing to tolerate it. When Wikileaks 
released secret cables from American diplomats in 
2010, one international reaction was embarrassment, 
but another was praise for the fact that even in secret 
cables the United States seemed to evidence genuine 
concern for human rights. Criticism of government 
policies can be awkward for a government, but it 
can also cast a society in a more attractive light and 
thus help to create soft  power. Th e paradox of using 
public diplomacy to generate soft  power in a global 
information age is that decentralization and dimin-
ished control may be central to the creation of soft  
power. As public diplomacy is done more by publics, 
governments fi nd themselves facing a dilemma, but 
here the open nature of American society may prove 
more helpful to its soft  power than the orchestrated 
campaigns by authoritarian governments.

To be credible, American eff orts to project soft  
power will have to avoid the dangers of an over-mil-
itarized and state-centric approach. Power becomes 
less hierarchical in an information age, and social 
networks become more important. Th at means that 
two-way communications are more eff ective than 
commands. As a young Czech participant in an 
exchange programme during the Cold War observed, 
‘this is the best propaganda because it’s not propa-
ganda’. Interactive discourse fi ts with empowering 
choices. It involves recognition that the sharing of 
values can be interactive and binding on the US as 
well as others. To a large extent, the future of Ameri-
can soft  power in the twenty-fi rst century will depend 
upon accepting rather than rejecting such multilateral 
and civil society approaches.
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Conclusion

Smart leadership in a global information age is less 
about being the king of the mountain issuing com-
mands that cascade down a hierarchy than being the 
person in the centre of a circle or network who attracts 
and persuades others to come and help. Both the hard 
power of coercion and the soft  power of attraction and 
persuasion are crucial to success in such situations.

A smart power narrative for America in the twen-
ty-fi rst century is not about maximizing power or 
preserving hegemony. It is about fi nding ways to 
combine resources into successful strategies in the new 
context of power diff usion and the ‘rise of the rest’. As 

the most powerful country, America remains the most 
important leader in global aff airs, but the old twentieth-
century narrative about American hegemony and pri-
macy, or alternatively narratives of American decline 
are both misleading about the type of strategy that 
America needs. As mentioned earlier, in a global 
information age it is not always who has the biggest 
army that determines success, but also who has the 
best story. A large part of Obama’s foreign policy has 
focused on combining the elements of hard and soft  
power into what his administration called a smart 
power strategy.

Questions

 1.   What were the major foreign policy problems that Obama faced when he came into offi ce in 2009?

 2.   What did the administration mean by its reference to smart power?

 3.   What is power? What is the difference between hard and soft power? How can they be combined?

 4.   How is power changing in a global information age?

Obama’s decision to support a no-fl y zone in Libya is a useful 

case study of the controversies surrounding smart power pol-

icies. When President Obama delayed intervening in Libya for 

weeks, he was criticized for failing to lead. Many of his critics, 

however, remained captive of narratives about American lead-

ership that envisaged the Lone Ranger riding into a town and 

shooting the bad guys. Unlike George W. Bush in Iraq, Obama 

did not plunge ahead decisively with the use of force, but while 

Bush was more decisive in Iraq, he also turned out to be deci-

sively wrong about the presence of weapons of mass destruc-

tion and the ease of creating a democratic polity in Iraq. The 

result was a sharp drop in America’s international standing.

In designing his strategy for Libya, Obama showed aware-

ness of both hard and soft dimensions of power in ways 

that many of his critics did not. First he was careful to limit 

both American objectives and commitments. Humanitar-

ian interests are important but not vital in the sense of na-

tional survival. Moreover, there is always a danger of good 

intentions leading to unintended bad consequences, as 

happened after George H.W. Bush intervened in Somalia 

in 1992. Thus, while Obama correctly said that the United 

States wanted to see Qaddafi  overthrown, he made it clear 

that would have to be done by means other than American 

military action. Second, Obama was careful not to create 

a global narrative of a third American military attack on a 

Muslim country, which would have reverberated from Mo-

rocco to Indonesia. Instead, he waited until the Arab League 

and UN Security Council resolutions provided a narrative of 

a legitimate enforcement of a humanitarian responsibility 

to protect civilians. Third, he encouraged France, Britain, 

and other allies to share in the lead, and also encouraged 

the devolution of the operation of the no-fl y zone to NATO, 

a multilateral institution.

The outcome in Libya remained far from certain and 

involved considerable risks of a stalemated civil war. Obama 

established a basis for avoiding a slippery slope and being 

drawn into ownership of a nasty problem that advocates of 

the Lone Ranger narrative demanded. Some realists ques-

tioned Obama’s initial decision to be involved in a human-

itarian action at all, but in terms of balancing interests and 

values while limiting risks, Obama provided a lesson in smart 

leadership. 

CONTROVERSIES 6.1: Obama and Libya
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 5.   Were Obama’s responses to these changes appropriate?

 6.   What is public diplomacy? How does it differ from traditional diplomacy? How has it changed over time?

 7.   What are the diffi culties involved in deploying soft power?
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Th e United States system of government was origi-
nally conceived to be a complex model of power shar-
ing and reciprocal restraint. In many respects, the 
foreign policy process refl ects that initial design but 
it also reveals the eff ects of political, institutional, 
and constitutional evolution in which the distribu-
tion of decision making has changed in favour of a 
more centralized and  functional matrix. Th e  emphasis 
upon rationality, specialization, and management has 

increased along with the expansion of the United 
States as a global superpower with a profusion of 
international interests requiring supervision. Th e 
presidential offi  ce has been at the centre of this trans-
formation but it has also acted as a catalyst for period-
ic revivals of constitutional fundamentalism in which 
systemic indictments lead to demands for greater 
democratic participation in the service of republican 
values.

Introduction
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It is oft en acknowledged that the creation and design 
of the American republic in 1787 was based upon the 
establishment of a federal constitution that instituted 
a set of separate yet interlocking powers with the aim 
of ensuring coherence and constraint. What is usually 
overlooked in this process of state formation is the cen-
tral importance of the geopolitical context and security 
anxieties in the priorities of those who founded the 
new constitutional arrangement. It was these concerns 
in an era of imperial power politics and expansionist 
force projection that is thought to have allowed the 
incorporation of an element of strategic ambiguity into 
the constitution’s republican system. Partly to reverse 
several defeats in the Constitutional Convention, the 
more nationalist minded of the Founders secured an 
agreement in which a set of foreign policy powers that 
had originally been reserved to the Senate were trans-
ferred to the presidential branch. In doing so, it off ered 
the new federal government an enhanced executive 
framework for national cohesion in the face of several 
pre-existing state sovereignties. Whether by political 
circumstance or by conscious design, the embryonic 
executive branch was aff orded a potential for integrat-
ed governance that was to become closely related not 
only to the federal government’s own formative proc-
esses but also to the generative forces of international 
aff airs in the expansion of federal authority and in the 
construction of the modern structure of foreign policy 
making.

Th e dominant theme in the history of US foreign 
policy making has been the extent to which this initial 
potential has been fulfi lled. It is customary to regard 
the fi eld of foreign policy as having been the subject of 
a transformative process that has paralleled the repub-
lic’s rise from an isolated small power to that of a global 
hegemon. Th e predominant pattern to have emerged 
over American history has been the rise of the presi-
dential offi  ce in the formulation of foreign policy and 
in the responsibility for American lives and interests 
abroad. Th is has been, and remains, a controversial 
development in a system of government specifi cally 
designed to be one of limited powers and reciprocal 

restraints. But over the course of the republic, the pres-
idency has been able to claim the existence of a syn-
ergy of development between the executive offi  ce and 
the policy sector of foreign policy. Together they have 
provided the main agency not only for constitutional 
change but for altering the fabric of American society 
and ultimately the nature of the world order. Foreign 
policy issues have been instrumental in the evolution-
ary transformation of American government into what 
is widely seen to be an extensive and centralized system 
of administration relating to the resources and actions 
of a world power. In like manner, the development of 
the presidency has been closely tied to the numerous 
and urgent demands of the international sphere and to 
the need of the United States to have the capacity to 
attend to them with the appropriate levels of decisive-
ness and judgement (Hargrove 1974: 98–174; Corwin 
1957: 170–262).

In one sense, it is a measure of the infl uence assigned 
to the federal government’s responsibilities in foreign 
policy that this sector has been able to generate such 
substantial changes to the scale of the federal govern-
ment and to the internal distribution of power within 
it. In another sense, the integrity of the Constitution 
and its derivative processes has always been a sub-
ject of great sensitivity in a polity whose identity is 
closely bound up with the tradition and legitimacy 
of its governmental processes—and in particular its 
ability to address the litmus test issue of restraining 
executive power. The net effect has been a largely 
continuing tension between need and law, between 
security and due process, and between unified execu-
tive direction and the claims to a rightful and pro-
ductive pluralism.

Very oft en the executive has prevailed and it can be 
claimed that these instances and even periods of execu-
tive dominance have led to a defi nite and irreversible 
historical drift  towards an executive-centred policy 
process. But such a conclusion not only overlooks the 
developmental contingencies of constitutional change, 
but also diminishes its contested nature. What appear to 
be historically settled patterns of foreign policy making 

Foreign policy as a primary agency of 
governmental adaptation
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can on occasion experience seismic shift s of complaint 
based not just on the substance of the policy output 
but, more signifi cantly, on the structure and authority 
of the policy process (Schlesinger 1974: 208–419). It is 
on these occasions that the constitutional and political 
basis of United States foreign policy can be seen as being 

far from settled in favour of presidential government. It 
is against such a background, and with this caveat in 
mind, that we must attempt to account for the rise to 
prominence of the presidency in this fi eld—and for the 
conditioning factors in such a position of conspicuous 
responsibility.

The executive as the lead agency of systemic evolution

Th e primary focus of America’s foreign  policy-making 
systems lies with an executive infrastructure of depart-
ments and agencies whose roots and authority are 
drawn from the initial grant of constitutional power 
to the presidential offi  ce. Of all the Framers’ crea-
tions, the presidency is the one structural feature of 
the Constitution that can only be fully comprehend-
ed, and satisfactorily accounted for, by reference to 
a process of development. And this emphasis upon 
precedent, continuity, and jurisdictional sensitivity 
remains central to a branch of government whose 
resources have had to be claimed and rationalized 
through time, rather than through defi nitive and fi nal 
grants of power. It is true that the Constitution did 
assign to the presidency a number of specifi c roles 
in relation to foreign aff airs. But in time it became 
increasingly evident that presidents were being placed 
in positions where they had to supplement their enu-
merated functions with additional roles that were 
occasioned by changing conditions, issues, and require-
ments that were not clearly reducible to the minimalist 

features of the Constitution. Whether this was seen 
as filling in the gaps or taking up the slack of a short 
and tersely composed constitution, the net effect 
was that presidents quickly assumed the central 
position in a dynamic that conjoined the presidency 
with issues of peace and security in the furtherance 
of constitutional evolution (Pious 1979: 332–415; 
Fisher 2007).

Th is is not to say that the presidency’s rise to promi-
nence has been uncontested or that the offi  ce has 
been immune to the American system of checks and 
balances. Nevertheless, presidents have been able 
to exploit their associations with concepts like the 
national interest and the popular will, along with the 
themes of public safety and social stability, to make 
persuasive cases in support of an expansive role. Apart 
from the instrumental argument of executive respon-
siveness to palpable need, presidents have been eff ec-
tive in advocating the property of executive virtue that 
gathers power in support of causes considered to be 
just.

Presidents who played an active role in expanding the scope 

of the offi ce in national security and foreign affairs, and who 

have had lasting effects on the development of the presi-

dency in these areas of policy making.

Thomas Jefferson (1801–1809)

James Monroe (1817–1825)

Andrew Jackson (1829–1837)

James Polk (1845–1849)

Abraham Lincoln (1861–1865)

Theodore Roosevelt (1901–1909)

Woodrow Wilson (1913–1921)

Franklin D. Roosevelt (1933–1945)

BOX 7.1: Expansive presidents up to and including the inception of the modern presidency
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Th rough an accumulation of precedents, the presiden-
tial offi  ce has in many respects introduced a common 
law ethos into the ‘black letter’ formalism of the Consti-
tution. In doing so, the presidency has not only pushed 
the specifi ed powers of Article II into new meanings 
through the aggregation of usage, but also pursued 
the logic of an executive offi  ce in a system of govern-
ment otherwise burdened with complex countervailing 
dynamics. As a consequence, presidents have injected 
an instrumental realism, and oft en a utilitarian spirit, 
into the framework of government. Presidents, and 
especially those designated as ‘great’ or expansive, have 
used the issue of national security and international 
relations to widen the parameters of the executive 
branch and the federal government as a whole.

Expansionist presidents have coincided with various 
expansionary features of the United States not just in 
terms of state formation and social integration, but also 
in respect to its status as an international power. Th e 
presidential offi  ce has provided a means by which the 
federal government has been able to provide a centre of 
responsive and timely decision making. It has done so 
by exploring the opportunities for power accumulation 
within the political order and by developing a linkage 
between external challenges to the system as a whole 
and the need for some agency of responsive adjustment. 
In no fi eld has this inventiveness been more evident than 
in the area of war. Th e prospect, or actual condition, of 
a supreme emergency has been particularly signifi cant 
in disclosing the full rationale of the president’s position 
in the constitutional framework of the US government. 
It is not simply that war tends to transform political and 
social institutions into a diff erent confi guration. It is 
that issues of war and peace open up the interior prop-
erties and implicit premises of the executive function in 
a much more explicit manner than is usually the case in 
other less urgent areas of public life.

Executive prerogative
Even though the United States is renowned for its reli-
ance upon a sovereign constitution whose logic ensures 
that all its components are reducible to its central provi-
sions, the issue of security has always been particularly 
problematic. In the main this is because a society’s need 
to maintain itself against threats generates demands for 

an exceptional sphere of authority that will not neces-
sarily be wholly derived from the explicit framework 
of the Constitution. Th e authority in question is the 
mercurial theme of executive prerogative. In the Brit-
ish constitution, the crown prerogative allows for the 
remaining elements of the monarchy’s original author-
ity to be exercised by ministers. Given the self-professed 
republicanism of the Founders, the US Constitution 
allows for no express provision for any notion of pre-
rogative powers.

Nonetheless, the Framers would have been aware of 
the diffi  culty of confi ning all state activities and respon-
sibilities to the forms of due process and representa-
tional consent. Even John Locke (1632–1704), whom 
many of the Founders regarded as their philosophical 
mentor, found it diffi  cult to liberalize the state to the 
point where it would no longer be necessary to have 
any recourse to an executive prerogative operating in 
the absence of law, or even contrary to its enactments. 
At one level, it would appear that the US Constitution 
is purposefully devoid of such discretionary powers. 
But constitutions invite interpretations of their defi ning 
logic and operating principles. Th ey also depend upon 
usage and precedent to accumulate meanings. In the 
case of the United States Constitution, it is clear that 
presidents have sought to make explicit what in their 
view was implicit in the very creation of an executive 
branch of government: namely a responsibility to act in 
the nation’s self-interest.

Th e possession of the physical means of coercion, as 
well as its functional capacity of initiative and decisive-
ness, has permitted the creation of a set of powers that 
are interpreted as being implied by the Constitution’s 
original construction of an executive. Just as presidents 
have oft en been in a position to claim such powers, so 
other centres of power have oft en been prepared to 
acquiesce in the emergency nature of such presump-
tions (Pious 1979: 47–84; 2007). Aware of the possible 
weaknesses of democratic government described by 
Alexis de Tocqueville (1805–59), other branches have 
not always disputed the rights and judgements of presi-
dential leadership in an area of governance rich in the 
potential for prerogative privilege. On the contrary, 
they have had a pronounced tendency to defer to the 
asserted realism and pragmatism of executive-led deci-
sions over military action.
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Judicial recognition of inherent 
executive power
Th is outlook of pragmatic acquiescence has been ev-
ident in the limited number of Supreme Court cases 
relating to the president’s responsibilities in foreign 
policy. Th e general absence of cases in this area is itself 
signifi cant. It not only demonstrates a disinclination on 
the part of the judiciary to involve itself in this fi eld of 
policy, but reveals the ambiguous relationship between 
the principles of constitutionalism and the realism of 
executive prerogative. For example, in Th e Prize Cases 
(1863), the Court was asked to consider whether Pres-
ident Lincoln had any authority to blockade southern 
ports at the outset of the Civil War (1861–5). Accord-
ing to the Constitution, a state of war could only exist if 
Congress had formally declared war, but in this instance 
the President had acted without such express authoriza-
tion. Although the Supreme Court is tasked to protect 
the integrity of the Constitution, on this occasion it saw 
fi t to affi  rm the president’s judgement in superseding 
the precise demands of due process. Th e very nature 
of the emergency created its own momentum for ex-
ecutive action and prompted a recognition that under 
certain conditions executive prerogative possessed a 
legitimacy that was not reducible to the Constitution:

“[T]he President is . . . bound to resist force with force. He 

does not initiate the war, but is bound to accept the chal-

lenge without waiting for any special legislative author-

ity. And whether the hostile party be a foreign invader, or 

states organized in rebellion, it is none the less a war . . . 

[In] this greatest of civil wars . . . [t]he President was bound 

to meet it in the shape that it presented itself, without 

waiting for Congress to baptize it with a name. (The Prize 
Cases 1862: 669)”

Another keynote decision was prompted by the grow-
ing instability of the international order during the 
1930s. Th e rise of international tensions and the threat 
of war led the Supreme Court to make a concerted case 
in favour of presidential authority and, in doing so, to 
incorporate the theme of executive prerogative fi rmly 
within the Constitution. In the case of United States v. 
Curtiss–Wright Export Corporation (1936), the Court 
went to great lengths in underwriting the need for 
executive authority in the conduct of foreign relations. 
Th e decision was based not merely upon the powers 
implied in the Constitution but also on the authority 
vested in the executive by virtue of the fact that it was an 
executive offi  ce. Th e president’s powers therefore were 
not strictly limited to the Constitution’s provisions, or 

Not only, as we have shown, is the federal power over exter-

nal affairs in origin and essential character different from that 

over internal affairs, but participation in the exercise of the 

power is signifi cantly limited. In this vast external realm, with 

its important, complicated, delicate and manifold problems, 

the President alone has the power to speak or listen as a rep-

resentative of the nation. He makes treaties with the advice 

and consent of the Senate; but he alone negotiates. Into the 

fi eld of negotiation the Senate cannot intrude; and Congress 

itself is powerless to invade it . . . .

It is important to bear in mind that we are here dealing not 

alone with an authority vested in the President by an exertion 

of legislative power, but with such an authority plus the very 

delicate, plenary and exclusive power of the President as the 

sole organ of the federal government in the fi eld of interna-

tional relations—a power which does not require as a basis for 

its exercise an act of Congress, but which, of course, like every 

other governmental power, must be exercised in subordina-

tion to the applicable provisions of the Constitution. It is quite 

apparent that if, in the maintenance of our international rela-

tions, embarrassment—perhaps serious embarrassment—is to 

be avoided and success for our aims achieved, congressional 

legislation . . . must often accord to the President a degree 

of discretion and freedom from statutory restriction which 

would not be admissible were domestic affairs alone involved. 

Moreover, he, not Congress, has the better opportunity of 

knowing the conditions which prevail in foreign countries, 

and especially is this true in time of war. He has his confi den-

tial sources of information. He has his agents in the form of 

diplomatic, consular and other offi cials. Secrecy in respect of 

information gathered by them may be highly necessary, and 

the premature disclosure of it productive of harmful results.

BOX 7.2: United States v. Curtiss–Wright Export Corporation
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to statutory grants from Congress. Th ey were supple-
mented by a range of supports that arguably were not 
strictly constitutional in nature (e.g. historical tradi-
tion, force of circumstances, threat levels, executive 
skills, and the nature of international negotiations). 
Th e judgement in this landmark case represented an 
extraordinary piece of constitutional metamorphosis. 
It could be claimed that this set of extravagant—and 
arguably extra- constitutional—propositions represent-
ed a departure from constitutional government. Th e 
principle of shared and concurrent powers, which lies 
at the heart of American constitutionalism, had been 
largely replaced in the area of foreign policy by one of 
condoned presidential primacy under the pressure of 
external developments.

Th e Curtiss–Wright judgment became the linchpin of 
presidential claims to extraordinary legitimacy and to 
a widening remit of executive prerogative. Its implica-
tions quickly became evident during the Second World 
War, which witnessed the establishment of an entire 
defence infrastructure in American society. Th e logic 
of a sustained emergency continued with the Cold War, 
when global conditions and the advent of nuclear arse-
nals ensured that even greater power fl owed to the cen-
tres of executive direction. Th e need for sophisticated 
structures of decision making, intelligence assessment, 
and crisis management led to the ‘national security 
state’, to the further enhancement of the president’s own 
Executive Offi  ce (e.g. the National Security Council), 

and to the formal establishment of a range of intelli-
gence resources (e.g. the Central Intelligence Agency 
(CIA)) (Nathan and Oliver 1987: 21–105; Hart 1995; 
Andrew 1996; Inderfurth and Johnson 2004). Referenc-
es to an emergent and necessary form of ‘presidential 
government’ seemed prosaic as the executive preroga-
tives of foreign policy had become as self-evident as the 
international threat to American security (Burns 1973; 
Koh 1988). Even aft er the Cold War, the scale of the 
executive establishment in this area continued to grow 
so that by 2006 the USA accounted for 48 per cent of 
the world’s military expenditures, with the president as 
commander-in-chief of the world’s most lethal form of 
force projection.

 ❑ Foreign policy became increasingly recognized as an 

exceptional issue area in the governing responsibilities 

of the USA.

 ❑ The requirements of foreign policy were a powerful 

motive force in the adaptive capacity of the federal 

government.

 ❑ The presidency has acted as the chief agency and main 

benefi ciary of governmental evolution in response to 

foreign policy needs.

 ❑ Executive prerogative and inherent powers—especially 

in relation to war—have marked the emergence of pres-

idential power and the rise of the USA as a world power. 

KEY POINTS

Congress and the challenge of co-equality
In the fi eld of foreign policy, the United States system of 
government is distinguished by an extraordinary mix-
ture of movement and stasis; of evolutionary modernity 
and fi xed tradition. Nothing better illustrates this dual-
ism than the continued presence of Congress as a formal 
co-equal constitutional partner in the sphere of public 
policy. In most respects, Congress represents a tradition-
al order of governance that is rooted in a strict formal 
sequence of government process, whereby laws are fi rst 
enacted by legislative assent and subsequently imple-
mented by the executive. It has already been noted that 
the requirements of foreign policy do not fi t easily into 

such a formulaic process and that the presidency has 
had to lead the way in recalibrating the process of gov-
ernment in line with the exigencies of the international 
sphere. As a result, Congress has oft en had to resort to 
a rearguard strategy of adaptation and repositioning in 
order to maintain a meaningful role in the area of foreign 
policy. In this it has been able to call on the support of the 
Constitution and the principle of the rule of law as well 
as diff erent sectors of the public and various elements of 
the executive. Th e net eff ect has been one of ambiguity 
and dispute, which has generated a host of repercussions 
throughout government and the policy process.
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Congress as a model 
of compliance
It is possible to view the role of Congress in foreign pol-
icy as something of an anomaly in that it is suggestive 
of an ancien régime of a simpler age when governments 
were altogether smaller in size and scope, and when the 
United States had the option of keeping the world at bay 
through geographical and political isolation. Th e hey-
day of congressional activism in foreign policy is oft en 
cited as the 1930s when the legislature sought to pre-
vent President Roosevelt from implicating the United 
States in international disputes by a series of enactments 
intended to secure American neutrality in the face of 
rising European fascism and growing Japanese expan-
sionism. Th e congressional position of isolationism may 
have been a politically responsive position, but in ret-
rospect it was seen as thoroughly misguided, short-
sighted, and dangerous. Congress’s eff orts to maintain 
security through appeasement became so discredited 
that they ushered in the rise of presidential initiative, 
executive judgement, and specialist foresight in the for-
mulation of American foreign policy. Th e mindset of the 
Cold War merely intensifi ed the transition of Congress 
into something of a support agency for executive action 
against communism as well as an institutional embodi-
ment of America’s social consensus against the commu-
nist threat (Spanier 1981; Sundquist 1981: 91–126).

According to this perspective, Congress was an 
institution that was simply too big, too decentralized, 
and too disorderly to be a responsible partner in the 
conduct of foreign policy. To much of its membership, 
Congress could neither compete with the executive’s 
sources of information, nor challenge its expertise in 
the way it was appraised and acted upon. Just as the 
executive accepted the responsibility of setting the 
agenda, so Congress in many ways believed that the 
virtues of institutional responsiveness and political 
responsibility were based upon the merits of public 
affi  rmation and strategic compliance. Policy initia-
tives and constitutional powers were delegated to the 
executive (Schlesinger 1974: 127–207). Presidential 
pre-eminence aff orded executive discretion to expand 
the usage of ‘executive agreements’ between states 
in place of the legal formalities of the treaty process. 
Furthermore, the sharing of war powers was gradually 

superseded through the commander-in-chief ’s capac-
ity to deploy the armed forces in the absence of any 
formal declarations of war. When Congress was asked 
for its support, it was customary to give it in extrava-
gant terms such as the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution of 
1964 (see Key quotes 4.5). Anything less may have 
been construed as questioning the executive’s action 
in a crisis, which in turn could be interpreted as sig-
nifying a lack of national resolve in confronting an 
adversary.

Congress as a model of assertion
Th is picture of model compliance and institutional sub-
ordination has become a well-established impression of 
Congress in the sphere of foreign policy. And yet, whilst 
acknowledging the inherent structural defi ciencies of 
such a body, it is possible to arrive at quite a diff erent 
estimation of Congress’s contribution to this area of 
policy making—and with it a more balanced perspec-
tive of the nature of foreign policy making in general. 
An alternative view can be drawn from three main 
sources.

First, the characterization of Congress as a collective-
ly supine branch always amounted to something of an 
overstatement. Even during the Cold War, representa-
tives remained attentive to, and active within, a number 
of international areas (e.g. trade, transport, commu-
nications, immigration, foreign aid) and were oft en 
prepared to assert their positions in the form of legisla-
tive enactments. In addition to its infl uence upon the 
structural confi guration of the military’s distribution of 
resources, therefore, Congress was, and has remained, 
far from passive in a range of issue areas relating to 
foreign policy.

Second, as the intensive nature of the Cold War subsid-
ed in the 1970s and 1980s, the basic imperatives of execu-
tive-centred foreign policy diminished in scale. When this 
relaxation in Cold War disciplines was combined with the 
onset of greater congressional decentralization and with 
increased budgetary pressures upon federal expenditures, 
the eff ect was to bring many aspects of foreign policy 
under closer scrutiny. It was during this period that the 
diff erentiation between foreign policy and domestic pol-
icy began to erode as international dimensions intruded 
increasingly upon domestic issues and as constituency 
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concerns began to be extended to America’s policies 
abroad. Th e net eff ect was that more members of Congress 
found that they had more discretion in challenging the 
executive in its positions and judgements (Lindsay 1994). 
Congress also became better positioned to involve itself 
more deeply in the bureaucratic politics of the executive 
branch, particularly as its specialized subcommittees were 
increasingly embedded in the policy communities, or sub-
governmental networks, that incorporated private sector 
interests, legislative connections, and agency agendas.

Th ird, the mystique that had conjoined foreign policy 
with executive sophistication in the Cold War was seri-
ously compromised in the circumstances surround-
ing the Vietnam War. Th e level of misrepresentation, 
concealment, and deception in the highest reaches of 
government, the ambiguous nature of the commitment 
undertaken by the United States, and the volume of casu-
alties and costs incurred by a war that America found it 
could not win were all factors in the public’s disenchant-
ment with the confl ict. But more signifi cantly for the proc-
esses of governance, the Vietnam War aroused a deep-set 
American reaction over the conduct of its politics in hav-
ing allowed US forces to become so embroiled in an Asian 
land war. In essence, the war stimulated a fundamentalist 
response that proceeded on the basis that Vietnam was 
not simply the consequence of mistaken intelligence or 
poor decisions by a particular administration but instead 
indicated a dysfunctional imbalance within the structure 
of government (Schlesinger 1974: pp. vii–x, 208–419).

Th e notion of systemic defect that had permitted 
what was widely interpreted to be an abuse and even a 
usurpation of power prompted Congress into a series of 
direct countermeasures to correct the perceived imbal-
ance. In an atmosphere of heightened republican fervour 
and Constitutional revival, Congress engaged in a quan-
tum leap of foreign policy activism. Its challenge ranged 
from ‘end the war’ amendments and war budget cuts to 
critical appraisals of weapon system projects and mili-
tary performance indicators; from investigations into the 
conduct and legitimacy of intelligence agencies to inter-
ventions into areas of high strategic and diplomatic value 
(e.g. nuclear non-proliferation, human rights, regional 
security); and from the establishment of procedures ena-
bling Congress to acquire information and to underpin 
its rights of consultation and participation in the formula-
tion of foreign policy (e.g. arms sales, military assistance, 

executive agreements) to measures challenging the presi-
dency’s acquired prerogatives in the fi eld of war powers.

Collectively, this release of political energies repre-
sented a radical shift  both in attitudes and in the ecol-
ogy of institutional relationships. Th e forcible intrusion 
of Congress into international aff airs appeared to run 
counter to a pattern of precedents that had come to be 
seen as entrenched and geared to the logic of an ine-
luctable executive hegemony. Although Congress was 
more structurally fragmented and atomized in outlook 
than ever, its indiscipline allowed it to off er the prospect 
of critical oversight and to create an impression that for-
eign policy was now as amenable to legislative politics 
as it had been to bureaucratic politics.

Th e resurgence of Congress into the foreign policy 
fi eld has sometimes been referred to as such an emphat-
ic reversal of power away from the executive that it con-
stituted a ‘revolution’ in Washington politics (Franck 
and Weisband 1979; Sundquist 1981: 238–314; Ripley, 
Lindsay, and Farrell 1993). But in the same way that it 
is important not to exaggerate the diminished status of 
Congress during the Cold War, so it is equally impor-
tant that Congress’s contemporary role is not overstated 
(Hinckley 1994). Th e general position lies in the inter-
mediate area between the two extremes of an ‘imperial 
presidency’ and an ‘imperial Congress’.

Congress as a mixed model
Th roughout the 1980s and 1990s, Congress continued to 
depend upon the executive for the day-to-day responsi-
bilities of foreign policy, but at the same time it retained 
its right to intervene on a selective basis, in order to draw 
attention to an issue, to reorder a set of priorities, or to chal-
lenge a policy direction. President Reagan, for example, 
expended considerable political capital in  long-running 
disputes with Congress over the issue of economic sanc-
tions on South Africa, and over American military assist-
ance to the contra rebel forces in Nicaragua. President 
Clinton also struggled with Congress over foreign policy 
issues (e.g. NATO enlargement and the commitment of 
US troops to peacekeeping in former Yugoslavia).

Congress has devised new ways to ensure greater 
consultation and transparency in the conduct of for-
eign policy (e.g. conditional authorizations, reporting 
requirements). Further developments in congressional 
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organization mean that legislative initiatives in foreign 
policy have the eff ect of oft en circumventing the tradi-
tional channels of infl uence away from the previous cen-
tres of dominance towards new bases of infl uence. Th e 
Senate, for example, with its constitutional powers over 
treaties and appointments, together with the prestige of 
its Foreign Relations Committee, has traditionally been 
central to the legislature’s capabilities in foreign policy. 
Now, in many ways, the emphasis has shift ed to the usage 
of budgetary devices in infl uencing foreign policy which 
has given the House of Representatives greater leverage 
than the Senate in the international politics surrounding 
the US government’s appropriations process.

Congress has continued to benefi t from an expanded 
licence to contest foreign policy with executive depart-
ments. Its oversight role has also been enhanced by the 
contemporary proliferation of special interest groups in 
the area of international relations, which has ingested an 
ever growing number of economic, social, ethnic, reli-
gious, regional, and global concerns ranging from multi-
national business organizations to values-based advocacy 
outfi ts and consultants operating openly on behalf of 
foreign governments. Whatever their basis of political 
leverage, the trend has been one of a deepening synergy 
between organized interest group activity and Congress’s 
representational role. James Lindsay has observed the 

The emphasis given to presidential leadership in foreign 

policy is not to deny, or even to diminish, the signifi cance of 

other actors, agencies, or infl uences upon the policy process. 

The literature on the formulation of America’s position in in-

ternational affairs correctly refers to the importance of such 

generic elements as international, societal, governmental, 

and bureaucratic factors—as well as to the more specifi c 

factors such as particular regional histories and individual 

crises. Nevertheless, the presidency does retain a close as-

sociation with foreign policy. It is largely a matter of supply 

and demand. In many of the most important and conspicu-

ous areas of foreign policy, American society requires a focal 

point of national unity to give material form to the idea of 

solidarity and patriotism in the face of possible adversity. For 

their part, presidents naturally gravitate towards the illustri-

ous roles and political theatre of international affairs where 

the offi ce’s constitutional status as head of state and its capac-

ity for political symbolism receive their maximum expression.

For example, it is presidents who are the chief instigators, and 

the primary embodiments, of the ‘rally-round-the-fl ag’ effect 

(Mueller 1973; Hetherington and Nelson 2003). This refers 

to those occasions when the American public is mobilized 

in response to an international crisis involving the United 

States. It is the president who benefi ts from these public 

reactions not just because of being personally involved in an 

 international event but because of the presidency’s represen-

tational signifi cance as the only nationally elected offi ce in 

American democracy.

The president’s leadership role is discernible in a wide 

variety of contexts from imposing a particular imprint upon 

the management of the national security structure to shap-

ing the posture and future planning of America’s relationship 

with the rest of the world; from giving public expression to 

the purposes and values of American foreign policy to the 

issue of whether and when to commit US forces abroad. 

Just as US strategic positions become defi ned as presidential 

‘doctrines’ (e.g. the Truman Doctrine, the Nixon Doctrine, the 

Bush Doctrine), so American military interventions tend to 

become known as presidential wars. The intimate connec-

tion of signifi cant foreign policy issues with the presidency 

has become part of a high-exposure form of governance in 

which presidents continually seek to enhance their national 

credentials but also to cultivate a direct relationship with the 

public in a process that has been likened to a permanent elec-

tion campaign (Ornstein and Mann 2000).

The shift toward a ‘public presidency’ (Kernell 2007) of 

maximum engagement and outreach can relate well to the 

more traditional role of national leadership. But at the same 

time the drive to widen the support base can also lead to 

an erosion of more institutional foundations to presidential 

power. This can in turn result in presidents becoming in-

creasingly exposed in terms of personalized blame and ac-

countability. Just as ‘rally-round-the-fl ag’ incidents tend only 

to lead to short-term gains in presidential support, so the 

decline and fall of many presidential leaderships have been 

marked by public reactions to what are perceived to be for-

eign policy failures (Mueller 2005). In this way, foreign policy 

can become the access point for presidential critique and the 

means by which a president’s reputation for leadership and 

even for competence can be undermined.

CONTROVERSIES 7.1: Presidential leadership
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dynamic leading to the surge in legislative activism: ‘With 
more groups active on more foreign policy issues, mem-
bers fi nd themselves under greater pressure to address 
foreign policy. At the same time, the rise of interest group 
activity means that suddenly members stand a good 
chance of benefi ting politically by undertaking detailed 
legislative work on foreign policy’ (Lindsay 1994: 29).

While it is true that congressional involvement in 
foreign policy issues has increased, it remains the case 
that its participation is variable across diff erent sub-
fi elds of foreign policy and that it is the presidency 
which retains the mainline obligation of coordinating 
and overseeing America’s position in the international 
sphere. Th e offi  ce possesses enormous reserves of infl u-
ence in foreign policy not just because of the prodigious 
resources that are available in the federal bureaucracy 
but also because of the executive privileges of secrecy, 
initiative, and rapid response. On this basis, the presi-
dent can off er to provide a leadership role in a system 
that arguably requires its force, and denies its legitima-
cy, in equal measure. Even in a post-Cold War setting, 
Congress still suff ers from chronic problems in match-
ing the presidency as a co-equal partner in foreign 
policy. It is not simply that congressional attempts to 
restrict the presidency by legislative means have oft en 

led to the White House reinterpreting them as sources 
of authorization. It is that Congress’s own determina-
tion in following through on its own conditions and 
pre-requirements has oft en been less than robust.

Th e relationship between the Congress and presi-
dency continues to be a changeable mix of confl ict and 
cooperation, of legislative enquiry and assertion coex-
isting with executive discretion and residual responsi-
bility. On occasions, the relationship can amount to a 
complex interdependency of mutual trust that works 
towards reconciling the principle of open enquiry 
with an executive rationale of secrecy and operational 
discretion in what remains a highly sensitive area of 
decision making (Johnson 1991, 2004; Jeff reys-Jones 
1998; Zegart and Quinn 2010). Congress cannot be an 
exact equivalent of the presidency in such a fi eld but 
what it can do on occasions is to reveal the contest-
ed nature of foreign policy and to ensure that policy 
issues in the international arena are forced onto the 
political agenda. Arguably, its role can be said to have 
a much wider signifi cance. Congressional oversight 
can serve to underline the importance not merely 
of what policy decisions are made and how they are 
arrived at, but also the values that have informed both 
the process and outcomes of policy production.

 ❑ Congress represents not only its electorates but also tradi-

tional precepts of democracy, the rule of law, due process, 

and constitutional government.

 ❑ Although a formal co-equal in status, the legislature faces 

considerable political and technical diffi culties in match-

ing the executive in foreign policy.

 ❑ Fluctuations occur in the relationships between the two 

institutions in this litmus test area of governmental re-

sponsibilities and political legitimacy.

 ❑ While global integration has increased congressional 

interest in more foreign policy sectors, it still suffers from 

serious disadvantages in the more strategic areas associ-

ated intelligence information, executive agreements, and 

military deployments.

KEY POINTS

Policy making in a congested space

Th e nature of these two central institutions and the 
changeable relationship between them underscores 
the oft en unsettled and contingent properties that 

 characterise the policy-making process in this area. 
During the Cold War, a widely held conception of the 
political and jurisdictional confi guration of  foreign 
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Federal Executive

Amongst the array of federal departments, independent 

agencies, government corporations, boards, commissions, 

and advisory committees that have responsibilities for for-

eign and national security policy, the following are usually 

identifi ed as prominent:

Department of State (1789): organization of the foreign 

service; responsible for embassies, consulates, travel, 

passports, and visas; centre of diplomatic resources; 

specialist competence in international politics; foreign 

policy formulation and implementation; local onsite 

knowledge; lead in the negotiation of treaties; tradition-

ally inclined towards supportive engagements with inter-

national organizations, key allies and the ‘international 

community’.

Department of Defense (1947): provision and maintenance 

of military forces to defend US citizens and interests; source 

of information and assessment on key security issues; force 

projection and deterrence; heavy economic footprint in 

contracts, bases, and employment; inter-service rivalries 

between army, navy, air force, and marines; key element in 

national security strategy and planning.

Department of Homeland Security (2002): a compen-

dium organization drawn from various pre-existing agen-

cies and programmes following the 2001 terrorist attacks; 

responsibilities in the areas of counterterrorism; border 

security; emergency planning; disaster management; 

immigration enforcement; cybersecurity; committed to 

defending US from acts of terrorism both inside and out-

side its borders.

Central Intelligence Agency (1947): traditionally the key 

agency tasked with the collection, analysis and co-ordina-

tion of information concerning not only the behaviour and 

intentions of adversaries, but also the state of more generic 

conditions around the world that have an actual or potential 

impact upon American interests. Despite its civilian status, 

the CIA has not been confi ned to purely passive intelligence 

work concerning threat levels and warnings to policy makers, 

but has conducted special operations and covert actions in 

support of policy objectives.

National Security Council (1947): elite White House unit 

designed to be the principal source of presidential advice 

on foreign, military, and domestic issues relating to nation-

al security; primary means of policy co-ordination across 

the executive branch. Among the statutory or regular par-

ticipants are the Vice President, Secretary of State, Treas-

ury Secretary, Defense Secretary, Assistant to the President 

for National Security Affairs, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 

of Staff, and Director of National Intelligence. A Homeland 

Security Council was formed in 2002 as the centre of presi-

dential advice on home security and counter-terrorism 

but this was merged into the National Security Council in 

2009 under the aggregate name of the National Security 

Staff.

US Congress

Extensive committee and subcommittee systems in both the 

House of Representatives and the Senate afford specialist 

oversight of policy formulation and implementation, investi-

gative hearings, appropriations and budgetary reviews, mul-

tiple access points for the representation of social, economic, 

and bureaucratic interests.

Notable examples

House Committees on Armed Services, Foreign Affairs, 

Homeland Security, Intelligence, Energy and Commerce, 

Financial Services, and Appropriations.

Senate Committees on Foreign Relations, Homeland Secu-

rity and Governmental Affairs, Intelligence, Armed Services, 

Commerce, Science and Transportation, Energy and Natural 

Resource, and Appropriations.

Non-governmental bodies

Republican and Democratic parties; economic interest and 

lobby groups; think tanks; social advocacy movements; cam-

paigning non-governmental organisations (NGOs); religious, 

ethnic or nationalist/regional organizations; specialist infor-

mation gathering/dissemination groups; international moni-

toring and opinion formation centres; policy communities 

and sub-governmental networks.

Media/Public opinion

Channels of political communication; provision/consump-

tion/mediation of political information; news agendas; 

media framing of issues and policies; rise of multiple plat-

forms; dependency relationships; public attitudes/values; 

agenda formation; opinion polling; political marketing; 

construction of narratives; societal infl uences; ‘multiple 

publics’.

BOX 7.3: The foreign policy environment
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‘Intermestic issues’

Rising number and intensity of transnational problems and 

issues that have an international dimension, including trade, 

terrorism, health security, biological and nuclear security, gen-

der issues, migration, capital fl ows, regional  integration, nuclear 

proliferation, criminal behaviour (traffi cking,  slavery), sustain-

able development, energy resources, environmental degrada-

tion, food security and climate change as well as themes relating 

to overseas practices, international inequality, and global justice.

External players

Allies/partners; treaty obligations; economic pressures; glo-

bal governance; international institutions and organizations; 

international norms and legal codes; competitors, adver-

saries, and threats; global order issues; weak/failed states; 

foreign assistance programmes; human rights issues; interna-

tional NGOs; regulatory frameworks.

BOX 7.3: (continued )

 policy making was the ‘two presidencies’ thesis. In sum, 
this posited the coexistence of two entirely diff erent and 
separate spheres of policy formulation, one for foreign 
policy and one for domestic policy. While the former 
was characterized by the unifying drives of presiden-
tial primacy, the latter was depicted by Congress and 
its representation of society’s multiple interests and 
cleavages. A key element of the thesis was the way that 
political pluralism in the fi eld of foreign policy was not 
considered to be really relevant. In eff ect, the normal 
dynamics of cross-cutting divisions had been displaced 
or in some way switched off  either by the force of active 
consensus, or by a passive deference to the technical 
expertise required for the complexities of international 
power politics.

Aft er the Cold War, the position appeared to under-
go a radical change as foreign policy was opened up to 
the challenges of an altered ecology in terms of issues, 
players, and attitudes. In some ways the change was 
marked more by an opening up of government agen-
cies and interests that had been in existence all along 
but were now more able to express their particular 
positions with greater vigour to outside audiences. In 
other ways, the shift  was marked—and continues to be 
characterized—by a transformative process in which 
no settled pattern of policy making has emerged and 
arguably is not likely to do so in the near future. Th e 
net eff ect has been a more crowded, contested, and 

volatile environment that is marked as much by its 
variability as it is by its expansive contours. A brief 
overview of this increasingly complex topography is 
given in Box 7.3.

One conclusion that can be drawn from such a matrix 
is a marked dependency within government upon 
increasingly specialist resources and embedded expe-
rience in the analysis and assessment of problems that 
are complex and multi-dimensional in scope. Another 
conclusion would assign the high level of structure and 
continuity within the foreign policy-making process 
less to the existence of a settled perspective of world 
politics amongst key elites and more to a condition of 
stasis arising from a profusion of power centres engag-
ing in a continual process of bureaucratic politics and 
positional competition within a system designed to 
generate continuity through reciprocal constraints. An 
alternative perspective would view the usually calm and 
deep waters of foreign policy as a derivative of the sheer 
scale not only of world politics and the international 
system at large but also of a superpower’s necessarily 
cautious and calibrated engagement with such an inter-
dependent context. Notwithstanding this reputation 
for systemic equilibrium, the condition of US foreign 
policy can occasionally be disrupted by a shock event 
that can suddenly galvanize a previously stable process 
into one marked by conspicuously diff erent patterns of 
behaviour and priorities.
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9/11, the war on terror, and new tensions

Notwithstanding the unprecedented nature of the ter-
rorist attacks on the United States in 2001, the over-
all confi guration of the policy processes and disputes 
surrounding America’s reaction revealed a marked 
resemblance to previous foreign policy crises. In the 
aft ershock of the attacks, American society looked 
to the White House for a focal point of national con-
sciousness and collective solidarity. President Bush was 
adept at using the ‘rally around the fl ag’ eff ect for the 
purposes of framing the issue of international terrorism 
and shaping political support for the selected reactions. 
Governments have long been able to use fear and inse-
curity to mobilize resources and to accumulate powers 
on a scale that would be inconceivable without the stim-
ulus of aroused public anxiety. Th e Bush administration 
was no exception in making full use of the transforma-
tive energies of a crisis. Th e president was able to secure 
the accelerated passage through a compliant Congress 
of the Patriot Act, which not only radically reshaped the 
federal government’s structure of internal security, but 
dramatically increased its powers of surveillance and 
detention. In eff ect, the Cold War apparatus of the na-
tional security state was deepened and combined with a 
homeland security society that reached into areas pre-
viously protected by civil liberties and constitutional 
limitations (Brzezinski 2005; Arnold 2006; Amnesty 
International 2007).

Although the initial reaction of the Bush administra-
tion had been cautious in respect to overseas retaliation, 
the White House used the issue of international ter-
rorism to reaffi  rm its prior scepticism of international 
institutions and multilateral processes. Th is set the stage 
for a new form of international coalition building that 
would bypass established processes in favour of an ad 
hoc task force dedicated to a ‘war on terror’. Bush’s popu-
list disregard for traditional diplomacy and institutional 
formalities was prompted by the nature of the threats 
against the United States, by the mercurial character of 
terrorist organizations like al-Qaeda, and by the calcu-
lation that urgent action was required to pre-empt the 
danger of the USA being attacked through groups cov-
ertly acquiring and deploying weapons of mass destruc-
tion. To the administration, the special character of the 

danger required a diff erent kind of warfare and a diff er-
ent set of executive prerogatives to go with it.

Th e initial military response by America was seen as 
reasonable by the international community. Th e inter-
vention in Afghanistan (2001) was widely supported. 
Because the Taliban regime had given sanctuary within 
its borders to al-Qaeda groupings, the United States 
was easily able to organize a broad-based coalition that 
included NATO forces. But when President Bush ex-
tended his anti-terrorism agenda to include Iraq as part 
of the ‘axis of evil’, the level of international support sud-
denly diminished, leaving an increasingly unilateralist 
White House reliant upon its option of a ‘coalition of 
the willing’ (Bush 2002). Th e objections lodged by the 
traditional channels of international governance found 
very little resonance inside the United States. On the 
contrary, supported by high public approval ratings, by 
solid congressional support, and by a generalized fear 
of further attacks, President Bush was able to establish 
a public perception that Iraq was not only implicated 
in the attacks on 9/11 but possessed weapons of mass 
destruction (WMD) that would be passed on to Islamic 
extremists. In a move that was strongly suggestive of 
the need to compensate for the intelligence failures sur-
rounding 9/11, the White House projected intelligence 
information and its assessment to the forefront of its 
adopted causes of war against Iraq. Th e intelligence-led 
linkage between Iraq, 9/11, WMD, and terrorism was 
clearly evident in the congressional resolution authoriz-
ing the threat posed by the regime of Saddam Hussein.

Aft er the initial success of the invasion and the removal 
of Saddam Hussein, United States-led coalition forces 
became increasingly involved in a costly campaign of 
establishing security against a backdrop of sectarian vio-
lence and social disintegration. As the temporary inter-
vention turned into a long-term occupation and a war of 
attrition against insurgents, the Bush presidency came 
under severe pressure. Th e issues of terrorism, national 
security, and regional stability, which had boosted his 
political infl uence in 2001–3, were transmuted into an 
instrument of indictment during his second term of offi  ce. 
Th e claims and assumptions made by the Bush White 
House in support of both the war and the president’s own 
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The Joint Resolution, authorizing the use of United States 

armed forces against Iraq, was passed by the House of Repre-

sentatives (296–133) on 11 October 2002, and by the Senate 

(77–23) on 12 October 2002.

 ● Whereas the attacks on the United States of September 

11, 2001, underscored the gravity of the threat posed by 

the acquisition of weapons of mass destruction by inter-

national terrorist organizations;
 ● Whereas Iraq’s demonstrated capability and willingness to 

use weapons of mass destruction, the risk that the current 

Iraqi regime will either employ those weapons to launch a 

surprise attack against the United States or its Armed Forces 

or provide them to international terrorists who would do 

so, and the extreme magnitude of harm that would result to 

the United States and its citizens from such an attack, com-

bine to justify action by the United States to defend itself; . . .

 ● Whereas the President and Congress are determined to 

continue to take all appropriate actions against interna-

tional terrorists and terrorist organizations, including 

those nations, organizations, or persons who planned, 

authorized, committed, or aided the terrorist attacks that 

occurred on September 11, 2001, or harbored such per-

sons or organizations;

Sec. 3. Authorization for use of United States 
armed forces.

The President is authorized to use the Armed Forces of the 

United States as he determines to be necessary and appropri-

ate in order to (1) defend the national security of the United 

States against the continuing threat posed by Iraq; and (2) 

enforce all relevant United Nations Security Council resolu-

tions regarding Iraq.

BOX 7.4: Authorization for use of military force against Iraq Resolution of 2002

rights to determine policy were increasingly subjected 
to critical review in light of what was being interpreted 
as a policy failure. In the forefront of the critiques was 
the charge that the Bush administration had politically 
manipulated the intelligence on Iraq for the purposes of 
mobilizing public support for the war. In misrepresent-
ing intelligence materials over WMD, the president was 
accused not only of misrepresenting the causes of war but 
of misappropriating the legal processes relating to deci-
sions over entering into a state of war.

Th e White House had previously aroused anxieties 
over the magnitude of its constitutional assertions. For 
example, it claimed a unilateral power to initiate wars 
without any congressional approval, and it assumed it 
could interpret, terminate, or suspend international 
treaties at its discretion (Yoo 2005). Th e protracted 
nature of the Iraq War allowed these concerns to resur-
face as part of a more general reaction against the style 
of the Bush presidency. Under Bush’s leadership, the 
administration had authorized the detention of prison-
ers without trial at Guantánamo, placed ‘illegal com-
batants’ beyond the scope of the Geneva Conventions, 
claimed that Congress could not restrict the president’s 
authority in instituting harsher methods of interroga-

tion, and insisted that the inherent powers of the presi-
dency permitted the National Security Agency to breach 
the provisions of the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance 
Act (1978) and to monitor the phone call records of 
millions of Americans. All these positions came under 
critical review not least by the Supreme Court, which 
broke its customary reticence over considering foreign 
policy issues in Hamdan v. Rumsfeld (2006). In the case, 
the Court declared that the administration’s plan to try 
terrorist suspects at Guantánamo by military commis-
sions denied them not only the protection of the Geneva 
Conventions but the rights of due process that would be 
aff orded by a court martial or a civilian tribunal.

Prior to the Iraq action, Congress had been complicit 
in what was retrospectively seen as a rush to war. Louis 
Fisher concluded that in authorizing military action by 
a measure comparable to the notorious Gulf of Tonkin 
Resolution, the legislature had failed in its constitution-
al duty: ‘instead of acting as the people’s representatives 
and preserving the republican form of government, they 
gave the president unchecked power’ (Fisher 2003: 405). 
But following the 2006 mid-term elections when the 
Democrats regained control of the House and Senate, 
Congress became much more vocal in its assaults upon 
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the presidency in the key area of war powers. As institu-
tional and political interest in the venerable dogmas of 
the separation of powers revived, so public scepticism 
of the war and the Bush presidency intensifi ed. Personal 
culpability for individual judgements and choices was 
directed to the White House but, in line with American 
traditions of political accountability, responsibility was 
not confi ned to President Bush. Th e issue of causality 
was characteristically widened into that of a systemic 
failure of the decision-making structure—stretching 
from bureaucratic disarray and confused agendas to 
intelligence mismanagement and the abandonment 
of checks by alternative centres of political and media 
opinion (Ricks 2006; Gordon 2007). Th ese in turn led 
to calls not for new frameworks of governance but for a 
return to the fundamentals of a balanced constitution. 
However, as we have seen, the comforting prospect of 

constitutional certainty is a chimera, for the only preci-
sion aff orded by its provisions remains that of strategic 
ambiguity.

 ❑ Terrorist attacks, and further threats of international 

terrorism, prompt President Bush into new kinds of 

warfare and new claims of inherent executive powers.

 ❑ Sweeping powers of surveillance, arrest, detention, and 

interrogation raise issues over the relationship of secu-

rity to civil liberties.

 ❑ The use or misuse of intelligence in mobilizing support 

for the war on terror, combined with the outcome of the 

2006 mid-term elections, revive interest in the constitu-

tional balance between the presidency and the Congress.

KEY POINTS

The Obama presidency

Th e world that President Obama inherited from his 
largely discredited predecessor was one marked not 
only by the aft ershock of President Bush’s global war 
on terror but also by the onset of new international 
priorities (e.g. climate change) as well as the continua-
tion of more familiar global and regional agenda items. 
In the 2008 presidential campaign, Obama promoted 
himself as an antidote to the Bush administration and 
its reputation for aggressive unilateralism, preventive 
war, force projection, and regime change. He associated 
his presidency with a drive to reconfi gure the United 
States’ posture towards the world in a more positive 
and constructive light. He looked to restore confi dence 
in the security community among the leading powers 
through a greater emphasis upon soft  power, interna-
tional organization, cultural diplomacy, and multilat-
eral co-operation. Notwithstanding these intentions, 
Obama quickly found that his discretion in recon-
structing American foreign policy was heavily con-
strained by what he discovered to be an area of activity 
that was marked by a rising trajectory of interconnect-
ed dimensions, cross-cutting jurisdictional issues, and 
proliferating players. Th e nature of this increasingly 

intricate predicament can be illustrated by the follow-
ing set of brief examples.

 ● Th e intelligence failures associated with the attacks on 
9/11 and with the issue of WMD in Iraq had prompted 
the Bush administration to re-organize intelligence 
resources to secure better co-operation and sharing 
of information between key agencies. Th e main struc-
tural change was the creation of a Director of National 
Intelligence. Th is position was tasked with providing a 
strategic overview of US intelligence, including respon-
sibilities for setting intelligence budgets and priorities 
with the aim of transforming US intelligence resources 
into a fully functional collaborative enterprise. Th e 
death of eight CIA employees from a bomb attack in 
Afghanistan (December 2009), the intelligence fail-
ures surrounding an attempted suicide bombing on 
a Northwest Airlines plane over Detroit (December 
2009), and the discovery on a cargo plane of explosive 
materials addressed to locations in Chicago (Decem-
ber 2010) provoked concerns over the reliability of  US 
security systems. In particular, the incidents illustrated 
the continuing problems associated with the levels of 
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coordination within what had remained a sprawling 
intelligence community consisting of sixteen agen-
cies each with developed linkages to diff erent depart-
mental hierarchies and Congressional units (Dombey 
2010). Th e incidents helped to reveal continuing turf 
struggles—most notably between the relatively new 
Offi  ce of the Director of National Intelligence cen-
tred in Washington and the traditional primacy of 
the CIA with its overseas fi eld stations and experi-
ence in covert activities. Th e security incidents not 
only represented an embarrassment to the adminis-
tration, but allowed critiques of the presidency to be 
extended to the issue of managerial competence and, 
more seriously, to Obama’s personal commitment to 
counterterrorism.

 ● While the Obama administration inherited the war 
in Afghanistan, the president soon found that he 
faced a diffi  cult dilemma over the future course of the 
engagement, namely whether to concede to military 
pressures in favour of increasing the US presence by 
40,000 troops, or to follow his political instincts in 
seeking to wind down the war through graduated 
troop withdrawals. Th e heated debates between key 
policy makers on this highly contentious issue found 
their way into the public domain through various 
political conduits and media channels. While some 
interpretations depicted President Obama as being 
distracted by a mainly domestic agenda, other per-
spectives saw him as interested primarily in achiev-
ing suffi  cient military disengagement to preserve his 
status amongst liberal and Democratic Party constit-
uencies, as well as his re-election prospects in 2012. 
In the end, he was damaged by an outwardly reluc-
tant commitment in December 2009 to raise troop 
levels by 30,000 but only on condition that the addi-
tional commitment would be geared to the overall 
position of securing phased withdrawals by July 2011 
(Woodward 2010). Apart from the central anomaly 
of opting for a temporary surge of ground forces in 
order to strengthen a necessarily long-term coun-
terinsurgency strategy, the disarray surrounding the 
Afghanistan review revealed the diffi  culties of a pres-
ident seeking to arrive at authoritative decisions in a 
multi-structured, media-rich and increasingly inter-
connected environment—a context that ultimately 

led to the resignation of General Stanley McChrystal, 
the Commander of US and international forces in 
Afghanistan, over allegations of unauthorized brief-
ings, media leaks, and insubordination.

 ● Another example of the increasing interconnected-
ness not only between diff erent sectors of foreign pol-
icy but also between the international and domestic 
spheres lies in the area of US trade policy. Th e Obama 
administration has had to engage with a widening 
trade defi cit between the US and China as well as 
with a deepening dependency upon China’s foreign 
currency holdings for international fi nancial stability. 
While the White House remains fi rmly committed to 
a free trade position as central to the development of 
the global economy, others in both the main parties 
view the relationship with China as being detrimen-
tal either to American employment or to US security. 
President Obama therefore has had to tread a diffi  cult 
line between seeking to gain concessions from China 
in such areas as market access, intellectual property 
rights, copyright law, and currency policy, while at 
the same time not provoking the Chinese leader-
ship into jeopardising the prospects of American 
economic recovery by disrupting the main source of 
low-cost goods and high-volume credit. While domes-
tic pressures—especially from the unions within his 
own party—can make trade deals with China and 
other countries politically problematic, the situation 
is further strained by China’s growing geopolitical 
footprint, which has implications stretching across 
many key aspects of US foreign policy (e.g. nuclear 
non-proliferation, North Korea, Burma, Iran, Paki-
stan, Sudan, climate change).

Barack Obama had secured the presidency on the basis 
of a culturally transformative platform that pivoted 
upon a renewal of American values that would occasion 
not only a ‘new politics’ at home but also a reposition-
ing of the United States in relation to the world outside. 
However, the Obama presidency quickly acquired the 
position of an ongoing negotiation between the ide-
alism of the campaign and the hard-edged realism of 
largely intractable issues at home and abroad (Grimmett 
2010; Hendrickson 2010; Kupchan 2010; Traub 2010). 
It can be argued that this was a necessary learning proc-
ess that all modern presidents have had to encounter in 
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offi  ce—and most especially in the fi eld of foreign poli-
cy. Nevertheless, it is possible to argue that the Obama 
administration has been confronted not merely by the 
normal run of constraints, frustrations, and reversals, 
but by an emergent array of shift ing dynamics within 
the sphere of foreign policy politics.

First is the deepening tension between on the one 
hand the premises of US sovereignty along with its 
concomitant traditions of international leadership in 
respect to the shape and security of the global order, 
and on the other hand the need to accommodate itself 
to the rising prominence of those institutions, organi-
zations, processes, and norms associated with the 
structures and ethos of global governance. Th e con-
spicuous position of the presidency means that while 
the offi  ce-holder still has the ability to publicise issues 
and advocate responses to increasingly large audiences, 
the inferences of direction and autonomy are variously 
compromised by the intricacies and containments of 
global institutions, international NGOs, and multilater-
al regulatory frameworks. In essence, President Obama 
has by political necessity and personal conviction pro-
pounded a more inclusive and integrationist interna-
tional posture but by doing so he has had to contend 
with damaging counterclaims that assert not merely a 
failure to determine or to deliver benefi cial outcomes, 
but also a complicity with an ascribed process of Ameri-
can decline.

Second, as the interdependency of domestic and 
international sectors becomes tighter, it is more diffi  -
cult for presidents to use the recourse to foreign policy 
as a strategic change of focus in response to domestic 
diffi  culties and electoral setbacks. Many of President 
Obama’s predecessors had been able to divert attention 
from domestic agendas to international challenges as 
part of an oft en general osmosis towards an identifi -
cation of presidential roles with the external realm of 
foreign policy responsibilities. Obama has found that 
this aspect of ‘presidential time’ has become highly 
attenuated. Because foreign policy factors now line 
the point of entry to the White House, the processes of 
adjustment to international issues have become acceler-
ated beyond the point where they can be selected by a 
president with an inclination to change priorities. In a 
deep global recession, the real or attributed infl uence 
of other players in what are increasingly international 

markets and integrated economies underlines both the 
processes of political prioritisation but also the imme-
diacy of presidential discomfort in such a mercurial 
sphere of multiple interactivities.

Th ird, although Obama’s presidential campaign had 
adopted highly sophisticated techniques of public out-
reach and voter mobilisation through new media chan-
nels in the fi eld of political communication, the new 
president has found it diffi  cult to maintain the initia-
tive in these new areas of political projection, most of 
which have an international dimension of one sort or 
another. For example, the Obama administration has 
been subjected to a concerted assault by a profusion 
of highly critical websites and digital networks which 
have had a signifi cant impact upon the president’s 
political standing. President Obama has experienced 
great diffi  culty in confronting or even engaging with an 
expanding blogosphere within which an internet-based 
commentariat persistently seeks to establish a percep-
tual linkage between the president and his agenda, the 
state of the economy, and the levels of public dissatis-
faction and anxiety over the United States’ position in 
the world. Th ese new forms of mass communication 
serve to underscore the ways in which the convergence 
of domestic and foreign policy can be used to politi-
cal eff ect. Just as widely circulated critiques of Obama’s 
social policy agenda can serve to erode his political and 
professional standing in the US, so both these critical 
narratives can shift  perceptions overseas, leading to 
a lack of traction in key foreign policy areas. In other 
words, persistent and ramifying media portrayals of 
a president under political and personal challenge—
along with international access to polling trends and 
analysis—have direct repercussions overseas and espe-
cially on the political calculations made by other actors 
in the international arena.

Finally, the foreign policy sector has become more 
intensively politicised over the course of the post Cold 
War era. Apart from the increased incursion of inter-
ests and stakeholders into the equation of foreign policy 
making, the sector is now more vulnerable than ever 
to a proliferation of alternative centres of international 
analysis, assessment, and activism. Th ese can vary from 
think tanks and broad spectrum NGOs to more special-
ized advocacy groups and representations of corporate 
interest. When these myriad competitors for public 
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and international attention become conjoined with 
the impact of a 24/7 multiple-platform media environ-
ment then, as President Obama has discovered, the net 
eff ect can be one of unremitting challenge in the very 
area of policy that used to be thought of as a presidential 
preserve.

Far from off ering an alternative dimension to 
conventional politics, the foreign policy sphere has 
increasingly become a device by which to engage in 
generic assaults upon presidential conduct, compe-
tence, and judgement across the board. To a growing 
extent, the structural and operational critiques that 
have traditionally been applied to the US political sys-
tem in domestic aff airs are now routinely extended to 
the foreign policy sphere, leading to claims that even 
in this area of policy making the system can be catego-
rized as febrile, dysfunctional, and broken. Th e pace of 
these indictments had noticeably quickened under his 
predecessor (Skelley 2006; Wiarda 2009; Hook 2010). 
President Obama has sought to create a disjuncture 
between himself and President George W. Bush by 
recalibrating the posture of the United States towards 
the world and by devising a more inclusive approach 
to foreign policy both at home and abroad. In doing 
so—or at least in giving that impression—the president 
has not established a break with the past so much as 
progressed further along a continuum of congestion 
and complaint. Set against the clamorous background 

of these contemporary developments within America’s 
policy-making context, the issues of control, direction, 
and coherence are likely to remain considerable chal-
lenges not just for the rest of his presidency but also for 
his political successors in the White House. Far from 
assuming the mantle of a redeeming corrective to an 
otherwise chronically fragmented system, the foreign 
policy sphere in Washington has increasingly come to 
imitate the very properties of multi-polarity that have 
come to characterize the world itself.

 ❑ President Obama’s election raises the prospect of a 

reconfi guration of US foreign policy but his fi rst term 

shows the internal and external problems associated 

with any transformative processes in an increasingly 

congested policy space.

 ❑ The deepening cross currents between domestic and 

international politics along with the growing fusion of 

their respective audiences generate new challenges to 

presidential leadership.

 ❑ Disputed narratives concerning America’s role in 

the twenty-fi rst century world—combined with the 

widening scope of claims relating to the structural 

inadequacies of the its constitutional arrangements—

encourage fresh concerns over a trajectory of national 

decline.

KEY POINTS

Questions

 1.    Describe and evaluate the signifi cance of presidential leadership in the area of foreign policy.

 2.    How can Congress infl uence the formulation of foreign policy?

 3.     What is meant by the term ‘rallying round the fl ag’ and how important is it to presidential leadership in times of 

crisis?

 4.    Examine the challenges to democratic principles posed by the requirements of foreign policy.

 5.     What conclusions do you draw from the wording of the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution (1964) and the Authorization 

for Use of Military Force against Iraq Resolution (2002)?

 6.    Is secrecy a necessary and indispensable element of effective policy making? What problems does the 

intelligence community pose for the processes of foreign policy governance?

 7.   Is it accurate to describe the foreign policy process in the United States as a continual struggle between 

Congress and the presidency?

 8.  Has President Obama managed to create a foreign policy that is distinguishable from his predecessor?

 9.  Examine the political, constitutional, and international diffi culties of ending a war.
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Introduction

How has military power been reconceptualized over 
time in the United States? For what purposes has the 
United States deployed its military? How eff ective is 
military power in achieving political objectives? Th is 

chapter will consider the rise and use of American mil-
itary power since 1945. It will also consider important 
debates regarding containment, deterrence, preemp-
tion, and the limits of military power.

Th e United States emerged from the Second World War as 
a military great power. It had the largest navy in the world 
and, more importantly, it was the only state to have the 
atomic bomb. Th is military capability grew throughout 

the Cold War. By the time the Soviet Union collapsed in 
1991 the United States’ military power was unrivalled. 
Two concepts governed US military power and strategy 
throughout the Cold War: containment and deterrence.

Rise of American military power 1945–91:  
containment and deterrence
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The military implications of 
containment
Containment was the foundation of American foreign 
policy throughout the Cold War. Each administration 
had its own version of containment, but the ultimate 
goal remained the same: to contain the spread of Soviet 
communism. Containment sought to prevent Soviet 
expansionism.

During the 1950s the United States sought global 
containment. Th at is, it sought to aid all those resist-
ing communism throughout the world. All countries 
were considered vital to American interests in the belief 
that if one country fell to communism, its neighbours 
would be destabilized and fall to communism as well. 
Th is analogy is known as the domino theory.

Th ese perspectives led to American military involve-
ment in Korea between 1950 and 1953. In this case 
the United States went to war to prevent communist 
North Korea from controlling democratic South Korea. 
American policy makers feared that if North Korea 
could gain control of the south, it would lead to further 
communist expansion throughout Asia. Although the 
Korean War ended in 1953, US troops remain posted 
along the border between North and South.

Th e desire to contain the spread of communism in 
Asia led to another war, this time in Vietnam. Although 
the political objective was the same, the Vietnam War 
was a diff erent type of confl ict. Th e Korean War had 
been a traditional war fought between massive, organ-
ized armies with relatively clear front lines. Th e Viet-
nam War was less traditional: the front lines were oft en 
unclear, battles oft en took place in muddy jungles, and, 
most importantly, Vietnamese civilians engaged in 
guerilla-style attacks on US forces. Th e US military was 
ill-prepared to counter this kind of insurgency. It was 
structured, trained, and equipped to fi ght a large-scale 
conventional war. Th e United States originally sought to 
fi ght a ‘limited war’. However, throughout the late 1960s 
the White House incrementally increased the number 
of US troops in Vietnam. By late 1968 there were over 
half a million US troops in the region and Washington 
was spending $35 billion per year on the confl ict.

Nonetheless, the United States was unable to win the 
war. By the time a cease-fi re was signed in January 1973 
58,000 US soldiers had been killed, along with countless 

Vietnamese. American involvement truly ended in April 
1975 when Saigon fell to the North Vietnamese and all 
remaining Americans were evacuated. Despite the fact 
that the United States was a military superpower, it had 
suff ered a humiliating defeat.

Th e Vietnam War was both unpopular and devastat-
ing for Americans. It led to an era in which Americans 
lost faith in their political and military leaders. Th e 
Vietnam War had several important implications for 
the way in which military power was conceptualized in 
the United States.

For one thing, the loss in Vietnam led Americans to 
reject containment on a global scale. Many believed that 
the United States had overextended itself: the United 
States did not have the resources to protect all peoples 
fi ghting communism. President Nixon refl ected these 
views in 1970 when he declared that the United States 
would continue to provide military and economic assist-
ance to friends, but those nations must be responsible 
for their own security. Nixon implicitly acknowledged 
that there were limits to American military power and 
what it could achieve. Th is decision to scale back con-
tainment became known as the Nixon Doctrine.

Secondly, the defeat in Vietnam has led to what some call 
a Vietnam Syndrome. In this view Americans have been so 
haunted by the loss that they have sought to avoid involve-
ment in other wars at almost all costs. Th us, although 
American military power has been growing for the past 
30 years, there has also been a strong reluctance to actually 
use this power. Th e Vietnam Syndrome is wrapped in both 
fact and myth. While Americans continue to be scarred 
from Vietnam, the US has, in fact, repeatedly deployed its 
military power since 1975, as will be discussed.

Th e experience in Vietnam has also led US military 
leaders to revamp military strategies. Some contend 
that the attempt to fi ght a limited war in Vietnam con-
tributed signifi cantly to the United States’ defeat. In this 
view the gradual increase in troop deployments did not 
allow the United States to make maximum use of its 
military capabilities. Consequently, in future wars the 
United States must deliver massive force right from the 
outset. Th is perspective is oft en called the Powell Doc-
trine, aft er General Colin Powell, who served as Chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff  for the fi rst President 
Bush, and as Secretary of State for the second President 
Bush. General Powell had spent a career in the military, 
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including two tours of duty in Vietnam. In his view, in 
order to address the mistakes of Vietnam future mili-
tary deployments must meet three criteria: the aim of 
the mission and the rules of engagement must be clear, 
the United States must send overwhelming force right 
from the outset, and there must be a clear exit strat-
egy to avoid mission creep. Powell also emphasized 
the need for strong public support for such operations 
(Powell 1992–3).

The military implications of 
deterrence
At the conclusion of the Second World War the Unit-
ed States was the only state with an atomic weapon. 
Although the Soviet Union had a larger conventional 
army,  American leaders believed the US monopoly on 
nuclear weapons was the ‘great equalizer’, that is, the 
 destructive capacity of nuclear weapons made up for 
the relative weakness in conventional (non-nuclear) 
military power.

In August 1949 the Soviet Union tested an atomic 
weapon of its own. Th is event profoundly changed the 
nature of the Cold War. Th e US responded to the Soviet 
test with a policy review, called NSC-68. Th is document 
claimed the United States was now in a dangerously 
inferior position. Consequently, it needed to build up 
its own military strength so that it surpassed that of the 
Soviet Union. Th e United States needed to achieve and 
maintain a position of military superiority. NSC-68 led 
to a dramatic increase in US defence spending, as well 
as to a global network of US military bases and allianc-
es. Th e Cold War was no longer simply an ideological 
and political contest—it now involved an arms race of 
epic proportions.

Th e United States also adopted a strategy of deterrence. 
Deterrence involves dissuading an enemy from attacking 
by convincing him that the costs of an attack would far 
outweigh any benefi ts. During the Cold War the Unit-
ed States deterred the Soviets from launching a nuclear 
attack by threatening to respond in kind. In other words, 
if the Soviet Union were to launch a nuclear strike against 
the US or its allies, the United States would respond with 
a retaliatory nuclear attack on the Soviet Union. Such 
retaliation would bring unacceptable damage to the 

USSR. In eff ect, a nuclear attack on the US would have 
been suicidal for the Soviets. Th is strategic doctrine was 
called mutual assured destruction, or MAD.

MAD generated a nuclear arms race. In order to eff ec-
tively deter the Soviet Union from launching a nuclear 
attack, the US needed to be able to maintain a nuclear 
arsenal that was large enough to withstand the initial 
attack, with enough weapons left  over for a devastating 
retaliatory strike. But how many nuclear weapons were 
enough? How many weapons could a Soviet attack be 
expected to destroy? Because the destructive eff ects 
of a nuclear attack could only be speculated, each side 
could never be certain that it had enough weapons for a 
 retaliatory strike. Th e logic of MAD created an impetus to 
continually increase the size and destructive capability of 
each arsenal. Th us, the Soviet and American arsenals grew 
into the tens of thousands not because strategic  planners 
believed this many weapons were necessary in order to 
subdue the enemy, but rather because they assumed a sig-
nifi cant portion of the arsenal would be destroyed during 
a fi rst strike. Th e goal was to have enough nuclear weap-
ons standing aft er the fi rst strike to be able to launch a 
devastating retaliatory strike (see Figure 8.1).

Neither the Soviet Union nor the United States has 
ever had a comprehensive defensive system to pro-
tect itself against a nuclear attack (although the Soviet 
Union has a limited defensive system around Moscow). 
Th roughout the Cold War, the logic of MAD dictated 
that defensive systems were destabilizing and there-
fore to be avoided. For example, imagine that the USSR 
built a defensive system that protected Soviet territory 
against a nuclear attack. Moscow would then be able 
to launch a fi rst strike against the US without fear of a 
reprisal. According to the logic of MAD, there would 
be nothing to deter the Soviets from initiating a nucle-
ar war. Consequently, in 1972 both the United States 
and the Soviet Union signed the Anti-Ballistic Missile 
(ABM) Treaty, which outlawed the construction of new 
systems designed to defend against nuclear attack. In 
essence, the superpowers agreed that mutual vulner-
ability would lead to mutual security.

Owing to this nuclear stand-off , superpower con-
fl icts were fought primarily through proxies in the 
Th ird World. Th roughout the Cold War the superpow-
ers supported and assisted adversaries throughout Asia, 
Africa, Latin America, and the Middle East. Indeed, the 
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most blood was spilled not in Europe or North  America, 
but in Latin America.

Questioning deterrence 
and ending the arms race
For much of the Cold War many experts believed that 
MAD had prevented the superpowers from engaging 
in direct confl ict with one another. However, during the 
1980s there was a signifi cant change in both American 
and Soviet thinking. President Ronald Reagan and  Soviet 
leader Mikhail Gorbachev both abhorred MAD. Each 
leader believed that the reliance on mutual destruction was 
not only nonsensical, but irresponsible. Moreover, Reagan 
and Gorbachev were both concerned about the possibil-
ity of a nuclear accident. Both leaders sought to shift  away 
from nuclear deterrence and to eliminate nuclear weapons.

In 1987 Reagan and Gorbachev signed the land-
mark Intermediate Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty. Th is 
treaty stipulated that the superpowers would eliminate 

 intermediate-range nuclear missiles from Europe. Th e 
treaty was signifi cant because it was the fi rst time the 
superpowers agreed to actually eliminate nuclear weap-
ons. All previous arms agreements had simply limited 
the rate at which nuclear arsenals could grow.

By 1990 the superpowers were making substantial 
progress in dismantling the arms race that had been a 
cornerstone of the Cold War. In June 1990 Washington 
and Moscow pledged to destroy a signifi cant percentage 
of their chemical arsenals by 2002, as well as to accelerate 
discussions on reductions in strategic nuclear weapons 
and conventional weapons. In November the US and its 
NATO allies and the USSR and its Warsaw Pact allies 
concluded the Conventional Armed Forces in Europe 
(CFE) Treaty, which substantially reduced the amount of 
conventional forces in Europe. In the summer of 1991 the 
US and the USSR also signed the Strategic Arms Reduc-
tion Treaty, or START. Th is treaty was the fi rst to reduce 
the superpowers’ long-range nuclear arsenals. In short, 
by the time the Soviet Union collapsed in December 1991 
the superpower arms race had already become defunct.

*Includes active and inactive warheads. Several thousand additional nuclear warheads are retired and awaiting dismantlement.

U.S. Nuclear Weapons Stockpile, 1945-2009*
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Fig. 8.1 US nuclear weapons stockpile, 1945–2009 (includes active and inactive warheads—several thousand additional nuclear 
warheads are retired and awaiting dismantlement).

Source: Department of Defense, May 3, 2010 http://www.defense.gov/npr/docs/10-05-03_fact_sheet_us_nuclear_
transparency__fi nal_w_date.pdf.

http://www.defense.gov/npr/docs/10-05-03_fact_sheet_us_nuclear_transparency__final_w_date.pdf
http://www.defense.gov/npr/docs/10-05-03_fact_sheet_us_nuclear_transparency__final_w_date.pdf
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During the Cold War the United States had a clearly 
defi ned enemy and established alliance systems. When the 
USSR collapsed in December 1991 US foreign policy lost 
its focal point. Washington had to confront fundamental 
questions about its role in the world and its military power.

How much to spend on the 
military?
Aft er the Cold War concluded Americans debated how 
much of the federal budget should be devoted to mili-
tary expenditures. Some argued that defence spending 
should be slashed because the United States was no 
longer ‘at war’ with the Soviet Union. Th e United States 
could reduce its global responsibilities and deployments, 

thus cutting military expenditures. Th is ‘peace dividend’ 
could then be invested at home, in things like education 
and infrastructure. Others argued that drastic reduc-
tions in defence spending were not possible. Th e United 
States was the sole remaining superpower, they noted, 
and with this power came responsibility. Th ere would be 
more demands on the United States in the post-Cold War 
world, not fewer. Moreover, the United States would con-
front a proliferation of threats from a variety of sources.

Although US military expenditures did decrease during 
the 1990s, the US defence budget has grown signifi cantly 
since the attacks of September 2001. In 2011 total (pro-
posed) military spending will be $720 billion, an increase 
of about 67 per cent since 2001 (Olson 2010).1 Th is consti-
tutes approximately 46% of total global military expendi-
ture, and is more than the next nine countries combined.

 ❑ During the 1950s the United States sought to stop the 

spread of communism throughout the world. This led to 

wars in Korea and Vietnam.

 ❑ The loss in Vietnam led the US to question its military 

commitments abroad and revamp military strategy.

 ❑ Mutual assured destruction (MAD) generated a nuclear 

arms race and led the superpowers to forego defensive 

systems.

 ❑ During the late 1980s the US and the USSR shifted away 

from deterrence and began to dismantle the arms race.

KEY POINTS

Table 8.1 Military spending 20092 (fi gures in 2009 US dollars and exchange rates)

Country Spending ($ billion) Approximate world share (%)

United States 661 43

China* 100 7

France 64 4

United Kingdom 58 4

Russia* 53 3.5

Japan 51 3

Germany 46 3

Saudi Arabia** 41 3

India 36 2

Italy 36 2

*Estimated fi gures

**The fi gure for Saudi Arabia includes expenditure for public order and safety, and therefore might be an overestimate. 

The post-Cold War era: confronting fundamental questions



Chapter 8 Military power and US foreign policy 135

For what purpose should the US 
military be deployed?
For what purpose should US military forces be sent 
abroad and under what conditions? Th roughout the Cold 
War the United States had focused almost exclusively on 
the threat of Soviet expansionism. Aft er the USSR col-
lapsed, American leaders sought to envision the threats, 
challenges, and responsibilities of the post-Cold War 
world. Establishing priorities was diffi  cult, particularly 
for a generation of military and political leaders who had 
gained their expertise during the Cold War.

As indicated in Table 8.2, the US deployed its military 
repeatedly during the post-Cold War era for a variety 
of  purposes. Between 1990 and 2001 the United States 
deployed military forces abroad 21 times. Th ese deploy-
ments involved anywhere from a few military advisers 
to over a half million troops. Nine of these twenty-one 
dep loyments involved evacuating American citizens 
from unstable countries. Five more—Somalia, Haiti, 
Bosnia, East Timor, and the latter part of the Kosovo 
mission—involved operations intended to foster politi-
cal stability. (However, the Somalia operation began as 
a humanitarian mission.) In only one instance during 
this period did the United States engage in a major con-
ventional war—the Persian Gulf War.

The Persian Gulf War (1990–91) 
and its aftermath
In August 1990 Iraq invaded Kuwait. Th e Iraqi leader, 
Saddam Hussein, calculated that the United States would 
condemn the invasion, but that Washington would take 
no action. He reasoned that the Vietnam Syndrome still 
prevailed in the US, that is, he believed that aft er the 
United States’ humiliating loss in Vietnam, Americans 
would not have the stomach to become involved in an-
other foreign war.

Saddam Hussein calculated wrongly. President George 
H. W. Bush did not interpret the invasion in terms of the 
Vietnam War. Rather, he and British Prime Minister 
Margaret Th atcher considered the invasion to be akin 
to Hitler’s invasion of Poland at the outset of the Sec-
ond World War. While the lesson of Vietnam may have 
been to avoid foreign military involvement, the lesson 
from the Second World War was that aggression must 

be stopped at the outset. Consequently, President Bush 
and Prime Minister Th atcher were determined to eject 
Iraq from Kuwait. Bush’s resolve grew when it appeared 
that Saddam Hussein intended to invade Saudi Arabia as 
well. If allowed to gain control of Saudi Arabia’s oil fi elds, 
Saddam would control nearly 40% of the world’s oil sup-
plies, thus allowing him to dictate world oil prices.

President Bush considered Hussein’s actions the fi rst 
test of the ‘new world order’, and advocated a multilateral 
solution that centred on the United Nations. First, the 
White House worked through the UN to pass a series 
of resolutions calling on Iraq to withdraw from Kuwait, 
and placing economic sanctions on Baghdad until it 
did so. Th e administration also built an alliance of over 
thirty states to place further pressure on Iraq. Finally, 
President Bush deployed military forces to Saudi Arabia 
to deter Saddam from invading that country.

When Saddam Hussein failed to withdraw his forc-
es from Kuwait by the UN deadline of January 1991, 
the United States and its allies launched Operation 
Desert Storm. Th is operation was conducted in accord-
ance with the principles of the Powell Doctrine. First, 
there was a clear military objective: the coalition was 
to eject Iraqi forces from Kuwait. Second, the United 
States employed overwhelming force. Th e US sent half 
a million troops to the region—approximately the same 
amount of troops that had been deployed at the peak of 
the Vietnam War. Finally, there was a clear exit strat-
egy: US and coalition forces would withdraw once Iraqi 
forces had left  Kuwait.

Th e Persian Gulf War lasted 42 days and was a clear 
military victory for the US and its allies. It began with 
a high-tech bombing campaign, and ended 100 hours 
into a ground war. It was a large-scale conventional war 
for which the United States military was well-structured, 
equipped, and trained. However, over time Americans 
increasingly questioned whether the Persian Gulf War 
was a political victory. Although the coalition forces had 
succeeded in ejecting Iraqi forces from Kuwait, Saddam 
Hussein remained in power aft er the cease-fi re. Indeed, 
he remained in power far longer than President Bush or 
Prime Minister Th atcher. Bush administration offi  cials 
repeatedly pointed out that the UN resolutions only 
called for Iraqi forces to be ejected from Kuwait. Th ey 
argued that if the United States had sought to remove 
Saddam Hussein from power, such actions would have 
violated the UN resolutions and international law, and 
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Table 8.2 US military deployments, 1990–2001

Date Location Objective

1990 Liberia Assist evacuation of US embassy 

in Monrovia

1990–1 Saudi 

Arabia/Iraq

Operation Desert Storm: Eject 

Iraqi forces from Kuwait. Limited 

US forces deployed to northern 

Iraq in May 1991 to provide 

emergency humanitarian relief 

to Iraqi Kurds.

1992 Kuwait/Iraq US forces monitor Iraq–Kuwait 

border and no-fl y zones in 

southern Iraq. US and British 

air forces engage in sporadic, 

limited battles in the no-fl y 

zones throughout 2003.

1992–4 Somalia Operation Restore Hope, 

which began as a US-led UN 

humanitarian mission. After May 

1993 US forces continued to 

participate in the successor UN 

operation, UNOSOM, which 

sought political reconciliation 

in that country. This mission 

entailed limited military action 

to quell local violence.

1993–

2001

Bosnia US participation in NATO air 

actions to enforce UN efforts 

to stop Bosnian Serb violence 

against Muslims in the region. 

By the end of 1995 US troop 

deployments were increased 

as part of a NATO mission 

to enforce the Dayton Peace 

Accords. US participation 

gradually reduced.

1994 Rwanda/

Burundi

Evacuate US citizens and 

other third parties. Assist in 

humanitarian aid.

1994 Haiti Restore democratically elected 

leader to power. Began as naval 

embargo, but evolved to include 

troop deployments to restore 

and maintain stability.

1996 Liberia Evacuate US citizens and other 

foreign personnel.

1996 Central 

African 

Republic

Evacuate US citizens.

1997, 

1998

Albania Evacuate US citizens and 

enhance security at US embassy.

1997 Congo and 

Gabon

Evacuate US citizens.

1997, 

2000

Sierra Leone Evacuate US citizens.

1997 Cambodia Possible evacuation of US 

citizens.

1998 Guinea-

Bissau

Evacuate US citizens and other 

foreigners.

1998 Kenya and 

Tanzania

Disaster assistance and security 

personnel deployed to US 

embassies bombed by al-

Qaeda.

1998 Afghanistan 

and Sudan

Airstrikes against suspected 

al-Qaeda sites in response to 

bombings of US embassies in 

Kenya and Tanzania.

1998 Iraq Operation Desert Fox. Bombing 

campaign (with the UK) against 

military targets and industrial 

facilities suspected of producing 

weapons of mass destruction. 

No-fl y zones enforced more 

strictly.

1999 Yugoslavia/

Albania/

Kosovo

NATO air campaign to stop 

ethnic cleansing of Albanian 

Muslims.

1999 East Timor Limited support for UN stability 

force.

2000 Yemen Disaster response assistance 

after terrorist attack.

2001 Various 

regions

In response to 9/11 terrorist 

attacks forces deployed to a 

number of nations in the Central 

and Pacifi c Command areas of 

operations.
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would have caused the US to lose the support of most of 
its coalition partners. However, the president’s character-
ization of Saddam Hussein as an evil dictator had raised 
expectations that he would be removed from power.

Aft er the war concluded the United States adopted a poli-
cy of containment toward Iraq. Small contingents of US forc-
es remained stationed in the region to deter the Iraqi leader 
from further invasions. Two no-fl y zones were also estab-
lished in the northern and southern sections of the coun-
try to prohibit Iraqi forces from aerial attacks on the Kurds 
and Shi’ites living in these regions. American and British air 
forces monitored these no-fl y zones, which covered 40 per 
cent of the country. Th e United Nations and member states 
placed sanctions on Iraq, and UN inspectors were deployed 
in an attempt to prohibit Iraq from developing weapons 
of mass destruction (WMD). However, in October 1998 

Saddam Hussein ejected these inspectors. Th is prompted 
the US and Britain to launch Operation Desert Fox. Th is 
four-day mission consisted of 650 sorties against security 
targets in Iraq, which signifi cantly undermined Iraqi mili-
tary capability. Aft erward, US and British forces began to 
enforce the no-fl y zones more strictly, which led to sporadic 
skirmishes. In addition, the Clinton administration sought 
to modify the sanctions regime so as to place more pressure 
on Saddam, yet limit the negative eff ects on the Iraqi people. 
Moreover, Congress passed, and President Clinton signed, 
a bill calling for regime change in Iraq.

What role for nuclear weapons?
In the post-Cold War world are nuclear weapons still 
useful?

It is time—well past time, in my view—for the United States to 

cease its Cold War-style reliance on nuclear weapons as a foreign 

policy tool. . . . I would characterize current US nuclear weap-

ons policy as immoral, illegal, militarily unnecessary, and dread-

fully dangerous. The risk of an accidental or inadvertent nuclear 

launch is unacceptably high. . . . How destructive are these weap-

ons? The average US warhead has a destructive power 20 times 

that of the Hiroshima bomb. Of the 8,000 active or opera-

tional US warheads, 2,000 are on hair-trigger alert, ready to be 

launched on 15 minutes’ warning. . . . What is shocking is that 

today, more than a decade after the end of the Cold War, the 

basic US nuclear policy is unchanged. It has not adapted to the 

collapse of the Soviet Union. . . . At minimum, we should remove 

all strategic nuclear weapons from ‘hair trigger’ alert. . . . That sim-

ple change would greatly reduce the risk of an accidental nuclear 

launch. It would also signal to other states that the United States 

is taking steps to end its reliance on nuclear weapons. . . . I have 

worked on issues relating to US and NATO nuclear strategy and 

war plans for more than 40 years. During that time I have never 

seen a piece of paper that outlined a plan for the United States 

or NATO to initiate the use of nuclear weapons with any benefi t 

for the United States or NATO. . . . To launch weapons against a 

nuclear-equipped opponent would be suicidal. To do so against 

a nonnuclear enemy would be militarily unnecessary, morally 

repugnant, and politically indefensible.

(McNamara 2005; Robert S. McNamara was US Secretary 

of Defense 1961–8 and president of the World Bank 1968–81)

[O]ver the last decade the nature of the nuclear threat has 

fundamentally changed, from large-scale attack to the use 

of one or a few nuclear devices by a rogue nation or sub-

national group against the United States or one of its allies. 

Countering the proliferation of nuclear weapons. . .  has 

thus become as high a priority as deterring major nuclear 

attacks. . . . [W]ith its overwhelming conventional military 

advantage, the United States does not need nuclear weap-

ons for either war fi ghting or for deterring conventional 

war. It should therefore scale back its nuclear activity sig-

nifi cantly. . . . The United States should not, however, aban-

don effective nuclear forces, and it should even leave open 

the possibility of certain limited kinds of nuclear tests. . . . 

[N]uclear weapons continue to play a key role in US secu-

rity. After all, there is no guarantee that geopolitical circum-

stances will not change dramatically, and the emergence of 

a more militant China or Russia’s return to totalitarianism 

might compel the United States to place greater reliance 

on its nuclear forces. Moreover, Washington’s commanding 

nuclear posture still works to limit the nuclear ambitions of 

other countries. US allies, most notably Germany and Japan, 

have forsworn establishing their own nuclear programs in 

exchange for protection under the US security umbrella. . . . 

Ultimately, Washington must strike a balance between con-

fl icting goals: maintaining a modern nuclear weapons pos-

ture, on the one hand, and curbing the spread of nuclear 

weapons, on the other.

(Deutch 2005; John Deutch was Deputy Secretary of 

Defense, chairman of the Nuclear Weapons Council, and 

director of Central Intelligence during the Clinton admin-

istration. He was also an Undersecretary of Energy during 

the Carter administration)

MAJOR DEBATES AND THEIR IMPACT 8.1: What role for nuclear weapons?
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In the 1990s some American military and political 
leaders began calling for the elimination of nuclear 
weapons. Th ese so-called nuclear abolitionists con-
tend that the US should eliminate its nuclear arsenal 
for numerous reasons. For one thing, the United States 
has such overwhelming conventional military power 
that the introduction of nuclear weapons into any con-
fl ict is not militarily necessary. Moreover, the implicit 
threat that the United States could introduce nuclear 
weapons during a conventional confl ict is simply not 
credible. Th e use of nuclear weapons would be mor-
ally repugnant, thereby eliminating them as a serious 
policy option. Th ird, maintaining such a large nuclear 
arsenal raises the probability of a catastrophic nuclear 
accident. Furthermore, nuclear weapons are expen-
sive to develop, maintain, and store safely. Since they 
have little military utility in the fi rst place, it makes lit-
tle sense to continue to fund them, abolitionists argue.

Others disagree, however, and believe that the United 
States must continue to retain a nuclear weapons capa-
bility. Few have called for a build up of American nucle-
ar arsenals since the ending of the Cold War, but many 
contend that it is necessary to retain at least a more lim-
ited arsenal. For one thing, they argue, nuclear weapons 
continue to be necessary in order to deter attacks against 
the United States. In addition, the knowledge of how to 
make nuclear weapons cannot be destroyed. Th us, it is 

likely that there will be more nuclear states—and pos-
sibly nuclear enemies—in the future. Th e United States 
would be dangerously vulnerable should it completely 
destroy its arsenal.

Th e administration of President George W. Bush has 
agreed with this latter perspective. In the administra-
tion’s view, it is essential for the US to retain a nuclear 
capability, although a signifi cantly smaller capability is 
suffi  cient. Towards this end Bush and Russian President 
Vladimir Putin signed a treaty in May 2002 to reduce 
nuclear weapons down to a level of 1700–2200 war-
heads each by December 2012. Th is agreement, known 
as the Moscow Treaty, or the Treaty on Strategic Off en-
sive Reductions (SORT), will reduce stockpiles to their 
lowest total since the 1950s.

 ❑ During the post-Cold War era the US deployed its mil-

itary abroad repeatedly, and for a variety of purposes.

 ❑ The Persian Gulf War was a conventional war conduct-

ed according to the principles of the Powell Doctrine. It 

was a clear military victory, although some have ques-

tioned whether it was a political victory.

 ❑ Some believe nuclear weapons continue to be a use-

ful deterrent, while others maintain they should be 

abolished.

KEY POINTS

Responding to terrorism

President George W. Bush came to offi  ce during the 
post-Cold War era, when the United States was still 
trying to fi gure out its national security policy for the 
new international system. During the 2000 presidential 
campaign Bush’s foreign aff airs adviser, Condoleezza 
Rice, outlined the candidate’s approach to national 
 security in an article in Foreign Aff airs (see Key quotes 
8.1). Rice called for the United States to place greater 
emphasis on its national interest, and emphasized  the 
need for  overwhelming military strength. Th ese 
 capabilities should be reserved for fi ghting major wars, 
not for engaging in humanitarian missions or state-
building. Military power, she wrote, ‘is a special force. 
It is lethal and it is meant to be….[I]t is most certainly 
not designed to build a civilian society.’ Nonetheless, 

the Bush administration deployed US forces to fi ght 
two major wars–and to build democratic states in both 
Afghanistan and Iraq.

Prior to 9/11 the United States viewed terrorism pri-
marily as a crime. Crimes are dealt with through a legal 
process: suspects are captured, put on trial, and, if found 
guilty, imprisoned. Th e Bush administration took a dif-
ferent approach. It declared the terrorist attacks of 9/11 
to be an act of war. It stressed that Osama bin Laden had 
specifi cally called for a war against the United States 
and American citizens, and had engaged in large-scale 
violence toward this end. President Bush then invoked 
the United States’ right to self-defense under Article 
51 of the United Nations Charter. In this understand-
ing, states have the right to defend themselves against 
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an attack through retaliatory military action. Consist-
ent with this view, for the fi rst time in its history NATO 
came to the defense of one of its members. Within 24 
hours of the attacks NATO deployed aircraft  and ships 
in support of the United States.3

Th e Bush administration’s post-9/11 foreign policy was 
outlined in the 2002 National Security Strategy (NSS), 
and reiterated in the 2006 NSS. Two principles outlined 
in the 2002 NSS have implications for military strategy.

First, the NSS declared that the United States would 
‘make no distinction between terrorists and those who 
knowingly harbor or provide aid to them’. Th us, the 
scope of the war on terror is very broad.

Second, the NSS also introduced the policy of 
preemption. ‘We will cooperate with other nations 
to deny, contain, and curtail our enemies’ eff orts to 
acquire dangerous technologies [and WMD]’, the doc-
ument states. ‘And, as a matter of common sense and 
self-defense, America will act against such emerging 
threats before they are fully formed.’ Th e NSS goes on to 
state that the US ‘must be prepared to stop rogue states 
and their terrorist clients before they are able to threat-
en or use WMD against the US, our allies and friends’. 
In short, the Bush administration seeks to prevent 

adversaries (or potential adversaries) from develop-
ing WMD. Although it uses the term ‘preemption’, the 
policy is more accurately termed ‘prevention’.

Th us, the Bush administration rejected the idea of 
containment, which had been the foundation of US 
 national security policy for decades. In the post-9/11 
era containing threats was no longer possible, it rea-
soned. Instead, the United States would seek to prevent 
threats from developing in the fi rst place.

It has long been accepted that each state has the right 
to act preemptively in the face of an imminent threat. 
Th at is, if faced with an imminent attack, a state has the 
right to use military action so as to forestall that attack. 
However, the Bush administration’s version of ‘preemp-
tion’ is not focused on such imminent threats. It seeks to 
prevent potential adversaries from developing the capa-
bility to launch an attack on the US. It seeks to forestall 
long-term threats to its security, rather than imminent 
attacks.

Th is doctrinal shift  is most striking when compared 
to US policy during the Cold War. Th roughout the Cold 
War Washington feared and loathed Soviet nuclear 
weapons, but it implicitly accepted Moscow’s right to 
develop them. Th e White House sought to contain the 

The United States has found it exceedingly diffi cult to defi ne 

its ‘national interest’ in the absence of Soviet power. . . . In a 

democracy as pluralistic as ours, the absence of an articulat-

ed ‘national interest’ either produces fertile ground for those 

wishing to withdraw from the world or creates a vacuum to 

be fi lled by parochial groups and transitory pressures. . . .

Power matters, both the exercise of power by the United 

States and the ability of others to exercise it. Yet many in 

the United States are (and always have been) uncomfort-

able with the notions of power politics, great powers, and 

power balances. . . . The reality is that a few big powers can 

radically affect international peace, stability, and prosperity. 

. . . America’s military power must be secure because the 

United States is the only guarantor of global peace and sta-

bility. . . .

[T]he next president will be confronted with a prolonged 

job of repair[ing US military power.] Military readiness will 

have to take center stage. . . . [T]he next president should refo-

cus the Pentagon’s priorities on building the military of the 21st 

century rather than continuing to build on the structure of the 

Cold War. US technological advantages should be leveraged 

to build forces that are lighter and more lethal, more mobile 

and agile, and capable of fi ring accurately from long distances. 

In order to do this, Washington must reallocate resources, 

perhaps in some cases skipping a generation of technology 

to make leaps rather than incremental improvements in its 

forces.

The president must remember that the military is a special 

instrument. It is lethal, and it is meant to be. It is not a civilian 

police force. It is not a political referee. And it is most cer-

tainly not designed to build a civilian society.

(Rice 2000; these extracts outlined what Bush’s foreign 

policy would be should he win the 2000 presidential elec-

tion. Condoleezza Rice was the National Security Adviser 

during President George W. Bush’s fi rst term in offi ce, and 

the Secretary of State during his second term)

KEY QUOTES 8.1: Condoleezza Rice
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Soviet threat; it never asserted a right to prevent the 
USSR from building WMD in the fi rst place.

Th ree days aft er the 9/11 attacks Congress passed a 
joint resolution authorizing the president to use armed 
force against those responsible. Th e resolution gave the 
president authority ‘to use all necessary and appropri-
ate force against those nations, organizations, or per-
sons, he determined planned, authorized, committed 
or aided the terrorist attacks… [or who] harbored such 
organizations or persons….’ Within a month US forces 
were deployed to Afghanistan.

The war in Afghanistan (2001)
On 7 October 2001 the United States launched Opera-
tion Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan. Th is war 
had several aims. First and foremost, it sought to 
close down al-Qaeda training camps in that country, 
and to capture al-Qaeda operatives. Th e operation 
also sought to disrupt and end support for terror-
ism.  Additionally, the United States sought to topple 
the Taliban regime, which had been providing a safe 
haven for al-Qaeda.

Th e US invasion of Afghanistan met with little inter-
national criticism. For one thing, the Taliban regime 
was broadly perceived to be illegitimate. Only three 
countries recognized the Taliban as the offi  cial govern-
ment of Afghanistan, and it had been denied the right 
to take Afghanistan’s seat at the United Nations. Sec-
ond, the Taliban had one of the worst human rights 
records in the world, and was particularly harsh toward 
females. Moreover, diplomatic attempts to resolve 
the problem had proven fruitless. During the 1990s 
 Washington and the international community had been 
in talks with the Taliban trying to get them to turn over 
Osama bin Laden, and to close down the terrorist train-
ing camps. Th e Taliban repeatedly refused. Sanctions 
had proven futile as well. Finally, many agreed with the 
Bush administration’s assertion that the 9/11 attacks 
had been an act of war.

Th e war in Afghanistan was the most high-tech war 
the United States had ever conducted. Sixty per cent of 
the bombs dropped during the campaign were guided 
by lasers or satellites, and early estimates indicated that 
75 per cent of the bombs dropped were accurate (BBC 
2002).4 Other technological innovations were also on 

display, such as unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), or 
drones, called Predators, which proved extremely eff ec-
tive in tracking and destroying targets.

Despite these new technologies, the US military 
found that some of its most eff ective forces were dis-
tinctly low-tech. Special operations forces, which con-
sisted of a dozen or so elite troops or CIA operatives, 
proved especially useful. Oft en travelling by horseback, 
these units blended into local environments and gath-
ered important intelligence information about enemy 
movements and targets.

In November 2001 the US war in Afghanistan ended 
with a clear military victory. al-Qaeda training camps 
were largely destroyed, the network was severely dis-
rupted, and the Taliban regime was replaced with a 
new, more humane government. However, subsequent 
political developments have been troublesome. For 
example, during the war the United States captured 
approximately 5000 people suspected of abetting ter-
rorism. While most of these individuals were released, 
many remain in detention centres under questionable 
conditions. Th ese detentions have raised questions 
about the ethics of US foreign policy. Moreover, opium 
production in Afghanistan has soared, running the risk 
that it will devolve into a ‘narco-state’. Profi ts from the 
opium trade also fuelled a growing insurgency in the 
southern sections of the country. By 2006 both the Tali-
ban and al-Qaeda were regrouping under new leader-
ship along the Afghan–Pakistan border. In an  eff ort 
to quell this growing instability, President Obama 
 announced in 2009 that the United States would 
send an additional 30,000 troops to Afghanistan. Th e 
 American aim is to create a period of stability to allow 
the Afghan government to improve its security capa-
bilities. Th e United States will then begin to draw down 
its forces in mid-2011.

The war in Iraq (2003)
Th e war in Iraq, which began in March 2003, was the 
second phase of the Bush administration’s war on ter-
ror. Whereas there had been international support for 
the war in Afghanistan, the US war in Iraq was broadly 
condemned.

Why did the United States invade Iraq? Th e Bush 
administration provided several reasons. First, it argued 
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that Saddam Hussein had repeatedly violated UN Resolu-
tions which required Iraq to open its military facilities to 
international inspections. Th is assertion was undeniable. 
Hussein had ejected UN weapons inspectors from Iraq 
in 1998. Second, it contended that Saddam Hussein was 
seeking to develop WMD. Th is assertion seemed plau-
sible at the time, since the Iraqi dictator had previously 
tried to develop such capabilities. Th ird, and most contro-
versial, the administration charged that Iraq harboured 
terrorists. It repeatedly implied that Saddam Hussein had 
links to al-Qaeda. President Bush suggested that Saddam 
Hussein had to be overthrown so as to prevent him from 
transferring WMD to terrorists.

Th e war in Iraq was the fi rst test of the Bush admin-
istration’s preemption policy. Th at is, the aim was to 
prevent Iraq from developing a WMD capability and 
to prevent it from transferring that capability to terror-
ist groups. (Th e Afghanistan war was not an example 
of preemption, as the military operation was launched 
aft er  al-Qaeda had attacked.)

Th e war in Iraq was divisive for many reasons, not 
least of which was over military strategy. Within the 
Bush administration there were several important 
debates. One centred on whether the US should go 
to war with Iraq at all. Secretary of State Colin Powell 
and others argued that the US should remain focused 
on fi ghting al-Qaeda in Afghanistan. In this view, a 
war in Iraq would be a potentially dangerous diver-
sion from the war on terror. Others disagreed. Sec-
retary of Defense Rumsfeld, Vice President Cheney 
and others insisted that the Iraqi dictator had to be 
removed from power.

Once it became clear that the president was head-
ing towards war another debate developed. Powell 
argued that the United States should try to cobble 
together a multilateral coalition, similar to the way 
in which the first President Bush conducted the 1991 
Persian Gulf War. In Powell’s view, the United States 
could topple Saddam’s regime alone, but it could 
not single-handedly build a new Iraq. It would need 
allies to do so. Others disagreed. They preferred a 
unilateral approach, claiming that multilateralism 
would slow the process down and perhaps derail it 
altogether.

A third debate centred on the amount of force the 
United States would deploy to Iraq. Some believed the 

war should be conducted in accordance with the Powell 
Doctrine, that is, the US should deploy overwhelming 
force right from the outset. According to some esti-
mates, this would entail 400,000 or so troops. Powell 
and others maintained that high troop levels would be 
needed to maintain order aft er the regime fell and dur-
ing the period of reconstruction.

Secretary Rumsfeld disagreed. Rumsfeld believed 
the US goal should be to invade, depose Saddam Hus-
sein, and withdraw as quickly as possible. A large US 
force would not only appear to be an imperialist occu-
pier, he reasoned, it would take longer to exit Iraq. Th e 
longer US forces remained in Iraq, the more anti-Amer-
ican resentment would arise. Consequently, Rumsfeld 
favoured sending just enough troops to depose Saddam 
and exit quickly.

In short, whereas one group envisioned a long-term 
state-building project, the other envisioned a lightning 
war in which the US would decapitate the existing 
regime and rapidly depart to allow the Iraqis to rebuild 
themselves.

Ultimately, the Secretary of Defense’s vision prevailed. 
Th e United States launched Operation Iraqi Freedom in 
March 2003, deploying approximately 140,00 troops in 
the process. Once again, American technology allowed 
the United States to topple the existing regime quickly. 
Th e Defense Department made even more extensive 
use of Special Operations Forces, and refi ned much of 
the technology it had used in Afghanistan, thus making 
it even more eff ective.5

Th is initial military success became tempered, 
however. Although the United States has overwhelm-
ing military power and the most technologically 
sophisticated military, it found itself bogged down 
fi ghting a low-tech, urban insurgency in Iraq. While 
the US army is adept at fi ghting large-scale conven-
tional wars, guerilla-style combat proved far more 
challenging.

Political success has been even more elusive. Eff orts 
to build a stable democracy in Iraq were halting, at 
best, creating growing instability. Terrorism fl our-
ished. Moreover, the war called into question the 
whole concept of preemption. Th e Bush adminis-
tration launched the war to prevent Saddam Hus-
sein from transferring WMD to terrorists. Aft er the 
invasion it became evident that Saddam did not have 
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WMD, nor did he have substantive links to al-Qaeda. 
In order for preemption to be a viable policy, a gov-
ernment must have accurate intelligence information 
on both the capabilities and the intentions of potential 
adversaries. In this case, US intelligence was mistaken 
on both counts.

In February 2009 President Obama announced that 
US combat missions in Iraq would end by August 2010. 
Th e US mission in Iraq would change from combat to 
supporting the Iraqi government and its security forc-
es as they take the lead in securing their country. Th e 
drawdown will be accompanied by increased diplo-
matic eff orts to support the Iraqi government promote 
stability. All US troops will be removed from Iraq by the 
end of 2011.

 ❑ The Bush administration considered the September 11 

attacks to be an act of war.

 ❑ The US invaded Afghanistan in response to al-Qaeda’s 

attacks in September 2001. The US stated it was acting 

in self-defence and this position was widely supported 

around the world.

 ❑ The policy of preemption entails denying an adversary 

the ability to develop WMD. This policy was fi rst tested 

in the war in Iraq. The war in Iraq was controversial both 

at home and abroad.

 ❑ The wars in Afghanistan and Iraq were quick mili-

tary victories. However, political victory has proven 

elusive.

KEY POINTS

Conclusion

US military power has grown since the end of the 
Second World War. Today, US military power is une-
qualled throughout the world. Th e United States has 
used its military power in a variety of ways: to counter 
the spread of communism, to deter attacks, to promote 
peacekeeping, to assist in humanitarian disasters, to 
counter terrorism, to promote democracy, and to coun-
ter the spread of WMD, among other aims.

Th is chapter highlights a central paradox: although 
the US has the most powerful military in the world, 
there are limits as to what military power can achieve. 
Th e war in Vietnam was neither a military victory nor 
a political victory. US military strategists learned from 
this defeat and adapted. Consequently, the Persian Gulf 
War, the war in Afghanistan, and the war in Iraq were 
all military victories. In all three instances enemy forces 
were quickly defeated.

However, it is questionable whether these wars were 
 political victories for the United States. Saddam Hussein 
remained in power far longer than the fi rst President 
Bush, and continued to threaten his people and the region 
throughout the 1990s. In Afghanistan, the Taliban was 
quickly ousted, but the country remains unstable. Th is 
instability has spilled over into neighbouring countries. 
Political victory has also proven elusive in Iraq. Although 
Saddam Hussein was overthrown with relative ease, the 
United States had great diffi  culty building a democratic 
state that can maintain order. Th is political failure has 
been destabilizing, both for the country and the region.
Th e on-going confl icts in Afghanistan and Iraq high-
light another conundrum: although the US has the 
largest military force in the world, this force is not well-
suited to fi ghting insurgencies and terrorism, the cen-
tral threats to American security today.

Questions

 1. Why did the United States become involved in the Korean War and the Vietnam War?

 2. What is the Powell Doctrine and how has it infl uenced military operations?

 3. What is mutual assured destruction (MAD)?

 4. For what purposes has the United States deployed its military? To what effect?

 5. What are the military implications of containment and how have they changed over time?
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Introduction

American statecraft  has been in fl ux during the past two 
decades. External events—the end of the Cold War, the 
terrorist attacks of 9/11, the wars in Afghanistan and 
Iraq—have been primary drivers of shift s in strategy. 
But domestic developments have also been shaping the 
conduct of US foreign policy. Indeed, political polar-
ization has been shaking the domestic foundations of 
US foreign policy, sorely testing bipartisan support for 
liberal internationalism—the overarching strategy that 
guided the United States from the Second World War 
through the end of the Cold War.

Th is is not the fi rst time that America has been deeply 
divided over foreign policy. Deep fault lines surfaced in 
the 1890s and 1930s, and debates over foreign policy 

took on strongly emotional and moral overtones, just as 
they do today. In each period, the conventional wisdom 
that politics in the United States ‘stops at the water’s edge’ 
was betrayed by protracted and divisive confl icts over 
how the country should respond to the breakdown of 
the old international order, and to the emergence of new 
strategic realities and economic challenges. Questions of 
foreign policy became enmeshed in the nation’s electoral 
politics. In each period, America’s leaders experienced 
great diffi  culty in articulating a vision of the national in-
terest that commanded broad domestic support.

Why do America’s leaders fi nd it so diffi  cult to mobi-
lize broad-based support for their foreign policies? Why 
is the nation’s foreign policy so confl ict prone? Some 
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scholars locate the source of confl ict in America’s politi-
cal culture. Th ey argue that Americans hold divergent 
images of what their nation is, or what it should be, and 
that these diff erences invariably give rise to profound 
disagreements over how and when America should use 
its power. Other scholars argue that America’s divided 
constitutional order is the source of confl ict over for-
eign policy. Th e ‘weakness’ of the American state, man-
ifest in the sharing of foreign policy-making powers 
between the White House and Congress, is considered 
to be, in Edwin Corwin’s famous phrase, ‘an invitation 
to struggle’ for control over the authority to make 
foreign policy.

Despite their many and important diff erences, both 
approaches assume that the appropriate level of analy-
sis is national: the focus is on national political traits 
or structures. Th ey ignore what for many scholars of 
American politics is fundamental: regional diff erence. 
All politics may not be local, but as V. O. Key pointed 
out long ago, in the United States regions are the ‘build-
ing blocs’ of national politics (Key 1964: 229). Like E. E. 
Schattschneider before him, and Walter Dean Burnham 
aft er him, Key underscored the sectional dimension of 
national politics in the United States (Schattschnei-
der 1960; Burnham 1970). Th ese scholars showed that 
many of the great struggles in American history over 
domestic policy were also confl icts between subnation-
al coalitions advancing confl icting regional agendas.

Th is chapter builds on this insight by showing how 
regionalism also impacts foreign policy. In contrast to 
accounts that grant primacy to ideas or institutions, 
it identifi es America’s regional diversity as the most 
important source of tension and confl ict over for-
eign policy. I show that confl icts over the purposes of 
American power, as well as the constitutional author-
ity to exercise it, are fundamentally confl icts over the 

distribution of wealth and power in American society 
among coalitions with divergent interests and claims on 
the federal government’s resources. Th ey are regional in 
nature, and they grow out of the uneven nature of the 
nation’s economic development and integration into 
the world economy.

Th is argument is developed by analysing debates 
over American foreign policy in three diff erent periods: 
the 1890s, the 1930s, and the current era. During the 
1890s, the ‘Great Debate’ over imperial expansion in 
Latin America and the Pacifi c Basin pitted the indus-
trial North-East against the agrarian South, with the 
West playing a decisive ‘swing’ role. A quarter of a cen-
tury later, the urban North-East and the South found 
common ground in an ‘internationalist’ foreign policy 
agenda and waged a fi erce battle against their ‘national-
ist’ rivals in the rural West. At issue was whether the 
United States should assume a more assertive role 
in checking the spread of fascism in Europe and in 
promoting global economic recovery.

Today, sectional confl icts divide the nation again. 
What many defi ne as a fi ght between ‘liberals’ and 
‘conservatives’ over how to respond to the challenges 
posed by globalization and terrorism is more usefully 
understood as a confl ict between two broad coalitions 
of interest: one based in the South and Mountain West; 
the other grounded in the North-East and Pacifi c Coast. 
Th is pattern of regional polarization, which developed 
long before 9/11, refl ects a deepening division of the 
electoral map into so-called ‘red’ states that benefi t 
from military spending, export promotion, and import 
liberalization, and ‘blue’ states that do not. Th ose diff er-
ences go a long way toward explaining why two decades 
aft er the end of the Cold War, the United States is still 
debating how it should defi ne and pursue its interests 
in the world.

Regional interests and foreign policy

Regionally based political competition and confl ict is 
one of the most distinctive features of American poli-
tics. Frederick Jackson Turner fi rst identifi ed the sig-
nifi cance of regionalism in the United States, and since 
then a large literature has developed on its sources 

and impact on national policy. A common theme in 
this literature is that regionalism in American politics 
is rooted in the geographically uneven nature of eco-
nomic growth and development.1 In other industrial-
ized nations regional economic diff erentiation is oft en 
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coterminous with ethnic or religious diff erence (see 
Box 9.1). While ethnic and religious diff erence is also an 
important feature of American politics, at the regional 
level political confl icts are grounded in confl icts of eco-
nomic interest.

Scholars identify a number of factors to explain 
these regional diff erences. Some emphasize geographic 
disparities in resources, markets, and the costs of fac-
tors of production. Others focus on the role that the 
federal government plays in shaping patterns of une-
ven regional growth and development. Th ere is also 
an important literature on how the spatially decentral-
ized structure of political representation in the United 
States reinforces regional diff erences that arise from 
uneven growth. Historically, when the nation’s politi-
cal parties have been rooted in sections of the country 
with signifi cantly diff erent economic interests, domes-
tic competition over public policy at the national level 
has intensifi ed. Popular images like ‘Red America’ 
and ‘Blue America’ capture this interplay of party and 
region. In the past, much of this literature focused on 
domestic policy. However, in recent years the eff ects 
of regionalism on foreign policy making have received 
increased attention. A central fi nding in this work is 
that regions that stand to benefi t, politically as well as 
econom ically, from the projection of American power 
are likely to support more ambitious, expansionist 
foreign policies.2 Politicians from these regions are 
the ones most apt to favour a strong American pres-
ence abroad and a powerful chief executive at home. 
Conversely, regions whose income, profi ts, or politi-
cal standing at the national level depend on the home 
market, or are threatened by international competi-
tion, are less likely to support the ‘overhead charges’ 

of maintaining international openness: a powerful 
military, easy credit for foreigners, an open domestic 
market, and so on. Elected offi  cials from these regions 
are the ones who are most likely to make the case for a 
more retrained and cost-conscious foreign policy and 
stress domestic priorities and needs.

Explaining deep and persistent confl ict over US 
foreign policy requires some mapping of the nation’s 
economic geography.3 Functional position alone, 
however, is too blunt an instrument to explain fully 
how regional competition over foreign policy is played 
out in the national political arena. As mentioned, 
party politics also plays a role. Party leaders have a 
long if inglorious record of playing politics with the 
national interest. Within the structures of a two-
party system, they have oft en used foreign policies to 
mobilize electoral support and marginalize political 
opponents. As I show in the cases below, explain-
ing how regional foreign policy coalitions form also 
requires some attention to electoral geography and 
party politics.

 ❑ Regionalism is one of the oldest and most distinctive 

features of American political life.

 ❑ Regions that benefi t, politically as well as economically, 

from the projection of American power are likely to 

support more ambitious, expansionist foreign policies.

 ❑ Historically, when the national parties have been 

rooted in regions with signifi cantly different stakes in 

international openness, partisanship has intensifi ed. 

KEY POINTS

In many countries, regionalism is associated with ethnic or 

religious difference. These political systems are typically stud-

ied within a centre–periphery perspective, where regionalism 

manifests itself in the form of protest by culturally distinctive 

peripheries against political and economic exploitation by 

the centre. While ethnic and religious diversity is also an 

important feature of American politics, it is most conspicuous 

and salient at the ‘microregional’ (neighbourhood and city) 

level. At the ‘macroregional’ level, the absence of the kinds of 

cultural cleavages present in other nations has meant that in 

the United States sectionalism is usually grounded in confl icts 

of economic interest.

BOX 9.1: American exceptionalism? Sectionalism American style
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Few periods in American history had a more profound 
impact on the nation’s foreign policy, or have enjoyed 
more attention by American diplomatic historians, 
than the 1890s. Having created a continental empire in 
the nineteenth century, Americans set their sights on 
more distant frontiers. As every textbook on Ameri-
can diplomatic history states, in the 1890s the United 
States became a great power, shedding its isolationist 
past and embracing a more assertive, outward-looking 
foreign policy geared to opening new markets in Latin 
America and Asia. America built a modern battleship 
navy, transformed its protective tariff  into a bargaining 
tool to open foreign markets, and extended its strategic 
reach through the acquisition of foreign lands.

America’s turn toward empire
Th is shift  in American foreign policy is oft en viewed as 
the inevitable result of the nation’s rise as a world power. 
Such interpretations begin with the obvious: the country 
was growing at a spectacular rate. Between the end of 
the Civil War in 1865 and the beginning of the Span-
ish–American War in 1898, the population of the United 
States more than doubled, and the gross national prod-
uct nearly trebled. As the national economy expanded, 
so did Americans’ fi nancial and commercial interests 
overseas. Once highly dependent on foreign capital, 
America’s leading banks and corporations now aggres-
sively looked overseas for investment opportunities. 
Even more impressive was growth in America’s com-
mercial trade. Between 1865 and 1898, exports expand-
ed from $281 million to roughly $1231 million. While 
much of this increase came from agriculture, by the 
1890s manufactures were rapidly closing the gap. Th e 
bulk of the industrial export trade went to less devel-
oped nations in Latin American and Asia. Industrial 
exports to Europe also increased but not nearly as much; 
agricultural goods, especially cotton and wheat, made 
up the single largest class of exports to the Old World.

Fears of overproduction and colonial encirclement 
fuelled Americans’ interest in overseas expansion. 
Severe depressions in the 1870s and 1890s, and a some-
what milder contraction in the 1880s, contributed to 

the perception that foreign markets were essential to 
American well-being. Overproduction was seen as the 
cause of these crises, and each one sent more and more 
farmers and manufacturers in search of new markets 
to sell their surplus goods. Th e discontent and turmoil 
engendered by these economic downturns led many 
to view foreign markets the way an earlier generation 
had looked to the national frontier: as a ‘safety valve’ 
for economic and social problems. Th ere was a growing 
conviction in the 1890s that continental expansion had 
reached an end, and this only underscored the sense of 
urgency that many felt about the ‘export solution’.

Great power rivalry was also a source of great con-
cern to many Americans. For most of the nineteenth 
century, the world economy had revolved around Great 
Britain. Th e world’s banker, workshop, and policeman, 
Great Britain used its power to establish an international 
economic order which, at its peak, emphasized free and 
open trade. Beginning in the 1870s, this system started to 
fall apart. Economic crises in Europe and Asia led Ger-
many, France, and Japan to contest British hegemony 
and turn to mercantilism and imperialism to revive their 
slumping economies and pacify domestic discontent. 
While great power rivalry, and the ‘scramble for empire’ 
it kicked off , did not pose an immediate threat to Ameri-
can security, it did raise questions about the country’s 
ability to guarantee access to its budding export trade to 
South America and Asia in the near and long term.

Th ese were fundamentally questions about means. If 
most Americans by the 1890s favoured the goal of com-
mercial expansionism, they disagreed sharply about the 
appropriate methods: would the acquisition of foreign 
lands (e.g. Hawaii, Cuba, the Philippines) and a larger 
navy be needed to promote expanded trade or could 
America’s foreign trade expand without political and 
military burdens? Should new economic opportunities 
be sought in underdeveloped or advanced regions, in 
South America and Asia, or Europe? On these ques-
tions of means, consensus gave way to intense domestic 
confl ict and political rivalry. Th e critical fault line ran 
along sectional lines. On one side stood the industrial 
North-East, and on the other, the agrarian South. In 
between, lay the West.

The great debate over expansionism



148 Peter Trubowitz 

Sectional bases of the confl ict
Many factors explain why expansionism divided the 
country so sharply along sectional lines, but one was 
central: the economy. Th e northern and southern 
economies diff ered enormously. Despite the develop-
ment of a national economy aft er the Civil War, the 
United States in the 1890s remained in many ways a 
single nation state with two distinct regional econo-
mies: one specializing in manufacturing, the other in 
agriculture. Th is meant that these regions had very dif-
ferent things to sell on the world market. It also meant 
that their elected representatives in Washington had 
quite diff erent ideas about where America should cul-
tivate commercial ties. Seeking outlets for its surplus 
manufactures, the industrial North-East looked prima-
rily to non-industrialized areas of the globe, particu-
larly South America and Asia. By contrast, the agrarian 
South was highly dependent on industrial markets 
for selling its raw materials. It looked to Europe for 
expanded trade.

Where to expand was one thing; how to expand was 
yet another. For the Republicans, who dominated the 
North-East, a neo-mercantile strategy that put a pre-
mium on overseas bases and naval power had distinct 
advantages. For starters, the Republican North-East 
was home to the country’s most powerful industrial, 
fi nancial, and commercial interests—the very interests 
that had the biggest stake in securing greater access to, 
and control over, markets in Latin America and Asia. 
Th ey viewed territorial expansion and naval power as 
two sides of the same coin. Naval power, Republicans 
argued, was needed to promote the spread of American 
commerce overseas; establishing a strategic presence in 

places like Hawaii, Cuba, and the Philippines was need-
ed to enhance the Navy’s ability to project power. Th e 
Republican case for imperial expansion was thus both 
economic and strategic.

It was also a way for northern Republicans to 
advance partisan interests. Empire building was a 
way of addressing the needs of hard-pressed workers. 
Th e modernization of the Navy meant jobs for north-
ern workers, which in turn meant votes for northern 
politicians. A strategy of territorial expansion also 
helped Republican leaders to shore up and consoli-
date political support among industrialists, bankers, 
and merchants who were interested in expanded trade 
and investment. Additionally, northern Republican 
leaders found the issue of expansionism helpful at the 
ballot box, using jingo nationalism to mobilize their 
partisans at election time and silence discontents. It 
certainly was not the fi rst time in American history 
that elected leaders played politics with the national 
interest.

Expanding the capacity of the federal government 
to project power abroad also helped to expand the 
Republican Party’s electoral base at home. Republi-
cans used the lure of naval expenditures to win sup-
port along the Pacifi c Coast. In the rural West, eff orts 
to open markets in Latin America through tariff  
reform served to enhance the Republicans’ appeal 
among hard-pressed western farmers, who viewed 
Latin America as an outlet for their surplus foodstuff s. 
Expansionism had a hard edge as well. Republicans 
used it to split the western and southern branches 
of the radical agrarian movement known as the 
Populists—the most serious political threat to Repub-
lican rule in the 1890s.

Debates over foreign policy are not just about the world ‘out 

there’. They are also about the balance of political power 

inside the United States. In the 1890s, as during other periods 

of the nation’s history, politicians viewed foreign policy issues 

against a larger political canvas. The issues of naval spending, 

territorial expansion, and tariff reform were debated in terms 

of their impact on each region’s overseas commercial inter-

ests and on post-bellum political arrangements that contin-

ued to make the agrarian South a ‘colony’ of the industrial 

North-East. Who stood to gain politically and economically 

from an expansionist foreign policy, and who stood to lose, 

was the central question.

BOX 9.2: Quo bono? The great debate over American imperialism
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All of this helps to explain why the South so vigorously 
opposed the North-East’s foreign policy agenda. While 
the North-East and parts of the West could hope to 
realize gains from a strategy of imperial expansion, the 
agrarian South could not and, in fact, did not. Th e South 
was more dependent on international markets than any 
other region in the country. Not surprisingly, southern 
politicians were among the most vocal proponents of 
expanded trade. For the South, however, there was a key 
diff erence: the Democratic South required industrial 
markets for their goods and thus had powerful reasons 
for avoiding policies that might provoke or exacerbate 
great power tensions and, thereby, threaten American 
access to the great industrial markets of Europe among 
the industrial nations there. Policies that challenged Brit-
ish commercial dominance in the southern half of the 
western hemisphere raised potential risks for the South.

For the North and South, the decline of British 
hegemony and the rise of imperial rivalry meant very 
diff erent things: for the former, it opened up possibilities 
for commercial expansion; for the latter it threatened 
an already-weakened liberal trading order on which 
the South was vitally dependent. Th is is why southern 
lawmakers in Washington advocated free trade and also 
helps to explain why they opposed building a powerful 
navy. A more powerful military posed other risks for the 
South as well. Twenty-fi ve years aft er the end of the Civil 
War, the South was still very much a ‘colonial append-
age’ of the North. Many of the region’s leaders viewed 
military expansionism as a way to keep the South in tow. 
Others saw anti-expansionism as a means to defl ect the 
Populist appeal to southern farmers. For every northern 
Republican who reminded Populists that foreign mar-
kets were the answer to their woes, there was a south-
ern Democrat claiming that the seizure of ‘tropical 
lands’ like Hawaii would mean an infl ux of ‘cheap coolie 
labour’ that would threaten their livelihoods. Preaching 
the doctrine of ‘white supremacy’ was one way to defl ect 
the Populists’ appeal to southern farmers.

Expansionism abroad; hegemony 
at home
America’s emergence as a great power was forged in 
the crucible of domestic political struggle (see Box 9.2). 
Oft en depicted as a contest between competing visions 

of America’s purpose in the world, the confl icts over 
expansionism in the 1890s were bred on confl icts of 
interests. Th e stakes were high. Th ose in the North-East 
who stood to gain the most faced the challenge of mobi-
lizing a domestic political coalition broad and stable 
enough to overcome the South’s resistance. Th e key to 
success lay in the West and this was not lost on Repub-
lican leaders. Indeed, the Republicans’ foreign policy 
agenda is best seen as part of a larger electoral strategy 
in the 1890s that was designed to exploit sectional dif-
ferences in the agrarian periphery and to prevent an 
alliance against the North-East.

Southern Democrats, well practised in the art of 
sectional politics, were wise to the game. Being able 
to do something about it was another matter. In pol-
itics, as in war, there are objective realities, and in 
the late 1890s the possibilities for a southern–western 
alliance over foreign policy were remote. Th e West 
was not as dependent on foreign markets as the 
South; its principal market was at home, not abroad. 
Policies that challenged British dominance were thus 
less risky for the West than the South. Moreover, 
because it was not as dependent on foreign markets 
as the South, western lawmakers could us their votes 
in Congress on issues of importance to the North-
East—naval spending, foreign bases, tariff  reform—
to win concessions on domestic policy matters such 
as currency reform, railway regulation, and monop-
oly control that were of great importance in the trans-
Mississippi West.

So it was that the West threw its weight behind the 
Republican North-East’s foreign policy agenda. Th e 
story of America’s rise as a great power is thus also a 
story about how the Republicans established hegemony 
at home. With the exception of Woodrow Wilson’s pres-
idency, Republicans would control the machinery of 
national government for the next thirty years. Indeed, 
it took the full force of the Great Depression to destroy 
the regional alliance between the North-East and the 
West that formed the backbone of Republican political 
power. Th e depth and breadth of Franklin Delano Roo-
sevelt’s stunning victory in the 1932 presidential contest 
created new possibilities for a sectional alliance span-
ning the Mason–Dixon line and, in so doing, off ered a 
new opportunity to redefi ne the purposes of American 
power.
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Th e 1930s were years of upheaval and change in Amer-
ica’s foreign relations. During this tumultuous decade 
of depression and war, the United States went from a 
country that defi ned its interests in largely hemispheric 
terms to a nation that saw itself as a global power, with 
far-fl ung interests and international responsibilities. 
Th e raw, assertive nationalism that had so oft en char-
acterized America’s foreign policy during the preceding 
quarter-century was abandoned in favour of a new role 
for the United States, where Washington took the lead 
internationally in liberalizing the world economy and 
guarding against the kind of international breakdown 
that had led to one of history’s longest depressions and 
one of its worst wars (see Box 9.3).

America’s internationalist turn
No fi gure looms larger in this transition to internation-
alism than Franklin Roosevelt. Oft en remembered as a 
great innovator on the domestic front, Roosevelt was 
also an extraordinary statesman. Certainly, few in the 
1930s had a better appreciation of the perilous interna-
tional situation confronting the United States. As early 
as 1933, Roosevelt began urging that he should be given 
the authority to impose economic sanctions to deter 
German and Japanese military intimidation and expan-
sionism. Th e new president also lost little time experi-
menting with ways to revive the world economy and 
promote foreign trade. As the political crisis in Europe 
and Asia deepened in the 1930s, again it was Roosevelt 
who made the case for giving Britain and others the 

military means to defend themselves against the Axis 
powers and rearming the United States itself.

In all cases Roosevelt would have his way with Con-
gress, but not before the country endured one of the 
most bitter fi ghts over foreign policy in its history. From 
Japan’s seizure of Manchuria in 1931 to Mussolini’s in-
vasion of Ethiopia in 1935, to the Nazi occupation of 
France in 1940, America’s leaders fi ercely debated how 
the United States should respond. Policy diff erences 
in Washington became less tractable and debates over 
how the nation should respond to international events 
became hopelessly embroiled in fi ghts over means. 
Were the new governmental mechanisms Roosevelt 
was proposing needed to restore the world economy 
and safeguard against another breakdown? Should the 
United States assume a more assertive role in deterring 
expansionism and checking aggression? Th ese were the 
questions that divided America in the 1930s.

As in the 1890s, fi ghts over foreign policy in the 
1930s were inextricably linked to domestic confl icts of 
interest. So were debates over ‘entangling’ America in 
foreign rivalries. Once again, arguments for and against 
an assertive foreign policy had direct implications for 
the domestic distribution of wealth and power. What 
changed, and dramatically so, was who lined up on each 
side of the battle line. Th is time, it was the West, not the 
South, that led the fi ght against the projection of Amer-
ican power—a battle that it, like the South in the 1890s, 
would lose. In the 1930s, the South favoured a vigorous 
assertion of US leadership in world aff airs, a position it 
ironically now shared with the North-East.

 ❑ The ‘great debate’ over expansionism in the 1890s pit-

ted the Republican North-East against the Democratic 

South. In between lay the West, the ‘swing region’ in late 

nineteenth-century American politics.

 ❑ The critical issues of naval spending, territorial 

expansion, and tariff reform were debated in terms 

of their impact on each region’s overseas commercial 

interests and on post-Civil War political arrangements 

that continued to make the South a ‘colony’ of the 

North-East.

 ❑ In the battle between the North and the South, the key to 

success lay in political alliance with the West. Recognizing 

this, northern Republicans, who controlled the machinery 

of the national government, fashioned a foreign policy 

platform that enabled them to capture western support 

for their expansionist cause. 

KEY POINTS

The struggle over internationalism



Chapter 9 Regional shifts and US foreign policy 151

Depression, militarism, and the 
North–South alliance
Once deeply divided over foreign policy, North and 
South found common cause in the 1930s fi ght against 
economic nationalism, military intimidation, and 
imperial expansion. However much northerners and 
southerners might disagree on the rights of Negroes 
and organized labour, sectional rivalry stopped at the 
water’s edge. What explains the rise of a new foreign 
policy coalition that crossed the once impenetrable 
Mason–Dixon line? Why did the once-powerful alli-
ance between the North-East and West break down? 
Although many factors contributed to this domestic 
realignment over foreign policy, much is explained by 
a single development: by the late 1920s, the North-East 
was far more deeply integrated in, and deeply depend-
ent on, the world economy, than it had been in the 
1890s.

America’s dramatic rise as a mature industrial and 
fi nancial power in the fi rst quarter of the twentieth 
century is largely a story of the North-East. Th e First 
World War had transformed the world economy and 
America’s place in it. As a result of the war-infl ated 
economic boom, the national trade surplus climbed 
to over $3.5 billion in 1917, with manufactured goods 
accounting for over 60 per cent of total exports. For-
eign direct investment also grew rapidly. Th e nations 
of Europe needed foreign capital to fund their recov-
ery from the ravages of the First World War; American 
investors needed foreign outlets to dispose of sur-
plus capital. America’s largest corporations kept pace 
with the nation’s big Wall Street banks. Once relatively 

insignifi cant in the American economy, the nation’s 
overseas assets had become equal to over one-fi ft h 
of the gross national product by the time of the 1929 
Wall Street crash. Although less dramatic, the growth of 
America’s overseas trade was also important. More sig-
nifi cant, the composition of this trade changed radically. 
In the past, the United States had been chiefl y an export-
er of primary goods to Europe. While cotton remained 
the leading export commodity, by the 1920s industrial 
sectors such as automobiles, machinery, and iron and 
steel had a considerable stake in foreign markets.

As the country’s position in the world economy 
changed, America’s leaders reassessed the nation’s role 
in world aff airs. Incentives to do so were especially 
strong in the North-East, where most of the wealth and 
prosperity generated by the rapid economic growth in 
the country’s overseas trade, investment, and lending 
was concentrated. With roughly half of the national 
population, the region stretching from southern New 
England to the Potomac and west to the Mississippi 
produced over two-thirds of all manufacturing jobs in 
the country. More impressive still was the region’s pro-
ductivity. Seventy-fi ve per cent of the total value added 
in manufacturing came from the manufacturing belt, 
and most of that was concentrated in the region’s power-
ful industrial and fi nancial centres: Baltimore, Boston, 
Chicago, Cleveland, Detroit, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, 
and New York.

Once a part of the country that depended on eco-
nomic protection from foreign imports, America’s 
‘manufacturing belt’ was now the core region of the 
world economy, eclipsing the great ‘iron triangle’ in 
Europe that ran from Stuttgart to Antwerp to Paris. 

When Franklin Roosevelt was inaugurated in March 1933, 

twelve years of Republican-dominated foreign policy came 

to an end. During the 1920s, laissez-fairism was America’s 

credo in foreign as well as domestic policy. Instead of look-

ing for ways to capitalize on America’s tremendous power 

after the First World War, Republican presidents through-

out the decade looked for ways to minimize American in-

volvement in the affairs of other countries, especially in 

continental Europe. Although Washington would continue 

to promote commercial expansion abroad, as it had since 

the 1890s, the Republican administrations of Warren 

Harding, Calvin Coolidge, and Herbert Hoover maintained 

a low political-military profi le overseas and for the most 

part eschewed the kind of multilateralism that Franklin 

Roosevelt and the Democrats would champion in the 

1940s.

BOX 9.3: Franklin Roosevelt and the great transformation
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Hitler’s barter system in Mitteleuropa and Japan’s drive 
for a Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere promised 
nothing good for a region whose representatives now 
favoured freer trade, open access, and capital mobil-
ity. It is thus not surprising that the urban North-East 
was at the vanguard of support for reviving and liberal-
izing the world economy, or that its elected offi  cials in 
Congress now looked to their colleagues from the Deep 
South rather than the trans-Mississippi West to build a 
domestic coalition strong enough to sustain a change in 
international direction.

By any measure, the South was more committed to 
a vigorous assertion of American power overseas than 
any other part of the country. Opinion polls consistent-
ly showed southerners to be more internationalist and 
interventionist than non-southerners. Th e vast major-
ity of the region’s newspapers endorsed Roosevelt’s for-
eign policy, even though many took exception to his 
domestic policies. Southerners even led the country in 
volunteer enlistment in the armed services. Th ese sen-
timents were widely shared by the region’s representa-
tives in Washington. No region of the country more 
avidly supported a ‘get tough’ strategy toward the Nazis 
than the South.

Southern support for a more ambitious and deci-
sive foreign policy sprang from multiple sources. 
Party politics tell part of the story. Roosevelt was 
remarkably popular among southern voters, and he 
swept the South by huge margins in each of his runs 
for the presidency. Yet party loyalty and Roosevelt’s 
personal charm alone cannot explain southern policy 
choices. Th e South was a region that depended heav-
ily on exporting commodities, especially cotton, to 
world markets, and in this regard little had changed 
since the 1890s. And this explains why most south-
erners viewed the spread of economic nationalism 
in the 1920s and 1930s with alarm. For them, the 
collapse of the liberal European-oriented world sys-
tem presented a fundamental threat. ‘However else 
the crisis of that world might have been viewed by 
others,’ writes one scholar, ‘the articulate South saw 
Nazi aggression as a dagger thrust at the heart of this 
system.’4 If Germany defeated Britain, Hitler and his 
Axis partners would establish economic hegemony 
over the European continent and divide the world 
into exclusive spheres of infl uence. If Hitler were 

not stopped, he would close the doors of Europe to 
American exports and move against US commercial 
interests elsewhere.

If internationalism was the credo of the agrar-
ian South, isolationism was the ideology of the West. 
Th e same polls that ranked southerners as Roosevelt’s 
strongest supporters on foreign aff airs showed western-
ers to be his toughest critics. Westerners were gener-
ally more sceptical than other Americans about the 
virtues of foreign trade, military preparedness, and aid 
to Britain, and they were less willing to spend American 
blood and treasure to check Germany’s or Japan’s drive 
for hegemony in Europe and Asia. Isolationism reigned 
supreme in the 1930s in the Great Plains and Moun-
tain West. Western isolationists, steeped in the region’s 
agrarian traditions, looked above the Mason–Dixon 
line and found allies in other parts of rural America.

Western views were well represented on Capitol 
Hill. No elected offi  cials defended isolationism more 
passionately than those from the rural West. Oft en 
attributed to ignorance, backwardness, and parochi-
alism, westerners opposed internationalism for very 
concrete reasons. Unlike the agrarian South, the rural 
West looked primarily to the domestic market for its 
prosperity. Wheat growers, who produced the region’s 
leading farm export, sold less than 20 per cent of their 
crop abroad each year. Producers of other leading crops 
in the West were even less dependent on overseas mar-
kets. Having less at stake in Europe than the South or 
the urban North-East, it is thus not surprising that the 
rural West also felt comparatively less urgency in aiding 
the Allies or expanding the nation’s capacity to project 
military power overseas.

Politics reinforced western scepticism toward inter-
nationalism. No part of the country was more suscep-
tible to claims that American and British bankers had 
dragged the United States into the First World War. Th e 
vast majority of the region’s farmers held Wall Street in 
low repute, and London’s standing in the region was not 
much higher. Few westerners attached much credence 
to the notion that American and European security 
interests were interdependent, or to the idea that Brit-
ain was America’s ‘fi rst line of defence’. In western eyes, 
such talk was nothing more than self-serving British 
propaganda and Ivy League sophistry. Calls for military 
mobilization were greeted with the same suspicion.
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One consequence is that the Republican Party’s hold 
on the region weakened during the 1920s. Th e national 
parties were always held in low repute by large numbers 
of western voters, many of whom viewed the parties as 
instruments of powerful eastern interests. Th e Repub-
lican Party had carried the region in most presidential 
contests since the 1890s, but the West’s support 
was always fragile and variable. As the Republican-
dominated North-East moved in the direction of inter-
nationalism in the 1920s, it became increasingly diffi  cult 
for the party’s leaders to broker intra-party compromis-
es over foreign policy. In fact, Herbert Hoover’s eff orts 
to do by pursuing ‘semi-internationalism’ only exacer-
bated tensions within the party. By the time Franklin 
Roosevelt took offi  ce in March 1933, the Republican 
Party was in tatters: deeply divided along regional lines 
and incapable of off ering a programmatic response to 
the economic and political dislocations caused by the 
Great Depression.

Internationalism as party building
Republican losses were Democratic gains. Just as the 
internationalization of the urban North-East weak-
ened the sectional bases of the Republican coalition, 
it created new possibilities for political alliance that 
Roosevelt and the Democrats were quick to exploit. 
In the past, Democratic politicians faced an uphill 
battle in the staunchly protectionist and Republican 
North-East. By the 1930s, however, international-
ist principles like free trade and collective security 
were no longer anathema in the region’s big urban 
metropolises. On the contrary, as Roosevelt came to 
realize, internationalism could be used to broaden the 
Democratic base in the North-East and to weaken the 
Republican Party by exacerbating sectional rivalry 
within it. Economic nationalism, once the Republican 
elixir, now divided the party. Still heavily Republican, 
the eastern Establishment advocated liberal interna-
tionalism. Western Republicans were nationalism’s 
staunchest supporters.

For Roosevelt there were thus huge political advan-
tages in moving decisively toward internationalism. 
Th e Democrats were now well positioned to reap the 
rewards of the urban North-East’s internationaliza-
tion and the internecine struggles within the Repub-

lican Party it touched off  over international trade. 
Because core elements of the Democratic and Repub-
lican parties now stood to benefi t politically as well as 
economically from a commitment to maintain order, 
stability, and openness on the Eurasian landmass, their 
elected representatives had a strong incentive to sup-
port Roosevelt’s eff orts to stabilize the world economy 
and prevent the spread of nationalism and militarism 
overseas. In sum, America’s internationalist turn rest-
ed on political facts inside as well as outside the United 
States.

American eff orts to stabilize the international envi-
ronment began in the 1930s. An even greater eff ort 
occurred aft er the Second World War. From the late 
1940s onward, American policy makers sought to 
rebuild the world economy along liberal lines. Th ey 
also worked to ameliorate Europe’s chronic geopolitical 
troubles by encouraging economic integration, interde-
pendence, and growth. Th e Marshall Plan, the General 
Agreement on Tariff s and Trade (GATT), and the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) were all part of 
this larger eff ort aimed at liberalizing the world econo-
my and preventing the kind of international breakdown 
experienced in the 1930s. Under US leadership, new 
governmental mechanisms were created to regulate 
the world economy, new institutions and agencies were 
established to disperse American economic relief, and 
new military means were developed to strengthen the 
nation’s presence overseas and to deter other nations, 
most conspicuously the Soviet Union and China, from 
taking advantage of political instability on the Eurasian 
landmass.

Th e domestic political viability of America’s liberal 
internationalism depended on the alliance between the 
North-East and the South that Roosevelt forged in the 
1930s. From the Second World War to the Korean and 
Vietnam wars this alliance aff orded America’s presi-
dents, Republican and Democratic alike, considerable 
latitude in managing the nation’s foreign policy. Th en, 
around the 1970s, the fi rst cracks in the domestic foun-
dations of liberal internationalism appeared. While 
it would not be until later that the regional and party 
battle lines would be redrawn, the international and 
domestic processes that fractured the North–South 
alliance made it increasingly diffi  cult to manufacture 
consensus over foreign policy.
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With the end of the Cold War, that domestic challenge 
only became more diffi  cult. While the United States 
enjoyed unrivalled power internationally, its politi-
cal ability to convert its power into infl uence rapidly 
diminished. Political fi ssures over foreign policy that 
opened up two decades earlier became more acutely 
partisan aft er the collapse of the Soviet empire. Repub-
licans from the ‘red’ states of the South and Mountain 
West espoused fundamentally diff erent views about 
the purposes of American power from elected offi  cials 
from ‘blue’ states in the North-East and along the Pacifi c 
Coast. Contrary to all expectations, those foreign pol-
icy diff erences have only hardened since 9/11. Indeed, 
today Republicans and Democrats are more divided 
over foreign policy matters than at any time since the 
Second World War.

End of consensus
For nearly three decades aft er the Second World War, 
the nation’s foreign policy was based on an alliance 
between the North-East and the South. Th ese regions 
were the earliest and largest benefi ciaries of the poli-
cies of foreign aid, forward defence, and liberal trade 
that were aimed at promoting an open, interdepend-
ent world economy, and at the Cold War isolation or 
‘containment’ of nations that threatened it. Because 
this coalition was rooted in the regional power base of 
the Democratic Party and the powerful eastern wing 

of the Republican Party, it provided an institutional 
framework for a bipartisan foreign policy. Party poli-
tics did not stop at the water’s edge during the Cold 
War years; rather, shared interests kept partisanship in 
check (see Box 9.4).

That bipartisan coalition lasted until the 1970s, 
when it began to fall apart under the combined weight 
of three developments: mounting social tensions trig-
gered by the Civil Rights Movement and the Vietnam 
War, the economic decline of the industrial North-East 
and the rise of the so-called ‘sunbelt’ states of the South 
and West, and the shift  in the Republican Party’s centre 
of gravity from the North-East to the Mountain West. 
Th e fi rst two drove North and South apart. Th e third 
created opportunities for coalition building between 
West and South. As the Republican Party aligned itself 
with the rapidly growing states of the Mountain West, it 
searched for allies in the country’s other late developer, 
the South.

During the 1970s economic activity began to 
shift from the North-East to the South and West. 
Many factors contributed to this process: the dif-
fusion of large-scale, high-technology production, 
lower transportation costs, regional disparities in 
labour costs, energy prices, and local tax rates. No 
less important were the uneven consequences of the 
erosion of American commercial power in the inter-
national economy. Th e North-East suff ered dispro-
portionately from the rise of Europe and Japan in the 

 ❑ During the Great Depression, the key question was 

whether or not America should assume an active role in 

rebuilding the world economy and checking the spread of 

fascism in Europe and Asia.

 ❑ Internationalists from the urban North-East and the agrar-

ian South favoured active American international lead-

ership. Because this coalition spanned the Mason–Dixon 

line and included Republicans as well as Democrats, it 

overwhelmed nationalist opposition in the West and 

formed the foundation of the Cold War consensus to come.

 ❑ In the 1930s, as in other periods of American foreign pol-

icy, politicians from different parts of the country sought to 

equate regional interests with the national interests. For-

eign policy issues were debated in terms of their immedi-

ate impact on regional prosperity and their longer-range 

regional political and economic consequences.

KEY POINTS

American primacy and the ‘new sectionalism’
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American leaders were able to mobilize broad domestic 

support for their foreign policies during the quarter century 

that followed the Second World War. Presidents enjoyed 

considerable latitude, if not deference, on matters of foreign 

policy—certainly more than they did on domestic policy is-

sues. The absence of foreign policy confl ict during this pe-

riod did not mean that politics stopped at the water’s edge. 

Rather the Cold War consensus rested on a bipartisan alliance 

that spanned one of America’s great political fault lines: the 

Mason–Dixon line. Northern and southern lawmakers found 

common cause in Cold War policies aimed at containing the 

Soviet Union and promoting international economic open-

ness. As that political alliance began to come apart in the 

1970s, America’s leaders, Republican and Democratic alike, 

found it increasingly diffi cult to mobilize and sustain biparti-

san support for their foreign policies.

BOX 9.4: The Cold War consensus

1970s as economic  competitors. Spatial disparities in 
federal spending and federal tax policies also played a 
role in accelerating, if not encouraging, this regional 
shift  in power. Federal expenditures and tax policies 
spurred the growth of sunbelt cities such as Atlanta, 
Miami, Houston, and Phoenix while exacerbating 
economic diffi  culties in the older north-eastern cen-
tres of Boston, Chicago, Detroit, and New York. Th e 
migration of industries, jobs, and people from the 
manufacturing belt to the sunbelt created ‘structural 
conditions’ conducive to political alliance between 
West and South. Republican stratagems made it a 
reality. Beginning in the late 1970s western Republi-
cans like Ronald Reagan aggressively pushed domes-
tic and foreign policies that were now antithetical to 
the interests of the declining North-East. In foreign 
policy, the Republicans’ long-standing commitment 
to anti-communism was graft ed onto a ‘new’ foreign 
policy agenda that favoured less international regu-
lation, a strong national defence, and ‘bolder, more 
assertive’ leadership. By playing on these and other 
issues (such as race), Republicans wrought havoc in 
the Democratic Party. Southerners left  the party in 
droves.

In the 1980s the Democrats’ electoral strong-
hold narrowed to the ageing North-East. No longer 
restrained by the demands of coalition building, the 
Democratic leadership adopted a foreign policy strat-
egy that played well in the northern ‘rustbelt’ and 
along the Pacifi c Coast: retrenchment. While most 
Democratic leaders continued to favour American 
participation in international institutions, they urged 

greater restraint in the use of military force and a 
smaller defence establishment. On foreign economic 
policy, Democrats edged away from their long-standing 
commitment to free trade, capital mobility, and equal 
access. Demands for ‘fairer trade’, job retraining, and 
industrial policy became as obligatory in Democratic 
politics as demands for freer trade, ‘fast track proce-
dures’, and ‘FTAs’ (free trade agreements) were in 
Republican circles.

Red America versus Blue America
By the time the Berlin Wall fell in 1989, the domestic 
underpinnings of liberal internationalism had given 
way. In its place arose two new coalitions: one, cen-
tred in the South and Mountain West, that was dedi-
cated to the projection of American power and the 
primacy of national security; the other, based in the 
North-East and Pacifi c Coast, committed to reducing 
America’s geopolitical footprint and investing greater 
resources on the domestic side of the ledger. Much 
of the struggle over foreign policy since the end of 
the Cold War originates here, in the deepening divide 
between what political pundits dubbed ‘Red America’ 
and ‘Blue America’ (see Box 9.5). In contrast to what 
happened in the 1890s and 1930s, when new hegem-
onic blocs arose out of the struggles set in motion by 
uneven growth, the regional and partisan divisions 
that emerged before the end of the Cold War only 
intensifi ed aft erwards.

Economic trends in the 1990s generally reinforced 
this ‘new sectionalism’. Higher tax rates, labour costs, 
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and energy prices in the North-East made it harder 
for elected offi  cials from ‘blue’ states to fi nd common 
ground on foreign and domestic policy with ‘red’ 
state officials who had competing economic con-
cerns. So did the uneven effects of globalization. 
The outsourcing of American jobs hit the ageing 
industrial centres of the North-East especially hard. 
Well-paying, unionized jobs in manufacturing were 
the first to be lost as production lines were moved 
abroad and cheap imports arrived from low-wage 
economies. The North-East moved to the forefront 
of efforts to rein in America’s commitment to free 
trade. Free trade’s most reliable advocates came from 
the South and, especially, the Mountain West: iron-
ically, the one part of the country that consistently 
opposed Roosevelt’s efforts to liberalize trade in the 
1930s.

Th e South and the West also provided the surest 
support for foreign policies that put a premium on 
military power. Some analysts attribute these region-
al diff erences to strategic subcultures: southerners 
are said to be more nationalistic and less willing to 
accept the constraints on national autonomy that 
accompany institutionalized multilateralism. What-
ever the merits of such claims, changes in the eco-
nomic and political geography of military spending 
and production made it harder for politicians from 
diff erent parts of the country to fi nd common ground 
on national security policy. Since the 1970s, Penta-
gon spending on military procurement and research 
and development benefi ted the South and West at 
the expense of the North-East, contributing to the 
decline of the manufacturing sector in the North. In 
addition, the southern and western states that make 
up the so-called ‘gunbelt’ have consistently received a 
larger share of the resources spent on military bases 
and personnel.

Seen in this light, the fi ghts between Republicans 
and Democrats about how America should respond 
to ‘rogue states’ like Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, or China’s 
rise to great powerdom, or the outsourcing of Ameri-
can jobs to India take on new meaning. Th ey are bat-
tles in a larger, political war for control of the national 
political economy. Th is is why Republicans took 
exception to Bill Clinton’s eff orts to slow the growth 
of defence spending and why Democrats opposed the 

unilateral turn foreign policy took during George W. 
Bush’s presidency. Foreign policies that put a premium 
on military power and free trade resonate in the south-
ern and western areas Republicans represent. Con-
versely, foreign policies that shift  some of the burden 
of ‘leadership’ to other nations and international insti-
tutions help Democrats politically in the North-East 
and Pacifi c Coast.

To be sure, this gap between Republicans and 
Democrats is not solely explained by uneven growth 
or electoral geography. American primacy has also 
had an eff ect. For all of its pathologies and short-
comings, the Cold War had a disciplining eff ect on 
America’s politics. Public anxieties about Moscow’s 
geopolitical ambitions and ‘the bomb’ also made con-
sensus building easier by forcing politicians to the 
centre. With the collapse of the Soviet empire Repub-
licans and Democrats have found it easier (i.e. politi-
cally safer) to use foreign policy to pursue narrower 
political ends. Th is is especially true of those elected 
offi  cials who hail from the ‘red’ and ‘blue’ districts and 
states whose voters are overwhelmingly Republican 
and Democratic.

The widening gyre
For all it changed, 9/11 did not reverse this trend. Th e 
initial surge in bipartisan unity in Washington and 
beyond that followed the attacks on the World Trade 
Center and the Pentagon quickly subsided.4 And as 
the partisan debate over the war in Iraq demonstrates, 
Republicans and Democrats today are in strong disa-
greement about the proper mix of power and diploma-
cy in foreign aff airs. Meanwhile, the war on terrorism 
has done little to quell partisan strategizing and elec-
tioneering on Capitol Hill over trade policy, foreign aid, 
and even homeland security. According to one widely 
used index, Congress is today more politically fractious 
and polarized than at any time in the last one hundred 
years.5

George Bush’s combative governing style clearly con-
tributed to this state of aff airs, but the sources of today’s 
foreign policy divide run deeper. Indeed, while many 
foreign policy analysts predicted that Barack Obama’s 
election would restore bipartisanship to foreign policy, 
the anticipated ‘post-partisan’ era in foreign policy has 
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not materialized. Try as he might to reach across the 
aisle, Obama’s calls for renewed bipartisanship have 
gone unanswered (Kupchan and Trubowitz 2011). 
Congress remains deeply divided over foreign policy. 

Meanwhile, public opinion polls reveal striking gaps 
between Republican and Democratic voters on issues 
ranging from the war on terrorism, to Pentagon spend-
ing, to free trade.

America is today experiencing the return of important re-

gional divides; partisan differences are again running along 

regional lines, making it more diffi cult for the country’s 

leaders to mobilize broad and consistent support for their 

foreign policies. One regional coalition, centred in the South 

and Mountain West, is dedicated to the projection of Ameri-

can power and the primacy of national security; the other, 

based in the North-East and Pacifi c Coast, is committed to 

reducing America’s geopolitical footprint and investing 

greater resources in domestic programmes. In contrast to 

the 1890s and 1930s, when new hegemonic blocs arose 

out of the regional struggles set in motion by uneven 

growth, the contest between what pundits call ‘red’ Amer-

ica and ‘blue’ America intensifi ed during the presidency of 

George W. Bush and has not abated under Barack Obama’s 

leadership.

BOX 9.5: Regionalism redux: ‘red’ America versus ‘blue’ America

 ❑ Today, Republicans and Democrats are more divided over 

foreign policy matters than at any time since the Second 

World War. Partisan differences are again running along 

regional lines, with the so-called ‘red’ states of the South 

and Mountain West on one side and the ‘blue’ states of the 

North-East and Pacifi c Coast on the other side.

 ❑ Politicians from ‘red’ America champion foreign policies 

that put a premium on American power. Those who hail 

from ‘blue’ America favour greater reliance on interna-

tional institutions and multilateral diplomacy.

 ❑ These divisions hardened during George W. Bush’s presi-

dency and have not eased on Barack Obama’s watch. But 

the process of regional restructuring that gave rise to them 

began before 2001. 

KEY POINTS

Most accounts of American foreign policy making 
focus on national ideologies and institutions. Th is 
refl ects the widely held belief among foreign policy 
analysts that politics in the United States has become 
increasingly ‘nationalized’ and divorced from place-
specifi c interests. Th e regional nature of struggles in 
America’s early years that shaped the political debates 
over ‘non-entanglement’ in European aff airs and conti-
nental expansion is assumed to have withered away in 
the twentieth century, with the closing of the ‘national 
frontier’, the rise of American power, and the nation’s 

steady integration into the world economy. Sectional-
ism is viewed as a relic of America’s past, a primitive 
impulse that has been displaced by the march of time.

Th e view of American development confuses a 
process with an outcome. Despite decades of economic 
convergence, the American economy is marked by high 
degrees of regional specialization and diff erentiation. 
Moreover, the nation’s spatially decentralized system 
of political representation off ers ample opportunity for 
regional diff erences to fi nd political expression at the 
national level, and sometimes as party confl icts, as in 

Conclusion
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the 1890s and again today. Once again, Republicans 
and Democrats are advancing fundamentally diff erent 
visions of American power that are shaped in signifi cant 
ways by the regional interests these parties represent. 
Republicans who hail from ‘red’ America contend that 
American power depends primarily on the possession 
and use of military might. By contrast, Democrats who 
represent ‘blue’ America maintain that the nation’s power 
depends more on persuasion than coercion, and on 
domestic investments in infrastructure and education.

Which vision will dominate American foreign pol-
icy in the years ahead? Making predictions is always 

hazardous, but short of a major political realignment 
that gives the Democrats or Republicans effective 
control over the national political economy, the most 
likely outcome is continued conflict and polariza-
tion. America’s two parties are so deeply entrenched 
regionally, and so evenly divided nationally, that 
bipartisan coalition building is likely to continue to 
be ad hoc, fragile, and short-lived (Trubowitz and 
Mellow 2011). America may enjoy unrivalled power 
internationally, but today it lacks the domestic polit-
ical will needed to convert that power into program-
matic policy.

Questions

 1. Why is the foreign policy-making process in the United States so confl ict ridden?

 2.  Why are some regions of the United States more prone to expansionist foreign policies than others? 

 3.  When are sectional differences over foreign policy most likely to fi nd expression as partisan confl icts? Use 

historical examples to support your answer. 

 4. Why did the industrial North-East favour a policy of imperial expansion in the 1890s? Why did the agrarian 

South oppose expansionism?

 5. Why did the North-East and the South fi nd common cause in internationalism in the 1930s?

 6. Why were politicians from western states more prone to nationalism and isolationism before the Second 

World War?

 7. Why is the foreign policy-making process in the United States so much more partisan today than it was at the 

height of the Cold War?

 8. How have the North-East’s views of free trade changed over time? What explains the shifts in the region’s 

attitudes toward trade?

 9. In the 1890s, southern leaders opposed a large peacetime military establishment. Today, southerners are the 

Pentagon’s biggest backers in Congress. What factors contributed to this change in the South’s attitude toward 

military power?

 10. Why have Barack Obama’s calls for bipartisanship gone unfulfi lled?
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 3.  In the discussion below, I utilize the classic tripolar grouping that divides America’s states into three ‘great regions’, divided roughly 

along the courses of the Mississippi and Ohio rivers: the North-East, South, and West. The North-East refers to states in New England, 

the Middle Atlantic, and the Great Lakes areas: Connecticut, Delaware, Illinois, Indiana, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan, 

New Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Vermont, and Wisconsin. The South includes states from the 

South-East and South-West: Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, Oklahoma, South 

Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, West Virginia. The West refers to states from the Great Plains, Mountain West, and Far West: Alaska, 

Arizona, California, Colorado, Hawaii, Idaho, Iowa, Kansas, Minnesota, Missouri, Montana, Oregon, Nebraska, Nevada, New Mexico, 

North Dakota, South Dakota, Utah, Washington, and Wyoming.

 4. See Trubowitz and Mellow (2005).
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Introduction
Th e attacks of 11 September 2001 transformed the for-
eign policy agenda of the United States and ushered 
in a global ‘war on terror’. Th e events themselves were 
communicated by the world’s media almost instantane-
ously and had a profound impact upon both US and 
global public opinion. Within weeks, and with over-
whelming support from both US media and public, 
the Bush administration invaded Afghanistan. Th en, in 
a short period of time, the US government mobilized 
the support of both the US media and public to back 
the invasion of Iraq. Since then, US strategies in Iraq 
and Afghanistan have caused controversy both inter-
nationally and within the United States. Th e increase 
in US casualties across both war zones, scandal over 
the treatment of Iraqi prisoners at Abu Ghraib, and a 

growing perception that US policy is ‘failing’ have gen-
erated signifi cant levels of media criticism and public 
dissent in the USA. In short, US foreign policy since 
9/11, under both the Bush and Obama administrations, 
has been conducted under the glare of media and pub-
lic attention both within the United States and globally. 
But what roles have public opinion and media played 
during these events? To what extent have the US media 
and public been manipulated by the US government, 
and to what extent, conversely, have public opinion and 
media shaped US foreign policy during these tumul-
tuous times? Moreover, what are the consequences of 
public opinion and media for US power in the twenty-
fi rst century? Such questions are the subject matter of 
this chapter.
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Th is chapter introduces students to the range of 
debates that have dominated research into the relation-
ship between US public opinion, media, and foreign 
policy. Before grappling with these academic debates, we 
will discuss the nature of US media and public opinion, 
including a consideration of democratic expectations of 
mass media and public opinion. Th is initial section sets 
the grounds for a discussion of pluralist and elite models 
of the public opinion/media/foreign policy nexus. Th e 
pluralist model emphasizes both the independence and 
power of US media and public opinion and their ability 
to infl uence US foreign policy. Th e elite model, discussed 
next, adopts a diff erent understanding of this nexus and 

highlights the ability of US political elites to shape both 
media and public perceptions. Th e chapter then moves 
to a discussion of public and media diplomacy aimed 
at projecting US power abroad. Th roughout, attention 
is paid to the ways in which public opinion and media 
can be understood as a source of power for, and as a 
constraint upon, US foreign policy. In conclusion, the 
chapter discusses contemporary debate concerning the 
impact of technological developments, including the 
internet and the rise of global media such as Al-Jazeera, 
upon US power and infl uence. First, however, we need 
to introduce basic concepts regarding media and public 
opinion.

When discussing media, academics are, more oft en than 
not, referring to mainstream media outlets such as TV 
news channels, newspapers, and cable networks such as 
CNN and Fox News. Whilst other components of US 
media, such as the fi lm and light entertainment indus-
try, are important with regard to political information 
(Baum 2003), it is these traditional mainstream news 
media sources that are understood to be the crucial sites 
upon which political information is mediated and com-
municated to the American public. For the sake of brev-
ity, in this chapter the term ‘media’ is used to mean news 
media. Key US network television media outlets include 
CBS, NBC, and ABC, and signifi cant cable channels are 
CNN and Fox News. All these outlets communicate 
news to a national audience. US newspaper coverage of 
international aff airs is largely led by the New York Times 
and the Washington Post (and to a lesser extent the Los 
Angeles Times). As with other US newspapers, these are 
regionally based, albeit with a minority nationally based 
readership, but they do have a signifi cant infl uence 
upon the remainder of the US press.

In terms of journalistic norms, mainstream US media 
claim to be objective in their approach to covering the 
news. Even in relation to international aff airs coverage, 
mainstream media disavow suggestions of their news 
coverage being distorted by patriotism and national 
bias. Whilst acknowledging a focus on US interests, 
these media maintain a commitment to telling US 
citizens the truth about international events. As such, 

mainstream media in the USA are supposed to func-
tion as the central component of the US public sphere 
within which informed, open, and free-ranging debate 
can occur. Media are also expected to perform a watch-
dog role whereby both government and powerful inter-
ests are held to account by media. Examples such as the 
Watergate scandal in the 1970s, when journalists Bob 
Woodward and Carl Bernstein uncovered political cor-
ruption by the Nixon administration, are oft en cited as 
seminal examples of watchdog journalism. More recently 
Seymour Hersh’s watchdog journalism highlighted 
issues surrounding the treatment of Iraqi prisoners at 
Abu Ghraib in Iraq. Th e independence of the media 
from political power is in theory guaranteed through 
US media operating according to the free market model; 
that is to say media outlets are privately owned and run 
as a business in order to make profi t. As a consequence, 
US media are not controlled by government and are, in 
theory, protected from undue infl uence and pressure. 
Public service broadcasting, whereby media is funded 
through public money and regulated by the state, does 
exist in the USA (e.g. PBS, the Public Broadcasting Serv-
ice) but has a small viewership and minimal infl uence. 
As such, the dominance of commercial media in the 
USA is exceptional, as most Western democracies have 
developed mixed media systems that contain a greater 
proportion of public service broadcasting. Overall, the 
key point here is that the assumption underlying the free 
market model is that power is suffi  ciently devolved so 

Concepts
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as to enable a free and independent media. As such, US 
media are expected to conform to the pluralist model 
whereby all groups in US society, from government 
through to business to the public, have access to, and are 
represented in, the US public sphere.

With respect to public opinion and international 
aff airs, research has traditionally identifi ed two dis-
tinct orientations amongst US citizens. Th e fi rst is the 
isolationist sentiment, the second the internationalist 
sentiment. Isolationists are opposed to the USA tak-
ing an active role in world aff airs. Beyond guarantee-
ing the security of the USA, isolationists believe that 
the USA should avoid both involvement in interna-
tional organizations such as the United Nations and 
attempts to infl uence the aff airs of other states. For 
example, prior to the attack by Japan on Pearl Harbor 
in 1941, majority US public opinion was isolationist 
and, therefore, opposed to becoming directly involved 
in opposing Nazi Germany’s expansionist war. Inter-
nationalists, conversely, support a more active role 
for the USA in global aff airs including US involve-
ment in international organizations such as the United 
Nations. Internationalists support the deployment of 

US forces around the world and attempts to promote 
values such as democracy and free market econom-
ics. For example, since the 9/11 attacks it is likely 
there has been an increase in internationalist senti-
ment with the US public supporting an interventionist 
foreign policy in order to combat threats and secure 
US interests. Whilst more recent studies have sought 
to develop more nuanced descriptions of US public 
beliefs regarding foreign policy (e.g. Wittkopf (1990)), 
the isolationist/internationalist distinction remains a 
useful analytical tool.

 ❑ Political communication research focuses upon the 

analysis of mainstream media outlets such as television 

news and newspapers.

 ❑ As a whole, US mainstream media are expected to pro-

vide US citizens with a full range of relevant viewpoints 

and opinions.

 ❑ US citizens are often categorized as either isolationist or 

internationalist.

KEY POINTS

Th e pluralist model makes a number of important 
assumptions. Th e fi rst is that power is suffi  ciently 
dispersed throughout society (including across gov-
ernment, media, and the public) so that no one set of 
interests is able to prevail. Rather, the political proc-
ess, including media debate and public opinion forma-
tion, is the outcome of a range of competing positions 
negotiated through an open political system and a free 
media, and underpinned by a public that has access 
to suffi  cient information in order to develop an inde-
pendent opinion. More specifi cally, the pluralist model 
assumes, fi rst, that the US public are capable of ration-
ally processing news information in order to form 
their own, independent, opinion. Second, the pluralist 
model maintains that mainstream media are suffi  cient-
ly independent from political power to allow them to 
present a diverse range of political perspectives. Th ird, 
the pluralist model assumes the US political system is 

sensitive to, and therefore infl uenced by, public opinion 
and media.

Having clarifi ed what is meant by pluralism, we now 
turn to consider pluralist accounts of the public opin-
ion/media/foreign policy nexus. I will fi rst examine 
pluralist accounts of the relationship between public 
opinion and foreign policy, and then pluralist accounts 
about the relationship between media and foreign 
policy.

Public opinion and foreign policy
Historically, tension exists between realist and liberal-
democratic perspectives on the role of public opinion 
in US foreign policy formulation. Realists traditionally 
resist public input to the complex task of foreign aff airs. 
Conversely, liberal approaches advocate greater levels 
of public involvement in the process of foreign policy 

The pluralist model
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making (see Major debates and their impact 10.1). But, 
what infl uence does the US public actually wield on for-
eign policy formulation?

For some academics and many politicians, public 
opinion is a force to be reckoned with. Perhaps the 
clearest articulation of this claim can be found in the 
Vietnam Syndrome (otherwise referred to as casualty 
aversion). During the United States war in South-East 
Asia, aimed at preventing the defeat of the South Viet-
namese government to communist forces, the US gov-
ernment suff ered a signifi cant, albeit gradual, decline 
in public support for the war. With the eventual defeat 
of US forces, a perception emerged within some quar-
ters of the US foreign policy establishment that nega-
tive public reaction to US casualties was fundamental 
in draining the commitment of the US government to 
fi ght in Vietnam. Belief in the Vietnam Syndrome is 
so prevalent within military and political circles that 
it is regularly invoked during debates over US military 
operations, for example in Somalia in 1992–3, in Kos-
ovo in 1999, and in recent US operations in Afghanistan 
and Iraq. Unless military victory can be achieved with 
minimal loss of life, erosion of public support will ulti-
mately contribute to military defeat. According to the 
Vietnam Syndrome, public opinion acts as a constraint 
upon US power.

Whether or not the Vietnam Syndrome exists as a 
reality, as opposed to a belief, is subject to substantial 
debate. In fact, evidence exists supporting an inverse 
relationship between US casualties and public sup-
port for war. For example, in War, Presidents and 
Public Opinion, John Mueller (1973) examined opin-
ion polls and casualty counts during the Korean and 
Vietnam wars, and found that public support for these 
wars declined at fi rst rapidly, and then more slowly, 
as US casualties mounted: overall he argues that pub-
lic support declined inexorably as the death toll of 
American soldiers increased. However, whilst casual-
ties might decrease public support for war, the extent 
to which this then infl uences politics is less clear-cut. 
For example, there exists some evidence that foreign 
policy issues do have a major impact upon how the 
US public votes (e.g. Aldrich, Sullivan, and Borgida 
1989). However, even if foreign policy issues infl uence 
voting and, in turn, impact on a US president in elec-
toral terms, this does not necessarily mean that actual 

policy is then infl uenced. For example, the Republi-
can Party suff ered signifi cant losses in the 2006 con-
gressional elections, which many analysts put down to 
the Iraq War. However, the resulting impact of those 
losses on the Bush administration did not necessar-
ily infl uence its decisions regarding policy in Iraq. 
Indeed, research documenting the impact of public 
opinion on actual foreign policy decisions is relatively 
scarce (see Holsti (1992) for an overview). Part of the 
problem lies in gathering evidence from meetings 
that are held in secret. And, even when documentary 
evidence exists from such meetings, the researcher 
is still confronted with the task of inferring from 
this data what was actually going on in the minds of 
policy makers. A more complicated issue confound-
ing attempts to measure infl uence is the diffi  culty of 
disentangling one factor infl uencing policy making, 
public opinion, from the multitude of factors that may 
be relevant.

Overall, however, a perception persists that US 
public opinion does infl uence US foreign policy. Th e 
actual empirical evidence to support this perception 
is less certain. Whilst evidence points toward the 
importance of foreign aff airs vis-à-vis voting, there 
is less to support the claim that foreign policy deci-
sions are then infl uenced as a result. At most, public 
opinion is one factor amongst many shaping policy 
decisions. Perhaps of greater importance, however, is 
the tendency of the public opinion–foreign policy lit-
erature to ignore a crucial intervening variable—that 
of media. In the broadest sense, whilst public opin-
ion might be formed along isolationist/international-
ist lines, the details of particular foreign policy issues 
have to be communicated via mainstream media. In 
turn, the question of how public opinion is shaped 
regarding specifi c issues is linked to the way in which 
US media present those issues. At the same time, offi  -
cials use media both as a source of information and as 
a guide to ‘perceived public opinion’ whereby policy 
makers use the agenda and tone of media reports as a 
guide to public opinion (Entman 2000: 79). In terms 
of understanding infl uences upon US foreign policy, it 
is equally important to examine the way media reports 
on international aff airs. And it is to pluralist accounts 
of the relationship between media and foreign policy 
that we now turn.
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Media and foreign policy: 
from the Vietnam syndrome to 
the CNN effect
It was the Vietnam War, again, that elevated interest 
in the power of media to mould both public opinion 
and foreign policy. Whilst arguments surrounding 
the Vietnam Syndrome focused upon the impact of 
US casualties on public opinion, a parallel argument 

The liberal-democratic perspective

The idea that public opinion should infl uence foreign policy 

formulation has a long history. In the early twentieth cen-

tury, President Woodrow Wilson articulated the importance 

of public scrutiny of foreign affairs in his famous ‘Fourteen 

Points’. Here he called for ‘Open covenants of peace, openly 

arrived at, after which there shall be no private international 

understandings of any kind but diplomacy shall proceed 

always frankly and in the public view’. More specifi cally, a key 

component of liberal theory is the democratic peace thesis. 

This thesis maintains that liberal democracies are war-averse 

because, at least in part, the consent of the public is required. 

As people generally prefer peace to war, public opinion 

can act as a powerful constraint upon elected leaders and, 

therefore, the external behaviour of a state. In order for this 

to occur, public opinion should be able to infl uence foreign 

policy. Overall, the liberal-democratic perspective maintains 

that public opinion can contribute to sound foreign policy, 

as well as acting as a check against corrupt political elites, 

incorporating public concerns increases the range of opin-

ions and arguments available to policy makers. As a result, 

more rational and well-thought-out policies can be devised.

The realist perspective

The realist perspective that foreign policy should be immune 

from public infl uence also has a long history. Writing in ref-

erence to US public opinion during the early part of the Cold 

War era, Walter Lippman claimed that ‘[t]he Unhappy truth 

is that the prevailing public opinion has been destructively 

wrong at the critical junctures’ (Lippman 1955: 20) (see also 

Key quotes 10.3). In part, the claim underpinning the realist 

perspective is that foreign policy elites are best placed to 

decide what should be done in order to further US national 

interests and, at the same time, that the US public are largely 

ignorant and/or ill-informed about international affairs and, 

therefore, ill-equipped to think about the complexities of 

foreign policy. But the realist claim is also now underpinned 

by the neorealist position that policy makers react to events 

in the international system, such as emerging threats and 

shifts in the balance of power, and not to internal factors 

such as the desires and wishes of the US public. Overall, real-

ism argues that policy makers should remain detached from 

the pressures of public opinion, formulating foreign policy 

in response to external events in the international system, 

and not in response to internal domestic politics, including 

public opinion.

To a large extent, these two competing normative posi-

tions on the role of public opinion and media are refl ected 

throughout both policy debate and academic research. For 

example, some policy makers from a realist perspective 

have complained that public opinion and media wield too 

much power vis-à-vis foreign policy formulation, and that 

this prevents rational policy making. In the case of Vietnam, 

the apparent impact of public opinion and media suggested 

to realists that these had prevented the USA from winning 

that war. For academics, these normative positions are often 

spoken to in the research questions that they pursue. For 

example, some research into the CNN effect analyses this 

phenomenon in order to assess whether policy elites have 

‘lost control’ over the policy process. As such, this research is 

of direct relevance to policy makers, who seek to minimize 

media impact on policy.

MAJOR DEBATES AND THEIR IMPACT 10.1: Realist and liberal-democratic views on public opinion 
and foreign policy

emerged concerning the role of US media, in particu-
lar during 1968 Tet Offensive. This offensive involved 
an uprising throughout South Vietnam organized by 
communist forces. During this crisis, widespread 
fighting occurred across major cities in South Viet-
nam and in full view of US journalists. A war that 
had been presented by the US military as one that 
was being won, suddenly appeared out of control. For 
some, relentlessly adversarial and critical journalism 
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revealed the horrors of the Vietnam War, both fuel-
ling anti-war sentiment and forcing the hand of pol-
icy makers. As with public opinion and the Vietnam 
Syndrome discussed earlier, the perception was cre-
ated that media had acted as a powerful constraint, 
effectively limiting the use of US military power (see 
Key quotes 10.1). Since that time, the quantity of 
studies asserting the influence of media on foreign 
policy has steadily increased. Two developments, in 
particular, underpinned the thesis that the US media 
was beginning to wield greater power. The first con-
cerned the arrival of 24-hour news broadcasting 
epitomized by Cable News Network (CNN). As a 
news channel attempting to compete with traditional 
media, CNN promised an orientation toward inter-
national news and took advantage of developments in 
communication technology to provide dramatic real-
time reporting from around the world. Largely due 
to CNN, events such as the collapse of communism, 
symbolized by the fall of the Berlin Wall, and the 
1991 Gulf War were experienced in real time by many 
US citizens. The effect of this development, accord-
ing to some commentators (e.g. Hoge (1994)), was 
to increase the exposure of both the US public and 
foreign policy establishment as major crises around 
the world were reported instantaneously. Some spoke 
of foreign policy being driven by CNN, the so-called 
‘CNN effect’. The second development understood to 
have increased media influence was the end of the 
Cold War. During this period world events had been 
dominated by the ideological clash between commu-
nism and capitalism that had created an ideological 
bond between US journalists and policy makers. In 
short, US journalists and US policy makers viewed 
global events through the same Cold War prism of 
anti-communism and journalists were disinclined to 

question their government when under threat from 
the ‘red menace’. Released from the ideological prism 
of the Cold War, US journalists had, it was argued, 
become freer to cover the stories they wanted to and 
criticize their government. Overall, these develop-
ments in media (24-hour, real-time news) and glo-
bal politics (the ending of the Cold War) have been 
understood by some as ushering in an era of une-
qualled media power (e.g. Entman (2000)).

Further impetus was given to the CNN eff ect claim 
by an increase in interventions during humanitarian 
crises (see Key quotes 10.2). Following the 1991 Gulf 
War, when the USA led a UN-authorized war to reverse 
the invasion of Kuwait by Iraq, uprisings occurred in 
northern and southern Iraq aimed at the overthrow of 
Saddam Hussein’s regime. When these were suppressed 
by Saddam Hussein a major humanitarian crisis devel-
oped and, in northern Iraq, Iraqi Kurds became trapped 
in the mountainous region of northern Iraq attempt-
ing to escape Saddam’s forces. Following weeks of criti-
cal media coverage, the USA intervened by creating 
safe areas in northern Iraq. For many this represented 
an unprecedented instance where the USA had been 
moved by media and public pressure to intervene in 
the internal aff airs of another state in order to protect 
human rights. Further US involvement during crises in 
Somalia in 1991–2 (see Box 10.1), Bosnia in 1995, and 
Kosovo in 1999, all of which received extensive atten-
tion from the US media, seemed to confi rm the power 
of media to drive foreign policy formulation (Robin-
son 2002). Overall, the idea of the CNN eff ect dovetails 
with liberal-democrat arguments (see Major debates 
and their impact 10.1) that favour a democratic and 
open foreign policy agenda shaped by media and pub-
lic opinion. Furthermore, for some liberal advocates of 
humanitarian intervention, media are a source of power 

The Vietnam War was complicated by factors that never 

before occurred in America’s conduct of a war . . . More 

than ever before, television showed the terrible human suf-

fering and sacrifi ce of war, whatever the intention behind 

such relentless and literal reporting of the war, the result 

was a serious demoralization of the home front, raising the 

question whether America would never again be able to 

fi ght an enemy abroad with unity and strength of purpose 

at home.

(Nixon 1978) 

KEY QUOTES 10.1: Richard Nixon on media and the Vietnam War
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in terms of helping to build public support for humani-
tarian operations. At the same time, many realists who 
oppose US involvement in humanitarian operations 
perceive this infl uence as damaging to US interests. But 
how true is the CNN eff ect?

In fact, rather than confirming the impression 
of an all-powerful media, a large body of research 
into the CNN effect conducted over the last fifteen 
years has suggested the existence of a far more subtle 
range of effects, most of which indicate that claims 

The US intervention (Operation Restore Hope) during the 

crisis in Somalia 1991–2 was a seminal event both in terms 

of intervention during a humanitarian crisis and the role of 

media in US foreign policy formulation. The crisis in Somalia 

had developed due to civil war, the collapse of central gov-

ernment, and ensuing mass starvation. By 1992, the crisis 

was attracting a signifi cant degree of international attention 

and the USA started to become increasingly involved. By 

December 1992, 28,000 US troops were deployed in Somalia 

in order to support the provision of aid. As well as appar-

ently cementing a new norm of humanitarian intervention, 

the intervention was a major news event remembered per-

haps most for the graphic images of starvation and confl ict in 

Somalia and the images of US marines being greeted on the 

beeches of Mogadishu, not by hostile gunmen, but by the 

world’s press. By the end of the operation, with the worldwide 

broadcast of a dead US marine being dragged through the 

streets of Mogadishu, the intervention was indelibly etched 

on US memory. As a case study in media, public opinion, 

and US foreign policy, the intervention highlights the vari-

ous roles media and public opinion might play. In terms of 

the initial intervention, many have argued that the decision 

to intervene was caused by the CNN effect whereby graphic 

and emotive images of starving people created a cry to ‘do 

something’ from the American public, thereby compelling 

US policy makers to take action (e.g. Kennan (1993)). Others 

have claimed that the attention of US media to the suffer-

ing in Somalia helped to build a domestic constituency for 

the intervention which policy makers were then able to draw 

upon to support the intervention (Robinson 2002: 59–62). As 

such, the media and public opinion had an enabling effect 

with respect to the decision to intervene. Once the interven-

tion was under way, US media coverage helped to mobilize 

support amongst the US public for the operation by portray-

ing US actions in a positive light, emphasizing the role US 

soldiers and aid workers were playing in saving Somali lives 

(Robinson 2002: 59–62). By mid-to-late 1993, however, the 

operation had evolved beyond supporting aid delivery to 

include military action against specifi c factions within Soma-

lia. The now infamous ‘Black Hawk Down’ incident, which 

involved the deaths of 18 US soldiers and up to 1000 Somalis, 

was a pivotal moment vis-à-vis the perceived failure of the 

intervention and US withdrawal from the country. In particu-

lar, images of a dead US combatant being dragged through 

the streets of the Somali capital Mogadishu were broadcast 

on US media and generated, according to some (e.g. Kennan 

(1993)), a political imperative to withdraw from the country. 

As such, at this stage of the intervention media may have 

come to have an impediment effect on policy makers where-

by images of dead US soldiers turned public opinion against 

involvement in Somalia. Beyond the specifi cs of the interven-

tion and withdrawal, and any role public opinion and media 

played in these, the Somalia intervention and its ignominious 

end have become embedded in US foreign policy thinking as 

an example of US military failure in the context of humanitar-

ian intervention.

BOX 10.1: Case study: US intervention in Somalia, 1992–93

For the United States, however, what lies behind interven-

tion in the post-Cold War era is neither gold, nor glory, nor 

strategic calculation. It is, rather, sympathy. The televised 

pictures of starving people in northern Iraq, Somalia, and 

Bosnia created a political clamor to feed them, which pro-

pelled the US military into those three distant parts of the 

world.

(Mandelbaum 1994)

KEY QUOTES 10.2: Michael Mandelbaum on humanitarian intervention
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Procedural criticism versus 
substantive criticism
In concluding our discussion of pluralist accounts, it 
is important to note that whilst claims about the infl u-
ence of public opinion and media abound, academic 
research suggests actual infl uence wielded is more 
subtle and nuanced than is commonly assumed. As 
discussed, the infl uence of public opinion upon for-
eign policy, whilst receiving empirical support, needs 
to be moderated by the acknowledgement of the multi-
tude of factors infl uencing policy making. At the same 
time, notions of a CNN eff ect need to be moderated 
through acknowledgement that its scope is more con-
ditional and moderate than is oft en claimed to be the 
case. Whilst it would be churlish to argue that media 
and public carry no infl uence, the question of whether 
that infl uence is suffi  cient from a liberal-democratic 
perspective is debatable.

More signifi cantly, much research on media infl u-
ence suggests that it occurs most oft en at the proce-
dural level, rather than at a substantive level (Althaus 
2003). Th e term procedural describes criticism and 
infl uence that relates to debate over the implemen-
tation of foreign policy. Th e term substantive is used 
to describe criticism and infl uence that relates to the 
underlying justifi cation and rationale for particular 
foreign policies. For example, the Vietnam War was 
criticized by US media and public more oft en at a pro-
cedural level whereby the central question revolved 
around whether the USA was winning or losing the 
war. Criticism, however, rarely raised the more sub-
stantive question of the justifi cation for US involve-
ment in Vietnam. As we shall see in the next section, 

when we discuss elite/critical accounts of the public 
opinion/media/foreign policy nexus, the primary 
focus of concern is precisely this lack of substantive 
debate over US foreign policy.

Criticisms of the pluralist model
The claim that the relationship between US public 
opinion, media, and foreign policy can be described 
as pluralist is often subject to four major criticisms. 
The first relates to the tendency of pluralists to over-
estimate agency, that is the ability of individuals to 
influence and change politics, whilst underplaying 
the importance of political and economic structures 
that serve to constrain and direct individuals. For 
example, whilst US journalists are ‘independent’ 
and guaranteed the right to free speech, both the 
political system within which they operate and the 
commercial company their media are a part of are 
likely to exert an influence upon what the journalist 
thinks and writes. Second, the pluralist model can 
be criticized for overplaying both the knowledge lev-
els of the US public vis-à-vis foreign affairs as well 
as the actual responsiveness of the US government 
to public and media influence. Here, a tendency to 
measure the more plentiful procedural-level criti-
cism and influence, as opposed to the rarer substan-
tive-level criticism, leads to overestimates regarding 
the pluralist credentials of the US system. A third 
and related problem is a tendency for advocates of 
the pluralist model to focus on relatively rare events, 
such as the Watergate scandal, as evidence of public 
and media power when, in fact, these are very much 

of a media-driven foreign policy are exaggerated and 
that media effects are narrower and more conditional 
than is often claimed to be the case (Gowing 1994; 
Robinson 2002). For example, Gowing (1994) argues 
that media influence is limited to largely cosmetic 
and tactical policies such as the airlifting of a few 
injured children out of Sarajevo during the 1992–95 
war in Bosnia or the use of limited airstrikes during 
that same war. Also, Robinson (2002) and Livingston 

(1997) argue, respectively, that media influence is 
limited to situations of elite uncertainty and relatively 
low-cost and uncontroversial policies (such as help-
ing aid agencies deliver food and medical supplies). 
Rarely has research demonstrated significant media 
impact on major foreign policy matters although, as 
described in Box 10.1, which describes the case of US 
intervention in Somalia, many still believe that media 
plays a significant role in foreign policy formulation.
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exceptions to the rule. Finally, the pluralist model 
tends to ignore the financial and material resources 
that are employed by the US government in order 
to influence media and public opinion. Here, a sub-
stantial public relations apparatus serves to promote 
official viewpoints via press briefings, information 
packs, off-the-record briefings, and the careful pack-
aging (or ‘spin-doctoring’) of policy. As such, the 
flow of information between government and public 
is not a two-way street, as assumed by the plural-
ist model, but heavily weighted in favour of the US 
government.

Compared to the pluralist model, the elite model of 
the public opinion/media/foreign policy nexus works 
with diff erent assumptions. Whilst the pluralist model 
assumes that power is dispersed throughout the politi-
cal system and society, the elite model argues that 
relatively small groups within the USA wield power. 
With respect to US foreign policy, groups with power 
include the combination of foreign policy offi  cials, 
think tanks, and representatives of large business 
interests. Th ose who are not included, according to 
the elite model, are the bulk of the American public. 
Consequently, the political process, including media 
debate and public opinion formation, is the outcome 
of elite interests and agendas that dominate media and 
public debate. Specifi cally, the elite model maintains 
that the US public are not only infl uenced by what 
they see and hear in the news, but are also directed 
to think about issues in a way congenial to elite inter-
ests. Following on from this, the elite model maintains 
that media are closely located to elite groups in both 
political and fi nancial terms. Consequently media are 
a propaganda tool for elites. Finally, the elite model 
maintains that the US political system is largely 
immune from non-elite infl uence.

Having introduced the elite model, and following the 
section on the pluralist model, I will fi rst examine elite 
accounts of the relationship between public opinion 
and foreign policy, and then discuss elite accounts of 
the relationship between media and foreign policy. But 

fi rst we need to briefl y discuss the diff ering normative 
stance of realist and critical perspectives.

Realists and critical perspectives
Unlike the liberal-democratic perspective, which advo-
cates public involvement in foreign policy formulation, 
realist approaches caution against allowing public opin-
ion to infl uence foreign policy (see Major debates and 
their impact 10.1). Beyond the realist perspective, criti-
cal accounts share a similar empirical position to that of 
the realist; i.e. that elites control the foreign policy proc-
ess and are immune from public infl uence. Th e criti-
cal perspective, however, does not share the normative 
assumption of the realist perspective that this state of 
aff airs is right. Rather, critical accounts develop a moral 
critique of elite domination of US foreign policy (see 
Controversies 10.1). To recap, both realist and critical 
perspectives maintain that foreign policy is conducted 
by elites, largely free from the pressures of public opin-
ion. Where the two perspectives diff er is on whether 
this is right, as argued by realists, or wrong, as is claimed 
by critical approaches.

Public opinion and foreign policy
It was largely early research that laid the ground for 
realist hostility toward the US public. Gabriel Almond’s 
(1950) Th e American People and Foreign Policy argued 
that only a small proportion of the US public, which 

 ❑ The liberal-democratic perspective maintains that pub-

lic opinion and media should infl uence foreign policy.

 ❑ The pluralist model argues the public are capable of 

both rationally assessing foreign policy and infl uencing 

foreign policy.

 ❑ The pluralist model argues media have a signifi cant 

impact upon foreign policy formulation.

 ❑ Media criticism of, and infl uence upon, foreign policy 

can be categorized according to procedural and sub-

stantive categories.

KEY POINTS

The elite model
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he labelled as an ‘attentive public’, possessed knowl-
edge suffi  cient to hold a valid position on foreign pol-
icy issues. Th e broader mass public held non-attitudes 
whereby individuals responded irrationally to foreign 
aff airs issues and held unstable, rapidly changing opin-
ions. Associated with Almond’s position was a signifi -
cant stream of research maintaining public opinion had 
little impact on foreign policy. Together, the idea that 
public opinion was both irrational and possessing of lit-
tle infl uence became known as the ‘Almond– Lippman 
Consensus’ (see Key quotes 10.3). For example, Ber-
nard Cohen’s (1973) Th e Public’s Impact on Foreign 
Policy asserted that foreign policy offi  cials discounted 
public opinion and maintained that public opinion 
should rather be shaped by government. Whilst plural-
ist challenges have emerged (as discussed in the previ-
ous section), plenty of examples abound to support the 
Almond–Lippman Consensus. For example, in rela-
tion to knowledge levels of the US public and the 2003 
Iraq War, some opinion polls showed that a signifi cant 
number of the US public believed the Iraqi President 
Saddam Hussein was involved with Osama bin Laden in 
conspiring to attack the USA.1 An example that policy 
elites regard the US public as something to be led is that 
of President Bush’s speech writer Michael Gerson, who 
asserted that the 9/11 attacks provided the Bush admin-
istration with a ‘plastic, teachable moment’ (Woodward 
2004: 84) whereby the US public could be persuaded to 
support Bush’s war on terror and other foreign policy 
initiatives.

Whilst the realist perspective highlights the inad-
equacy of public knowledge and understanding, criti-
cal accounts point towards the ways in which public 
knowledge and understanding are shaped by main-
stream media. Contrasting with pluralist accounts, 

critical accounts argue that the extent to which the US 
public are able to consume news and form independent 
opinions is more limited than suggested by the pluralist 
model. Here, the concepts of agenda setting (McCombs 
and Shaw 1972), priming (Iyengar and Kinder 1987), 
and framing (Entman 1991) clarify the ways in which 
public opinion can be shaped. In his seminal study Th e 
Press and Foreign Policy, Bernard Cohen (1973) argued, 
‘[t]he press may not be successful much of the time in 
telling people what to think, but it is stunningly suc-
cessful in telling its readers what to think about’; that 
is to say, media are able to set the agenda by getting 
the public to think about certain issues and not others. 
Priming refers to the ability of media to direct publics to 
the issues upon which they should judge their leaders, 
whilst framing refers to the ways in which the presen-
tation of news information helps to shape how people 
think about specifi c issues. For example, analysing the 
1991 Gulf War, Iyengar and Simon (1994) demonstrate 
that media focus on the Gulf crisis led to the public 
defi ning the crisis as the most important political issue 
at the time. Media had set the agenda and directed the 
public as to what was the most important issue to think 
about. Th eir analysis also demonstrated that the US 
public were, accordingly, primed to judge US President 
George Bush Sr. on how well he handled the war. Final-
ly, Iyengar and Simon argue that media coverage of the 
war was framed in terms of event-driven news (episodic 
news) that focused upon military matters, such as mili-
tary technology and the progress of the war, and tended 
to downplay thematic news dealing with diplomatic 
issues and issues related to the rationale and justifi ca-
tion for war. According to their analysis this framing of 
news increased viewers’ support for military action, as 
opposed to alternative diplomatic solutions.

The people have impressed a critical veto upon the judge-

ments of informed and responsible offi cials. They have 

compelled the government, which usually knew what would 

have been wiser, or was necessary, or what was more expedi-

ent, to be too late with too little, or too long with too much, 

too pacifi st in peace and too bellicose in war, too neutralist 

or appeasing in negotiations or too intransigent . . . It has 

shown itself to be a master of indecision when the stakes are 

life and death.

(Lippman 1955)

KEY QUOTES 10.3: Walter Lippman on public opinion
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Th us far, it is clear that elite accounts (both realist and 
critical) perceive the US public as either ill-informed, a 
‘bewildered herd’ as the famous political commentator 
Walter Lippman (1922) once asserted, or as dependent 
upon media in terms of their opinion formation. But 
what role do the US media play in creating this state of 
aff airs? With this in mind, it is to elite accounts of media 
we now turn.

Media and foreign policy
At the core of elite accounts of mainstream US media 
lies the claim that the media agenda, and the framing 
of issues, is usually highly compatible with the agenda 
and perspective of US political elites. A signifi cant 
and powerful early critique of US media was devel-
oped by Daniel Hallin (1986) in his analysis of US 
media coverage of the Vietnam War, Th e Uncensored 
War. Directly challenging claims (noted earlier) that 
US media adopted an adversarial stance toward the 
war, Hallin’s analysis found that coverage was actually 
very supportive of the war right up until 1968. At this 
point, however, communist forces launched the Tet 
Off ensive, and fi ghting that had, hitherto, been con-
fi ned to rural parts of the country spilled over onto 
the streets of major cities, including the capital Saigon. 
Whilst this event produced some of the most graphic 
and infamous images of the war, and did precipitate 
an increase in media criticism, Hallin fi nds that this 
only occurred aft er the US political establishment had 
become divided over whether or not the war in Viet-
nam could be won at a cost that was bearable for the 
United States. Importantly, according to Hallin, the 
media rarely reported in positive terms the views of 
the US anti-war movement, which maintained that 
the war was immoral and unjustifi ed. As such, the US 
media, throughout the war in Vietnam, merely fol-
lowed the contours of elite opinion as journalists relied 
upon privileged, Washington-based news sources. 
Consequently, when the US establishment was in 
agreement on policy, media operated within a sphere 
of consensus and coverage was supportive of the war. 
When the US establishment became divided over the 
war, the US media refl ected this debate by reporting 
within the sphere of legitimate controversy. However, 
the US media rarely reported upon those with views 
outside the boundary of legitimate controversy (such as 

the anti-war movement) which, according to Hallin, 
lay within a sphere of deviance. As such, media criti-
cism of the Vietnam War remained at a procedural and 
tactical level, refl ecting debate over whether current 
policy was winning the war, and did not extend to sub-
stantive questioning of the legitimacy of US involve-
ment in Vietnam.

Further conceptual clarifi cation of the elite model 
came with Bennett’s infl uential indexing hypothesis. 
According to Bennett (see Key quotes 10.4), media def-
erence to US elites can be explained through the pro-
pensity of journalists to index news coverage to public 
offi  cials in Washington. In part this is because journal-
ists see it as their democratic responsibility to consult 
publicly elected offi  cials when reporting the news. But 
it is also a function of the tremendous quantity of infor-
mation (press briefi ngs, public statements, etc.) that is 
produced by US centres of government which helps to 
feed media demands for a constant fl ow of news sto-
ries. Perhaps most signifi cantly, Bennett notes that the 
indexing norm helps to keep ‘news compatible with the 
shift ing political and economic interests of the state’ 
(Bennett 1990: 109).

Overall, the net result of the close proximity 
between US mainstream media and the foreign policy 
establishment is, according to elite perspectives, that 
the US public is rarely presented with news informa-
tion that does anything other than ‘manufacture con-
sent’ (Lippman 1922; Herman and Chomsky 1988), 
via processes such as agenda setting and framing, for 

Sphere of Consensus

Sphere of
Legitimate Controversy

Sphere of Deviance

Fig. 10.1 Spheres of consensus, controversy, and deviance. 
Source: By permission of Oxford University Press Inc. Original-
ly published in Daniel C. Hallin (1986), The Uncensored War: 
The Media and Vietnam (New York: Oxford University Press), 
117.



Chapter 10 Media and US foreign policy 171

In this ironic twist on the democratic ideal, modern public 

opinion can be thought of as an ‘index’ constructed from 

the distribution of dominant institutional voices as record-

ed in the mass media. By adopting such an opinion index, 

the media have helped create a political world that is, cul-

turally speaking, upside down. It is a world in which gov-

ernments are able to defi ne their own publics and where 

‘democracy’ becomes whatever the government ends up 

doing.

(Bennett 1990)

KEY QUOTES 10.4: Lance Bennett and indexing

In Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass 

Media, Herman and Chomsky set out their propaganda model, 

which describes how mainstream US media function as a tool 

to mobilize public support for elite policy preferences (see 

Key quotes 10.5). According to this model, fi ve fi lters func-

tion to shape news media output. First, the ‘size, ownership 

and profi t orientation of mass media’ and their shared ‘com-

mon interests . . . with other major corporations, banks, and 

government’ create a clash of interest between the media’s 

supposed role as a watchdog of the elite and the interests of 

that elite (Herman and Chomsky 1988: 3, 14). Consequently, 

news stories that run contrary to those vested interests are 

less likely to surface than those consistent with the world view 

of major corporate conglomerates. Second, media reliance 

on advertising revenue introduces a further constraining link 

between the news media and the interests of commerce. This 

reliance shapes media output in order to appeal to affl uent 

audiences, in whom the advertisers are most interested. It 

also limits the amount of critical and controversial program-

ming because advertisers generally want ‘to avoid programs 

with serious complexities and disturbing controversies that 

interfere with the “buying mood” ’ (Herman and Chomsky 

1988: 17). Third, journalists rely heavily on offi cial sources 

when constructing the news. The need to supply a steady and 

rapid fl ow of ‘important’ news stories combined with the vast 

public relations apparatus of government and powerful inter-

ests more broadly means that journalists tend to become 

heavily reliant on public offi cials and corporate representa-

tives when defi ning and framing the news agenda. Fourth, 

whenever controversial material is actually aired it generates 

a disproportionate degree of ‘fl ak’ from individuals connect-

ed with powerful interests, including ‘corporate community 

sponsored . . . institutions’ (Herman and Chomsky 1988: 27) 

such as the Center for Media and Public Affairs, Accuracy in 

Media (AIM) and government ‘spin doctors’. Such criticism 

serves to caution editors and journalists against putting out 

news stories that are ‘too’ controversial. Finally, Herman and 

Chomsky highlight the importance of an ideology of ‘anti-

communism as a control mechanism’ that provided journal-

ists, at least during the Cold War, with a ready-made template 

with which to ‘understand’ global events, and provided the 

political elite with a powerful rhetorical tool with which to 

criticize as unpatriotic anyone who questioned US foreign 

policy (Herman and Chomsky 1988: 29). At the core of the 

critique developed by Herman and Chomsky (1988) is the 

claim that mainstream US media perpetuate an image of the 

United States as inherently benign, peaceful, and committed 

to high moral standards when, in fact, its foreign policies are 

riddled with self-interested economic and political objec-

tives that often lead the USA to support violent and illiberal 

policies. As such, US media are not free and autonomous but, 

rather, mobilize—through deception—US citizens in support 

of the actions of their government. For instance, in support of 

their case, Herman and Chomsky (1988) document how US 

media functioned to promote anti-communism by highlight-

ing human rights abuses committed by communist states and 

downplaying similar abuses committed by allies of the United 

States during the ‘struggle against communism’. Overall, Her-

man and Chomsky present a profound and forcefully argued 

thesis that raises fundamental questions about the democrat-

ic credentials of US society and politics.

For discussions sympathetic to the propaganda model see 

Herring and Robinson (2003). For critical discussion of the 

propaganda model see Lang and Lang (2004).

CONTROVERSIES 10.1: Herman and Chomsky’s (1988) propaganda model
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policy-making preferences that are decided in Wash-
ington. Even when the news appears to be critical 
and adversarial, it is kept within the bounds of elite-
legitimized controversy. As Bennett describes: ‘the 
media have helped create a world that is, culturally 
speaking, upside down. It is a world in which govern-
ments are able to define their own public and where 
“democracy” becomes whatever the government ends 
up doing’ (Bennett 1990: 125). Of course, for realists, 
this state of affairs is to be welcomed as it ensures that 

foreign policy remains debated and decided by those 
who have the skills to do so. From this perspective, a 
compliant and therefore supportive public and media 
become a source of power for US foreign policy, with 
media helping to mobilize the US public in support 
of US foreign policy objectives. From the critical per-
spective, this state of affairs is to be challenged as an 
affront to the democratic principles of the United 
States and its claimed commitment to human rights 
and justice (see Controversies 10.1).

Criticisms of the elite model
Th e empirical claims put forward by advocates of the 
elite model are subjected to fi ve main criticisms. First, 
that they overemphasize the idea that political and 
economic structures limit the autonomy and agency 
of both journalists and the US public. Here, the argu-
ment is advanced that journalists and citizens actually 
have a good deal of independence from political and 
economic power, and are capable of forming opinions 
that are distinct from the viewpoints of elite groups. 
Associated with this is a second criticism, based upon 
audience reception studies, that individuals have been 
shown to be capable of resisting dominant messages 
and frames promoted by political elites. For example, 
whilst US elites, and indeed media, promoted the value 
of the Vietnam War, some claim that signifi cant sec-
tions of the US public rejected the legitimacy of the 
action throughout the war. Th ird, elite accounts are 
criticized for exaggerating both the level of agree-
ment and the consistency of shared interests that 

exists between elite groups in society. Here, the idea is 
advanced that, in reality, there are divergent interests 
between, for example, US government and big busi-
ness, which means that elite groups as a whole are far 
weaker than implied by the elite model, oft en ‘fi ghting’ 
amongst themselves and rarely succeeding in promot-
ing a unifi ed dominant message to media and public. 
Fourth, the elite model is also sometimes criticized for 
treating ‘the media’ as a unifi ed and monolithic entity, 
eff ectively acting as a well-honed propaganda wing 
of the US state when, in fact, there is a good deal of 
diversity across diff erent US media outlets. Finally, the 
elite model is sometimes criticized for failing to pay 
attention to circumstances where elite infl uence might 
be disrupted and spaces opened up for a more criti-
cal and independent media. For example Regina Law-
rence (2000) argues that unexpected and newsworthy 
events that occur beyond the control of government 
can lead to opportunities for previously marginalized, 
non-elite, groups to infl uenced media reporting (see 
Box 10.2).

The mass media serve as a system for communicating mes-

sages and symbols to the general populace. It is their function 

to amuse, entertain, and inform, and to inculcate individu-

als with the values, beliefs, and codes of behaviour that will 

integrate them into the institutional structures of the larger 

society. In a world of concentrated wealth and major con-

fl icts of class interest, to fulfi l this role requires systematic 

propaganda.

(Herman and Chomsky 1988)

KEY QUOTES 10.5: Edward Herman and Noam Chomsky on manufacturing consent
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Whilst elite and pluralist perspectives continue to infl uence 

academic debate, recent research has attempted to develop 

models that capture both these theoretical perspectives 

and, therefore, provide a more nuanced and differentiated 

understanding of media–state relations. For example, many 

academics now argue that both elite dissensus (Hallin 1986) 

(when there exists disagreement within the political and 

foreign policy establishment) and unexpected events (Law-

rence 2000) that occur beyond the control of governments 

can considerably open up the boundaries of media criticism 

and infl uence. So, for example, during the build-up to and the 

invasion of Iraq in 2003, debate occurred amongst politicians 

and within the foreign policy community in the UK over the 

justifi cation for the war. As a consequence, media coverage 

was more critical and perhaps infl uential in terms of shap-

ing public and elite perceptions of the war (see, for exam-

ple, Robinson et al. (2010)). At the same time, unexpected or 

uncontrolled events (such as the abuse of Iraqis by coalition 

forces) that spread through the world’s media meant that the 

UK and US governments were subjected to varying levels of 

criticism and dissent from their respective domestic medias. 

Other recent accounts that attempt to bridge the elite/plu-

ralist divide include Wolfsfeld’s (1997) political contest model 

and Robinson’s (2002) policy-media interaction model. These 

models emphasize variables such as levels of policy certainty 

(Robinson 2002) and control over the political environment 

(Wolfsfeld 1997). For example, when a government is uncer-

tain over policy, media and public opinion can exert greater 

infl uence on policy formulation. Alternatively, when policy is 

set in place, the potential for media infl uence wanes. Wolfs-

feld argues that sometimes a government can lose control 

of the political environment, which in turn leads to a more 

critical media and space for non-elite challenges. He dem-

onstrates how the Israeli government lost control over the 

political environment during the 1987 Palestinian uprising, 

the intifada; as a consequence media mobilized support for 

the Palestinians and criticized Israeli policy (see Key quotes 

10.6). And fi nally, Baum and Groeling present a novel theoret-

ical work in their work War Stories (2010) in which the elites 

are understood to dominate the media and public environ-

ment during the early stages of a war, but that overtime elite 

discord and the reality on the ground (casualties and costs of 

war) endow media and publics with greater autonomy from, 

and power over, a US government and its war policy. In short, 

the applicability of the elite and pluralist models varies across 

time and circumstance.

BOX 10.2:  Beyond the elite/pluralist dichotomy: new approaches to theorizing the public opinion/media/
foreign policy nexus

The competition between authorities and challengers over 

the news media is as fascinating and unpredictable as politics 

itself. In some ways the central arena resembles the modern 

sports facility that can be converted into several structures, 

each designed for a different type of event. Sometimes the 

arena is used for lavish spectacles in which offi cials show off 

their most colourful costumes and weapons. At other times it is 

a place for fi erce contests in which challengers and authorities 

square off in brutal combat. And at yet other times it becomes 

a theatre-in-the-round putting on tragic morality plays about 

the plight of the oppressed and the need for social change.

(Wolfsfeld 1997)

KEY QUOTES 10.6: Gadi Wolfsfeld and political contest

 ❑ The realist perspective argues that media and public opin-

ion should not infl uence foreign policy.

 ❑ Critical accounts argue that the failure of media and public 

opinion to infl uence foreign policy is wrong.

 ❑ The elite model argues that the public are ignorant of 

international affairs and have little infl uence.

 ❑ The elite model argues that media mobilize support for 

government policies.

KEY POINTS
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Th us far, the focus of this chapter has been the relation-
ship between foreign policy, media, and public opinion 
with respect to the United States and domestic politics. 
An important area of research, however, has analysed the 
ways in which the US government attempts to project 
power and infl uence by both infl uencing non-US pub-
lic opinion, or world opinion, and shaping the news 
agendas of non-US media. At the heart of these policies 
lies the concept of soft  power (Nye 1990), a term that 
refers to non-coercive (and non-military) approaches 
to projecting US power and infl uence in the world. At 
this point in time, with the continuing global war on ter-
ror and the desire to ‘win hearts and minds’, particularly 
amongst non-Western and Muslim audiences, the role 
of public and media diplomacy is perhaps more cen-
tral than ever to US foreign policy. Indeed, the current 
Obama administration has set out to work hard at bet-
ter communicating US viewpoints to global audiences, 
both to improve support for US supply and to rectify 
some of the perceived defi cits arising from controver-
sies surrounding the Bush administration, including the 
war in Iraq, Guantanamo Bay, and Abu Ghraib.

Public diplomacy has a long history. For example, 
Voice of America fi rst started radio broadcasts in 1942 
aimed at promoting democracy and, in time, came to be 
broadcast in forty-fi ve languages with over 100 million 
listeners worldwide (Gilboa 1998: 58). Again, in 1953, 
the United States Information Agency was created in 
order to ‘coordinate the combat against the spread of 
communist ideas’ (Taylor 2006: 5). Overall the aim of 
public diplomacy has been to attempt to infl uence the 
citizens of foreign nations in ways conducive to US 
interests so that they can in turn infl uence their respec-
tive governments accordingly. As Gilboa (1998: 58–67) 
describes, public diplomacy (conducted through both 

media and other fi elds, including cultural and educa-
tional initiatives) has been aimed at long-term infl uence 
of target audiences around the world, functioning very 
much at an ideological level by both promoting US val-
ues (such as democracy, human rights, and capitalism) 
and attempting to persuade peoples of the world that 
the USA is the leading example of such values. Media 
diplomacy, conversely, has been more narrowly focused 
upon both promoting US interests vis-à-vis specifi c 
issues, such as peace initiatives, and attempting to pro-
mote a US agenda throughout the world’s media. More 
recently, the intensity and resources committed to these 
aspects of US diplomacy have increasingly adopted the 
style and approach of the marketing industry, whereby 
policies are packaged and sold as if they were com-
mercial products. For example, following the toppling 
of Saddam Hussein’s regime in 2003, President George 
Bush alighted upon a US aircraft  carrier against a ban-
ner that read ‘Mission Accomplished’: it is likely that the 
event was carefully craft ed so as to produce images that 
off ered a symbol of success to the America public and 
send a powerful signal vis-à-vis US military prowess to 
the governments and peoples of the world.

Th e belief amongst many is that the development of 
political marketing (or spin as it is commonly described) 
techniques is a central tool in promoting US interests in 
today’s world of global media. Moreover, the prevalent 
belief by those involved with public and media diplo-
macy is that, so long as the message is correctly pack-
aged and communicated, the USA can indeed project 
power through winning the hearts and minds of world 
opinion. Th e extent to which this is true, given the rise 
of non-US-based global media such as the Arab-based 
Al-Jazeera and the nature of the current war on terror, 
is a question to which we now turn.

Public and media diplomacy

 ❑ Soft power refers to the power to infl uence international 

affairs via persuasion.

 ❑ The US government devotes considerable resources to the 

projection of soft power.

 ❑ Soft power is projected through the promotion of US cul-

ture and values, in part, to non-US publics and the global 

media.

KEY POINTS
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Pluralist and elite models of the public opinion/
media/foreign policy nexus, and attendant liberal, 
realist, and critical debates, continue to dominate 
academic discussion. However, recent debate has 
increasingly revolved around new developments in 
communication technology and both their potential 
and actual impact upon these existing theoretical 
frameworks and debates. In this closing section, I set 
out the key features of this debate, which are, princi-
pally: (1) the extent to which developments in com-
munication technology have empowered US public 
opinion and media, and (2) the impact of these tech-
nological developments on global US power and 
influence, in particular in the context of the current 
war on terror.

The rise of the internet 
and global media
On the one hand, the proliferation of new communica-
tion technology, such as portable satellite broadcasting 
equipment and the emergence of digital cameras con-
tained within mobile phones, appears to create a degree 
of transparency of events around the world that is 
unprecedented. Potentially, any event can be captured 
on ‘camera’ and that information then passed around 
the world instantaneously via the internet or global 
media. In addition, the rise of global media, such as 
CNN and now the Arab-based network Al-Jazeera as 
well as the internet, means that such images (and their 
story) can be communicated both to US citizens and 
to the peoples of the world. Received wisdom claims 
that such developments have a radically pluralizing 
eff ect by bringing information and news to people 
quicker and, in turn, creating greater diffi  culty for the 
US government in infl uencing (or manipulating) news 
agendas. Th e recent and ongoing controversy over the 
Wikileaks website, which has disseminated online large 
quantities of secret US government documents regard-
ing the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, as well diplomat-
ic cables, epitomizes the apparently limited capacity 
the US government has to control information fl ows 
in the internet era.

Th ese developments off er, at fi rst glance, evidence 
to suggest that the pluralist model has greater validity 
today. Th at is to say, developments in communication 
technology have indeed increased the independence, 
and therefore power, of the US media and public. Fol-
lowing on from this, the elite model is less valid and 
cogent, as the US government has found it harder to 
direct news agendas and to mould US public opinion. 
For realists, who advocate elite control of foreign aff airs, 
this is a worrying and perhaps catastrophic development 
which means that the ability of the USA to protect and 
promote its interests is being undermined by increased 
media and public criticism of US foreign policy. From 
the liberal-democratic perspective, these develop-
ments could be seen as potentially positive in terms of 
strengthening the quality and quantity of both public 
and media input into the foreign policy-making proc-
ess. And yet, even liberal US scholars oft en appear to 
believe that perhaps too much power and infl uence has 
been handed over to the US media and public (see Key 
quotes 10.7). Overall, if the thesis that developments in 
communication technology have indeed transformed 
the US public sphere is correct, then a question can be 
raised as to the ability of US foreign policy elites to both 
communicate important issues to the US public and 
maintain support for US foreign policy (the realist posi-
tion). As we shall see next, current evidence suggests 
that claims of a transformation in the US public sphere 
are exaggerated, and that it is important to diff erentiate 
between domestic US audiences and global audiences.

In fact, the argument that US public/media/foreign 
policy relations have been signifi cantly pluralized 
is very much open to challenge (Domke 2004; Ben-
nett, Lawrence, and Livingston 2006; Livingston and 
Bennett 2003). Since 9/11, and the emergence of the 
war on terror as the primary framework within which 
US foreign policy is formulated, US media and pub-
lic opinion have been remarkably supportive of the 
US executive. For example, during the run-up to the 
2003 invasion of Iraq, the US government was appar-
ently successful at persuading most of the US media 
and public of the relationship between Saddam Hus-
sein’s regime and al-Qaeda (even though the majority 

Conclusion: new technology and US power
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The free fl ow of broadcast information in open societies has 

always had an impact on public opinion and the formulation 

of foreign policy. But now the fl ow has increased in volume 

and shortened news cycles . . . The so-called CNN effect makes 

it hard to keep items that might otherwise warrant a lower 

priority off the public agenda. Now, with the added interac-

tivity of groups on the Internet, it will be harder than ever to 

maintain a consistent agenda.

(Nye 1999)

KEY QUOTES 10.7: Joseph Nye on the impact of new communication technology

of expert opinion challenged such a link). Again, in 
what could be seen as a public relations disaster for 
the Bush administration, the dreadful images of Iraqi 
prisoners detained by the US military at Abu Ghraib 
in Iraq were, according to recent research (Bennett, 
Lawrence, and Livingston 2006), in fact reported in 
a manner conducive to the offi  cial White House line. 
Th is was done by the US media echoing the White 
House line that the events represented abuses by a few 
soldiers rather than the result of a policy of torture. 
Finally, whilst public opposition to, and media criti-
cism of, the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan has escalated 
as the number of US casualties has increased, the jury 
is still out as to the extent to which this has refl ected 
the increasing elite dissensus over the course of the 
war that has emerged across both the Republican and 
Democrat divide. Overall, the question of whether tra-
ditional patterns of media–public opinion–state rela-
tions really have been dramatically transformed, and 
in doing so reduced the ability of US elites to coor-
dinate US foreign policy in the war on terror, is very 
much open to contestation.

Less contentious, however, is the impact of tech-
nological developments in terms of global media and 
public opinion. Here, the USA has arguably suff ered 
a public relations or propaganda disaster certainly in 
terms of winning ‘hearts and minds’ in the war on ter-
ror. In part this is due to the ‘problems’ surrounding the 
invasion of Iraq in 2003 and the diplomatic crises that 
have emerged as the Bush administration attempted, 
unsuccessfully, to persuade governments and global 
public opinion of the legitimacy of their actions. Th e 
material fact that the aft ermath of the toppling of Sadd-
am Hussein has not led to a peaceful, democratic, and 
fl ourishing Iraq has increased hostility and resentment 

toward the USA.2 As noted above, the current Obama 
administration is working hard to improve the image 
of the US around the world. At the same time, US pub-
lic diplomacy and media diplomacy are signifi cantly 
challenged by the rise of new global media such as 
Al-Jazeera, which eff ectively limit the degree to which 
the USA can infl uence broader global opinions. Put 
quite simply, non-Western audiences will access news 
sources that are largely independent of the infl uence of 
Western governments. Moreover, the internet further 
compromises infl uence over global communication 
fl ows and, for example again, the infamous images from 
Abu Ghraib fl ow freely through the internet and world 
media who, unlike the US media, will oft en use such 
images without qualifi cation with the White House line.

Overall, transformations in the global information 
environment of today mean that there is a signifi cant 
shift  in the balance of soft  power, which poses a direct 
challenge to the ability of the USA to project power 
internationally. Perhaps of greater importance is the 
fact that, as I have discussed, at the domestic level 
media and public debate tends to remain limited to a 
procedural level, rarely questions the fundamentals of 
US foreign policy, and signifi cant capability lies with 
US foreign policy elites in terms of leading public and 
media debate. And yet opinion outside the US domes-
tic public sphere (i.e. global public opinion within the 
global public sphere) is increasingly disillusioned, in 
particular with America’s war on terror. Whether or 
not these two increasingly isolated public spheres can 
be bridged, especially in a time when US public and 
media diplomacy are compromised by the emerging 
forms of media, and mainstream US media is reluc-
tant to facilitate debate beyond the procedural level, 
remains to be seen.
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Questions

 1. What infl uence, if any, does the US public have on foreign policy formulation?

 2. In what ways, and to what extent, can media infl uence public opinion?

 3. Assess the relative cogency of elite and pluralist models of media–state relations.

 4. To what extent do you agree with the realist perspective on media and public opinion?

 5. To what extent do you agree with the liberal-democratic perspective on media and public opinion?

 6.  Critical accounts argue that US mainstream media and public opinion are manipulated by elite interests. To 

what extent do you agree?

 7. What impact has new technology had on the public opinion/media/foreign policy nexus in the USA?

 8. To what extent should public opinion and media shape US foreign policy?
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Introduction

Conventional (e.g. realist) explanations of foreign pol-
icy invoke national (i.e. state) interests as the primary 
factor driving US foreign policy. In contrast, this chap-
ter examines the central role of identity in constructing 
US foreign policy. It adopts a critical social construc-
tivist approach and argues that particular conceptions 
of US identity constitute US interests, thus providing 
the foundations for US foreign policy. Aft er introduc-
ing central analytical concepts, the chapter examines 
US presidents’ articulations of US state identity and US 
foreign policy over the last 60 years.

On 20 September 2001, in discussing the attacks 
on New York and the Pentagon, US President George 

W. Bush (2001c) raised the question of US identity—
of who or what ‘the US’ is—asking ‘Why do they hate 
us?’1 Couched in terms of ‘us’ (‘Americans’) and ‘them’ 
 (‘terrorists’), this question places identity at the centre of 
US foreign policy. Bush’s answer is also about US identity: 
‘[t]hey hate what they see right here in this chamber—a 
democratically elected government…. Th ey hate … our 
freedom of religion, our freedom of speech, our free-
dom to vote and assemble and disagree with each other.’ 
‘Th ey’—‘terrorists’, ‘murderers’, ‘enemies of freedom’—
hate ‘us’ for who ‘we’ are. Bush’s narrative highlights the 
importance of identity to US foreign policy. To illustrate 
what we mean by identity, we begin with three exercises.
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Exercise 1: If you had to describe yourself, what would 
you say? Would you mention your gender, religion, 
ethnicity, social class, fashion sense, favourite food, 
or fi lm genre? Would your answers be the same if you 
were talking to a prospective employer, an elderly 
neighbour, a blind date? If not, how might they dif-
fer? How might your answers change over the course 
of your life?

Exercise 2: Th ink about the country in which you live. 
How would you describe its ‘national’ identity? 
Which features do you think are characteristic, or 
important? What words, concepts, images, and 
sounds do you associate with it?

Our identities constitute our sense of selves: who we 
are, how we think and act. Th is is true of individual and 
collective identities. We feel a sense of belonging with 
fans of ‘our’ football team or with others who enjoy 
the same music. We join churches or political parties. 
Oft en we feel that we share a ‘history in common’ with 
people of the same nationality, and people oft en gener-

alize about ‘national character’, of both their own and 
others’ states. Benedict Anderson (1991) has referred 
to nations as ‘imagined communities’. Nationalists 
oft en claim that nations (should and do) share a cer-
tain degree of homogeneity (sameness).

Exercise 3: Th ink about ‘the other’, someone seeming-
ly very unlike yourself or people in your country. 
What do they look like? What are they like? (Th ink 
about your answers to previous exercises.) Where 
does this image of ‘the other’ come from? From 
meeting such people? School? Talking with family 
and friends? News media, fi lms, the internet?

As we discuss below, the self is never constituted solely 
in relation to itself. Rather, it is always constituted in rela-
tion to others. Self and other are relational terms. Some-
times these relations are oppositional, like ‘democratic’ 
versus ‘totalitarian’ or ‘freedom loving’ versus ‘terrorist’; 
sometimes they are complementary, like ‘us’ and ‘our 
allies’ or ‘our friends’. In all cases, these relations under-
pin individual, state, and other collective identities.

Th e concept of interest—preferences held by individ-
ual or collective actors—has been central to explana-
tions of state action in general and of US foreign policy 
in particular because ‘interest’ is thought to capture the 
motives that drive states to act. Accounts citing inter-
ests as an explanatory factor in foreign policy analysis 
vary widely.2 We briefl y examine the most prominent 
one as a counterpoint to our focus on identity.

States’ interests—incorrectly labelled ‘national 
interests’3—are central to a theoretical approach 
called political realism. Realism prides itself on 
addressing hard truths of power and (in)security in 
world politics. In realist accounts, international pol-
itics diff er from domestic politics primarily in their 
anarchic character. Anarchy—the absence of supra-
state authority—places states in a security dilemma 
(Herz 1951): an inevitable, perpetual, and potentially 
deadly competition for survival. Th e most fundamen-
tal interest of any state is thus always to protect its 
sovereignty—independence and decision-making 
authority—and its territoriality—physical control 

over its territory—against encroachments from other 
states.

On this view, a state rationally and objectively as-
sesses the threats it faces. Because power supplies the 
means for states to protect sovereignty and territoriality 
in a world in which other states are actual or potential 
threats, decision makers and analysts must realistically 
assess power relations in order to determine their inter-
ests. Every state, in short, must pursue its national in-
terest ‘defi ned in terms of power’ (Morgenthau 1993: 
5). Th rough the need for sovereignty and territoriality, 
‘interest’ connects the nature of world politics—anarchy 
and the ubiquitous search for power and security—with 
states’ policies and actions.

Th e concept of a rational actor is a key assumption 
of interest-based explanations. A rational actor can be 
a state, an organization, or an individual, which ranks 
its interests and preferences in order of priority and 
calculates costs and benefi ts in order to maximize its 
outcomes for the least eff ort. Th e central problem with 
interest-based explanations is that they treat interests 

Interests and US foreign policy
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as exogenous—as pre-determined, given, and external 
to the explanation being off ered. In realism, the basic 
interest in preserving sovereignty and territoriality is 
determined by the anarchic nature of the international 
sphere. Interests are assumed to be obvious—they fol-
low from external, objectively identifi able threats and 
are thus directly accessible to policy makers and ana-
lysts alike, who behave as rational actors when assess-
ing these threats and deciding on appropriate courses 
of action.

Th e diffi  culty with this assumption is that objects 
and events do not present themselves transparently to 
observers, however ‘realistic’ they may be. Rather than 
being self-evident, threats, states’ interests, and possibil-
ities for action are fundamentally matters of interpreta-
tion. For example, it is not the physical fact that nuclear 
weapons can pulverize whole cities that makes them 

threats to US security. US and British nuclear weapons 
are not seen as threats. Only when such weapons are 
interpreted as dangerous—e.g. because they are wield-
ed by ‘communists’ or ‘rogue states’—do they become 
threats, and only then does it become in the US ‘interest’ 
to prevent their development or seek their removal.

 ❑ Realists assume that states are the central actors in 

world politics and that states’ interests are determined 

by the objective threats states face.

 ❑ Interest-based explanations assume rational actors 

with predetermined interests.

 ❑ Threats and problems facing states are products of inter-

pretations. Interests are also products of interpretation.

KEY POINTS

Critical social constructivism

Rather than taking interests as exogenously given, crit-
ical social constructivism understands interests as con-
stituted in relation to identity. Critical constructivism 
foregrounds the role of identity in the construction of 
state interests and thus of state action. Th is approach 
has three central analytical commitments: (1) reality 
is socially constructed, (2) constructions entail natu-
ralized power relations, and (3) naturalized power re-
lations can and should be denaturalized (Weldes et al. 
1999: 13–21). We discuss these commitments as the 
theoretical framework for introducing discourse and 
the role of processes of articulation and representation 
in constituting identity. We then discuss the concep-
tualization of identity in more detail, briefl y consider 
possible data sources for investigating state identity, 
and highlight the importance of insecurity, threats, and 
crises to the (re)production of state identity/identities.

The social construction of reality
Critical social constructivism assumes that reality is so-
cially constructed. All ‘things’—states, subjects, objects, 
feelings, interests, processes, practices, relationships—

only come to have meaning through the linguistic, 
visual, and other symbolic signifi ers—words, photo-
graphs, sounds, signposts, musical notes—that we use 
to describe, represent, and understand these things 
(Hall 1997a: 1; Shapiro 1986: 193). As Terrell Carver 
puts it, ‘we use language to inscribe meanings into the 
world—whether into or onto objects, or experiences—
and then we read those meanings back to ourselves as 
if they had always resided in the objects or experiences’ 
(2002: 50).

Th is means that the world is constituted (construct-
ed) through meaningful practices and that people act 
on the basis of the meanings that ‘things’ have for them. 
Th ese meanings are fundamentally cultural: they are 
made possible by discourses—systems of meaning 
production (see below)—which provide the categories 
through which the world is understood. Th ere is no 
universal or objective ‘view from nowhere’ from which 
we can understand the world. We are always already 
situated within (many) diff erent discourses. Meaning is 
a social phenomenon: meaning resides in the practices 
and categories through which people engage with each 
other and with the world.
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One such discursively constituted category is ‘terrorist’. 
Rather than being self-evident, a ‘terrorist’ must be dis-
cursively constructed as such. While much twentieth-
century US discourse constituted the Irish Republican 
Army (IRA) as patriotic nationalists valiantly fi ghting 
a foreign (British) occupation, British state and media 
discourse constituted the IRA as terrorists. Th ese two 
discourses constituted the same object diff erently. Sim-
ilarly, George W. Bush’s statements in the war on terror 
constitute the US as rational, as an innocent victim of 
Islamic terrorism, and as fi ghting a virtuous struggle, 
while constituting al-Qaeda as murderous and irrational 
barbarians with whom one cannot do anything except 
fi ght (Bush 2005b). Osama bin Laden’s statements, on 
the other hand, construct Muslims as innocent victims 
of the US’s terrorist foreign policy, and the US as murder-
ous and irrational barbarians against whom one can do 
nothing but fi ght (Agathangelou and Ling 2004: 521–4).

Discourse
Th e concept of discourse is essentially open-ended 
and can be used to refer to a variety of levels and types. 
Th ere are academic, legal, medical, and cinematic dis-
courses. More narrowly, we might refer to sociological 
or anthropological discourses within academia, specifi c 
genres within cinema, or neo-realist or feminist dis-
courses of world politics. More than one account of US 
foreign policy can be constructed, depending on what 
one wishes to highlight. Institutions are oft en seen as 
having their ‘own’ discourses, such that we may talk of 
World Bank or United Nations discourse(s). At a broad-
er level, we can apply the term to Western philosophy, 
science, modernism, Islam, or Judaeo-Christianity.

Discourses both enable us to speak/think/imagine 
and constrain what we can say/think/imagine. First, 
they enable us to speak/think/imagine at all because 
they provide the discursively constituted objects and 
categories that we require to communicate, e.g. physics 
provides a discourse to understand the constitution of 
the physical universe. Th ey therefore enable us to make 
specifi c statements, e.g. within physics we can talk 
about ‘atoms’, ‘quarks,’ and ‘strings’. Second, discourses 
constrain by attempting to fi x meaning, e.g. to present 
their knowledge claims as ‘truth’ rather than as socially 
constructed. Th ey therefore render certain statements 
false or, more importantly, meaningless, e.g. contempo-
rary physics discourse does not permit explanations in 
terms of ‘angels’, while a Christian discourse might.

We are always—whether consciously or not—manip-
ulating discourses and representations when we com-
municate, in order to tell a persuasive story or to fi nd 
the most accurate or expressive verbs and adjectives. 
Discourses can also be deployed more instrumentally, 
however. Spin-doctoring, propaganda, public relations 
exercises, and speech-writing are examples that occur 
in the construction of US foreign policy. Nevertheless, 
a constructivist argument is not the claim that all dis-
course is propaganda because ‘truths’ and ‘falsehoods’ 
are both socially constructed.

Articulation
Articulation refers to the process through which meaning 
is produced from existing socio-cultural and linguistic 
resources—the terms, symbols, and ideas that are already 
present within a culture. Extant linguistic resources are 
articulated (connected together, discursively linked) to 

[I]nsecurities, rather than being natural facts, are social and 

cultural productions . . . insecurity is itself the product of pro-

cesses of identity construction in which the self and the other, 

or multiple others, are constituted. . . . The constitution of 

identities is often a reciprocal process. As each subject seeks 

to perform its identity, it threatens others, whose identities 

are consolidated in response.

(Weldes et al. 1999: 10, 15)

‘[A]bsolute’ objectivity—no interference from value-laden 

subjectivity—is an incoherent claim. To make a meaningful 

claim, one is always already in a value-laden (intersubjective) 

context that necessarily includes power relations. The rela-

tionship between knowledge and power becomes central—

and political.

(Peterson 2003: 28, emphasis in the original)

KEY QUOTES 11.1
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produce representations of the world (Hall 1997a: 1–5). 
In this way, meaning is created and temporarily fi xed, on 
which action is then based, and justifi ed. Phenomena, 
whether objects, events, or social relations, come to con-
note (invoke) one another and are thereby welded into 
associative chains. ‘9/11’ is an example of articulation, 
functioning as a kind of cultural ‘shorthand’ that stands 
for a series of discursively linked concepts: ‘World Trade 
Center’, ‘New York’, and ‘aeroplanes’ have been articu-
lated with ‘Islamic’, ‘terrorists’, and ‘war’, as opposed to, 
say, ‘murder’, ‘crime’, and ‘police’. Th e attacks of 11 Sep-
tember 2001 thus appear inevitably to require a military 
response rather than a domestic and/or international po-
licing eff ort to apprehend the criminals responsible for 
planning the attacks. Conversely, deaths from road traffi  c 
accidents in the US in 2001 exceeded 40,000 (National 
Highway Traffi  c Safety Administration 2011) and each 
year far outnumber the deaths caused by terrorist attacks 
(which have been minimal since 2001), but road safety is 
rarely if ever articulated as a national security concern.

With their successful repeated articulation, repre-
sentations come to seem as though they are inherently 
or necessarily connected and the meanings they pro-
duce as natural and an accurate description of reality. 
Despite this apparent naturalness, however, the chains 
of association established are socially constructed and 
historically contingent rather than logically or structur-
ally necessary. Th e non-necessary, contingent character 
of any particular articulation means that these con-
nections can be contested. Th is contestability has two 
important consequences. First, it means that specifi c 

articulations are never simply produced ‘once and for 
all’. Instead, to prevent them from becoming unglued, 
or from being forcibly pried apart, they have always to 
be reproduced. Second, it means that any articulation 
can be uncoupled and the resulting component parts 
rearticulated in diff erent, and perhaps novel, ways. Put 
simply, alternative representations are always possible.

To the extent that such a rearticulation is successful—
i.e. persuasive—the result is a very diff erent description 
of US foreign policy. If the events of 11 September are 
contextualized through the decades of interventionist 
US foreign policy in the third world (Blum 2003), or the 
US’s role in funding and supplying the Israeli state and 
thus sustaining the occupation of Palestinian territory 
(Chomsky 2003), or the infl uence of US foreign policy 
on Arab states during the Cold War, then 9/11 may ap-
pear as ‘retaliation’, a violent reaction to US foreign pol-
icy, not the proverbial ‘bolt from the blue’ to which US 
foreign policy is always appearing to respond.

 ❑ Reality is socially constructed: ‘things’ only have mean-

ing through the signifi ers used to represent them.

 ❑ Discourses are systems of meaning production which 

both constrain and enable what can be said and imagined.

 ❑ Articulation produces meaning by discursively linking 

symbols and ideas already present within a culture.

 ❑ Articulations are neither natural nor permanent, but 

dynamic and constantly in need of rearticulation and 

reinforcement; other articulations are always possible.

KEY POINTS

Discourses as productive

Power

Social constructions reflect, produce, and reify—
treat as natural—relations of power. Discourses are 
sites of social power in at least two important ways. 
First, discourses bring with them the power to define 
and thus to constitute the world. Such constructions 
successfully become common sense when they are 
treated as naturally or transparently reflecting real-
ity. In this way social constructions are naturalized, 

and both their constructedness and their specific 
social origins are obscured. Conversely, anything 
outside of this common sense is rejected as implau-
sible, ‘ideological’,4 or spurious. When US discourse 
successfully articulates the IRA as patriotic nation-
alists fighting a passé European empire, funding 
them makes sense—despite the ‘special relation-
ship’ between the US and the UK—and condemning 
them as ‘terrorists’ becomes unintelligible and thus 
unsustainable.
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Likewise, articulating al-Qaeda or Iraqi insurgents 
as irrational Islamic fanatics who simply hate ‘Ameri-
can’ freedoms creates a situation in which military force 
is appropriate and necessary. In contrast, articulating 
them as rational Arab militants who use ‘weapons of 
the weak’ (Scott 1987) in order to oppose US foreign 
policy and make intelligible political demands—e.g. 
withdrawal of US military forces from Iraq and Saudi 
Arabia, and of Israeli forces and settlers from Palestin-
ian territory in the West Bank (Barkawi 2004)—would 
reconfi gure them as political actors with whom one 
could (and should) potentially negotiate.

Second, some discourses are more powerful than others 
because they partake of institutional power. Certain elites, 
or powerful institutional actors, play privileged roles in the 
production and reproduction of discursive constructions. 
State foreign policy discourses are a prominent example. 
State offi  cials’ representations have immediate prima facie 
plausibility because these offi  cials are themselves con-
structed as speaking for ‘us’ and ‘our state’. Th ey have le-
gitimacy, especially in the construction of foreign policy, 
because the national interest is understood to be quintes-
sentially the business of the state and the identifi cation of 
threats to state interests is thus a task rightly belonging to 
its offi  cials. US presidents are, in this sense, the US’s inter-
preters-in-chief (Stuckey 1991). Dominant discourses, 
like those of the state, become and remain dominant 
because of the power relations sustaining them. When 
there is little or no challenge to dominant discourses, they 
become hegemonic—that is, they receive (sometimes pas-
sive) assent from most, if not all, of the public.

Identity
One hegemonic discourse in relation to identity is liberal 
individualism. It is ‘common sense’ in Western society 
that each body houses one self-contained individual with 
a stable and coherent identity. However, identity is a com-
plex concept. Th ink back to the exercises at the start of 
this chapter: we listed several subject positions, or ‘iden-
tity markers’: race, class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, and 
so on. Although we assume a stable, single, and unitary ‘I’ 
when we speak about ourselves, individuals are embedded 
in many identities; the notion of a singular ‘core identity’ 
is in fact a complex interplay of multiple subject positions. 
Marysia Zalewski (2000: 23) uses apples and onions as 

metaphors representing these opposing liberal and con-
structivist views of identity: an apple has a vital core, but 
when you peel away the layers of an onion, there is noth-
ing there at the end. For instance, accounts of ourselves 
as gendered beings look very diff erent from accounts 
in which we privilege our racial or class identities; no 
aspect of identity is in principle more ‘fundamental’ than 
any other, although, as we note below, aspects of identity 
are variously salient in diff erent situations. We also tend 
to assume that identities are only relevant when they 
deviate from the white, masculine, heterosexual, able-
bodied, middle-class norm (Hearn 2004). We thus oft en 
act as though only non-white people have ethnic identi-
ties and only female bodies are gendered.

Similarly, analysing identity in US (or, indeed, any 
state’s) foreign policy requires undermining the notion 
that the nation-state is a natural phenomenon or pos-
sesses a unitary identity. An immense amount of ideo-
logical labour goes into constructing nations/states 
(Smith 1991) and the notion that the state is ‘an’ or ‘the’ 
actor in international relations (Enloe 1996). Other 
identities must be marginalized, silenced, or denied: 
‘America, love it or leave it’ is an illustration of how any 
dissent from dominant US foreign policy discourse 
is considered ‘un-American’ or even ‘anti-American’, 
despite the belief that free speech is a cornerstone of US 
identity. Dissent is almost always understood in terms 
of aiding and abetting terrorists. In the statement ‘sup-
port our troops’, what is denied/silenced is the argu-
ment that withdrawing US troops can be understood 
as a form of support, by removing them from potential 
danger and terminating an immoral occupation.

Furthermore, identities are not fi xed and stable but 
are constantly in fl ux, changing as people grow older (as 
states and nations change over time) and experience new 
things. Th us interests, which derive from identities, are 
not fi xed, exogenous, or permanently given, but are also 
dynamic and unstable. US practices at Guantánamo Bay 
on Cuba provide an excellent example. On the one hand, 
US identity is constructed as unwaveringly freedom-
loving, committed to the rule of law, and opposed to 
cruel and unusual punishments. On the other hand, 
when needs be, US identity as providing national security 
and protecting the innocent US (and other) public over-
rides its identity as law-abiding, thus allowing its inter-
ests to be served by the psychological intimidation and 
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 imprisonment of ‘terror suspects’ without trial. Torture—
‘enhanced interrogation techniques’—are warranted by 
the juxtaposition of an irredeemably evil terrorist threat 
with US leadership in the fi ght for Western freedoms.

We emphasize diff erent aspects of our identities—
perform our identities diff erently—depending on who 
or what we are identifying with (and against). Th e claim 
that we perform our identities, while sharing some con-
notations with actors in the theatre, is not exactly the 
same. Actors consciously choose to perform certain roles, 
whereas performance of identity is inescapable, occurring 
all the time, and usually at a much less conscious level. Nor 
do we have complete control over how we are defi ned—
our identities are also largely constituted for us by oth-
ers. For example, the US and its allies have the power to 
construct other state identities: Afghanistan and Somalia 
thus become ‘failed states’ (Rotberg 2002), and Iraq and 
North Korea become ‘rogue states’, ‘rogue regimes’ (Klare 
1996; Rice 2000), or ‘states of concern’ (BBC News 2000). 
Th e US and the international community, rather than the 
states themselves, construct such identities for them.

Representation
To represent means to symbolize, to stand for (Hall 
1997b: 16); representations can be pictures, models, 

signs, words. Discourses and discursive articulations 
manifest themselves—and identity is produced—in con-
crete representations. However, representation is also 
a discursive practice. Th inking of representation as a 
practice reminds us that representation only takes place 
when interpretative labour is being performed. When 
we generalize about other people or cultures, we rep-
resent them in particular ways. We decide that certain 
features are important and others are less valid or rele-
vant. Generalizations, simplifi cations, abstractions—all 
are inherently political processes of representation. Th e 
generalizations that women in burkas are oppressed and 
that US women are liberated (Smeeta and Shirazi 2010) 
are two examples.

Oft en, representations are woven into narratives. 
Narratives are basically stories: fairy tales, history, this 
chapter, the ‘good versus evil’ storyline articulated by 
George W. Bush aft er 9/11 (2001b) are all diff erent types 
of narrative. Tropes—devices such as fi gures of speech, 
metaphors, and analogies—are common representa-
tional practices that appear in these narratives. Th e re-
peated references, explicit and implicit, to the lessons of 
Munich 1938 and the dangers of appeasement drawn 
from the Second World War that can be seen in Cold 
War and post-Cold War US foreign policy rhetoric are 
tropes.

Infantilization

Attributing childlike or immature characteristics and behav-

iours to individuals or groups (e.g. ‘developing’ states): ‘Filipi-

nos were regarded as precocious children who had assimilated 

the superfi cial aspects of US culture but had failed to grasp its 

more fundamental implications. . . . The ostensibly nurturing 

relationship invoked by the parent/child opposition obscured 

and justifi ed practices of domination’ (Doty 1996: 88–9).

Feminization

Attributing feminine characteristics to something or some-

one: ‘[w]hat is different about [1980s Vietnam war] fi lms and 

the cultural revisionism that accompanies them is the depic-

tion of the US government as feminine. And it is precisely its 

femininity that is seen to have caused the loss of the Vietnam 

War’ ( Jeffords 1986: 189). Masculinisation occurs in similar 

ways (e.g. Hooper 2001).

Bestialization

Using animal metaphors to describe individuals/groups. 

President George W. Bush used this strategy in the war on 

terror ( Jackson 2005: 5) when referring to Afghanistani and 

Iraqi militants as ‘parasites’ that ‘leech’ onto ‘host’ countries 

(2001d,e, 2002a, 2004) and depicting ‘suicide bombers’ as 

‘burrowing into our society’ (2001b [emphasis added], 2006a).

Demonization

Representing someone/something as monstrous or evil: the 

‘creation of monsters [h]as [been] a continuing feature of 

American politics’ (Rogin 1987: xiii). President Reagan used 

this strategy in speeches about Nicaragua and the Soviet ‘evil 

empire’ in the 1980s (Rogin 1987: p. xv). President George W. 

Bush’s 2002 State of the Union Address on the ‘Axis of Evil’ 

(Bush 2002a) articulates a concept from the Second World 

War (‘Axis’ powers) with the war on terror.

BOX 11.1: Strategies of representation
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Just as individuals are assigned gendered identities, 
gendered characteristics can also be assigned to 
states, institutions, and concepts. Peterson and Run-
yan (1999: ch. 2) discuss how stereotypes of men’s and 
women’s behaviours, roles, and preferences are orga-
nized around binaries that link the concepts male/
female, strong/weak, active/passive, rational/emo-
tional, international/domestic, public/private such 
that, in each binary, the fi rst term is masculine and 
privileged over the second, feminine term. Shepherd 
(2006) has demonstrated how articulations of US 
identity and foreign policy aft er 11 September were 

explicitly gendered. US identity was represented as 
masculine, in contrast to both the aggressive and irra-
tional hyper-masculinity of al-Qaeda and the Taliban, 
and the feminization of the ‘Afghanistani women’, 
who, in needing to be ‘saved’, provided justifi cation 
for the intervention. Th e US masculine self-image, 
in contrast, as strong, rational, heroic and restrained, 
was embodied in the fi re-fi ghters and policemen re-
peatedly photographed assisting 9/11 victims and in 
authority fi gures such as George W. Bush and New 
York Mayor Rudy Giuliani.

 ❑ Constructions entail naturalized power relations. Con-

structions successfully become common sense when 

treated as transparently refl ecting reality.

 ❑ Elites play privileged roles in the (re)production of discur-

sive constructions. When there is little or no challenge to 

dominant discourses, they become hegemonic.

 ❑ Individuals and states are embedded in many identities; 

the notion of a singular ‘core identity’ masks a complex 

interplay of multiple subject positions.

 ❑ Identities are constituted in/through discourse. Discourses 

manifest themselves in concrete representations.

 ❑ Generalizations, simplifi cations, and abstractions are 

inherently political processes of representation.

KEY POINTS

Critical social constructivism as critique

Denaturalization
‘Critique’ is not synonymous with ‘criticism’ or neg-
ativity. Critical social constructivism is expressly 
‘critical’ in that it assumes dominant constructions 
can, and ought to, be denaturalized. Th e process of 
denaturalization seeks to defamiliarize—literally, to 
make strange—common-sense understandings and 
so to make their constructedness apparent. Exposing 
‘what-goes-without-saying’ (Barthes 1973: 11) ex-
poses the ideological labour that is required to pro-
duce and maintain such meanings. Constructivist 
approaches examine (among other things) the ways in 
which discursive representations constitute state iden-
tity and thus interests and actions. Th is leads, in turn, 
to uncovering possibilities for the transformation of 
common sense and facilitates the imagining of alter-
native worlds and ways of being.

It ought to be emphasized that discourses are not 
‘merely rhetoric’, nor is critiquing them about ‘politi-
cal correctness’. ‘Rhetoric’ is sometimes used to mean 
ornamental or strategic language deliberately designed 
to persuade, rather than to describe reality. In contrast, 
a constructivist approach is committed to the view that 
all language is rhetorical—all language use is designed 
to persuade. Since language thus does not transpar-
ently refl ect the world, the linguistic constructions we 
use matter (Weldes 1999a: 117). ‘Political correctness’ is 
usually invoked in order to imply that language is unim-
portant. However, language is the medium through 
which we think and act. Th us, linguistic constructions 
are not merely a veneer, and critiquing these represen-
tations does not mean stating that they are false.5

Th e idea that social ‘facts’—identities like ‘terrorist’ 
and ‘freedom fi ghter’—are constituted in discursive 
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representations implies neither artifi ciality nor dis-
pensability (Griffi  n 2007: 227). Constructions are not 
‘false’, nor can we do without them because we cannot 
escape discourse. Social facts exist only within wider 
discourses and through power relations and, impor-
tantly, they can be transformed. For example, the UK 
state made considerable, partially successful, eff orts 
to transform US discourse about the IRA in order to 
undercut its moral and fi nancial support amongst 
the US public. Similarly, soon aft er taking offi  ce, UK 
Prime Minister Gordon Brown announced a shift  in 
UK foreign policy, declaring that the UK would no 
longer pursue a ‘war on terror’ but would instead treat 
terrorism as a criminal issue (Th e Independent 2007).

Elite discourse and popular 
culture
What data sources6 are best for fi nding and analys-
ing the identity/identities that drive US foreign pol-
icy? Most analysts turn immediately to the statements 
and actions of states or, more accurately, the decision 
makers who act in their name. Governmental repre-
sentations of US identity and interests are contained 
in formal policy documents such as the US National 
Security Strategy (Th e White House 2010), speeches 
and other statements by decision makers, congressional 
hearings, government reports, and the like. Elite repre-
sentations generally provide the dominant interpreta-
tion of US identity and interests. Data abounds in other 
elite sources, including the news media—newspapers, 
television news, magazines—which both reproduce 
and occasionally contest these offi  cial discourses, par-
ticularly in times of controversy and crisis (Hallin 1989; 
Herman and Chomsky 1988).

Oft en neglected in foreign policy analysis, but central 
to the discursive constitution of state identity, is popular 
culture, as Box 11.2 shows.7 Representations in popular 
culture, precisely because they are treated as ‘just en-
tertainment’, contribute to the background knowledge 
through which people understand state identities and 
foreign policy. When policy makers want to persuade 
the public of the validity or importance of a particular 
foreign policy decision or action, they construct their 
arguments from the cultural resources already present 
in society. Th ese understandings ‘are produced not only 
in state offi  cials’ rhetoric but also, and more pervasively, 
in the mundane cultures of people’s everyday expe-
riences’. Th is implicates popular culture in the manu-
facture of consent for states’ foreign policies (Weldes 
1999b: 119). Conversely, in order to be plausible, pop-
ular cultural texts also need to resonate with people’s 
prior expectations about the real world.

 ❑ Naturalized power relations can and should be 

denaturalized.

 ❑ Claiming that the world is socially constructed does not 

mean it is false or that the world does not exist.

 ❑ The social construction of reality means that although 

the world exists independently of our knowledge of 

it, we cannot access this knowledge except through 

discourse(s).

 ❑ Critiquing discourses is not about political correctness; 

language is not ‘merely rhetoric’. Language matters 

because it is the primary medium through which we 

make sense of the world.

 ❑ Representations of identity and foreign policy can be 

investigated using offi cial/elite and popular cultural 

discourses, among others.

KEY POINTS

Identity in US foreign policy

US identity and the Cold War
In the dominant US foreign policy narrative, the bipo-
lar Cold War confl ict—intense rivalry between the two 
superpowers—is understood as a global struggle: the 

USSR vs. the USA, ‘East’ vs. ‘West’, ‘communism’ vs. ‘the 
free world’, ‘totalitarianism’ vs. ‘democracy’. During the 
Cold War, US foreign policy was framed by the grand 
strategy of containment (Gaddis 1982): the US led ‘the 
free world’ in preventing Soviet/communist expansion 
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Reader’s Digest (1922–)

Reader’s Digest, the largest-circulation general-interest 

Cold War-era US magazine, ‘might offer the single most 

important voice in the creation of popular geopolitics in 

America in the twentieth century’ (Sharp 2000: ix). It cre-

ated an imagined geography of the world and the US place 

therein by creating, and then naturalizing, representations 

of ‘America’ in opposition to the Soviet ‘evil empire’. Reader’s 

Digest constructed models for people in the US ‘of how the 

world works, of what America could and should do as a 

major player in this international political geography, and of 

what the individual American could and should do to help 

this national mission’ (xv).

24 (2001–2010)

24 routinely showed its hero, Jack Bauer, torturing terror-

ist suspects, a practice justifi ed by 24’s classic ‘ticking time 

bomb’ narrative. In 2006 US Army Brigadier General Patrick 

Finnegan met with the show’s creative team to express con-

cern that the show’s ‘central political premise—that the letter 

of US law must be sacrifi ced for the country’s security’ infl u-

enced West Point cadets to view torture, which is illegal in US 

law, as both legitimate and effi cacious (Mayer 2007).

‘Diamonds from Sierra Leone’ (2005)

KanYe West articulates the ‘bling’ culture of US hip hop with 

both drugs and the illegal smuggling of confl ict diamonds out 

of Sierra Leone: ‘Though it’s thousands of miles away, Sierra 

Leone connect to what we go through today, over here [US] 

it’s the drug trade, we die from drugs, over there [Sierra Leone] 

they die from what we buy from drugs, the diamonds’. He 

encapsulates how actions seemingly connected only to one’s 

personal identity have international repercussions.

Avatar (2009)

Avatar represents the US/humanity as greedy, exploitative, 

and militaristic, perpetrating the social and environmental 

destruction of an alien community in order to secure min-

eral deposits considered essential to human technological 

development. Audiences are encouraged to identify with 

the aliens and empathize with their way of life. However, the 

Na’vi’s victory over the human colonizers, orchestrated by a 

US marine, perpetuates the old Western myth of white civi-

lization’s superiority over native others. Furthermore, victory 

is ultimately secured through the use of force as a ‘last resort’, 

which resonates with US self-conceptions of its foreign policy 

decisions.

BOX 11.2: Articulations of US identity in popular culture

into non-communist regions of the world, and in pre-
serving freedom—free markets, free elections, and, 
later, human rights—through interventions partic-
ularly, although not exclusively, in the so-called third 
world.

However, other stories can be told about the Cold 
War. In one alternative narrative, on which we focus 
here, the Cold War was largely an enterprise of US 
empire, through which US (and Western) neo-imperial 
relations—that is, domination from a distance through 
unequal economic exchange rather than through direct 
colonial administration—were extended to ever larger 
parts of the world. On this view, the US established 
an empire in Latin America with the 1823 Monroe 
Doctrine, broadened it in wars against Spain (1898) in 
Cuba and in the Philippines (1899–1902), and sought 
to expand its domination into Europe and elsewhere 
through a globalizing free trade system, global US mil-
itary deployments, and a global alliance structure. US 
empire was driven not by anti-communism, but by 

the underlying US drive to establish a capitalist—
private property-based—global free market (Cox 1984; 
Williams 2004).

How does one story—global US intervention in 
the Cold War to contain communism and preserve 
 freedom—become hegemonic (i.e. accepted as common 
sense/true) and the other marginalized? In the remain-
der of this section we provide an introductory discourse 
analysis8 of the tropes and narratives of US identity 
 articulated by US presidents to show how these repre-
sentations continually operate to reinforce and natural-
ize the state-centric ‘freedom’ Cold War narrative while 
marginalizing representations of US imperialism.

Historical parallels and references/analogies to the 
Second World War are among the most signifi cant rep-
resentations articulated in US presidential speeches. Th e 
Second World War has been constructed as the most 
noble war ever waged (at least, by the US and its Allies) 
and ‘Munich conditioned the thinking of every Cold 
War administration from Truman to George H. W. Bush’ 
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(Record 2007: 165). Kennedy (1961) refers to the US 
having fought for Berlin before; Truman (1950: 610), 
Kennedy (1962: 67), and Carter (1980) all invoke the 
clear ‘lesson’ of history learned from the 1930s and the 
rise of Nazism. Truman (1950: 610) uses the word ‘ap-
peasement’ in describing policy alternatives with regard 
to the Korean confl ict. Articulating Cold War events 
with the Second World War, then, served to legitimize 
US intervention and provided continuity for the US’s 
role as leader of the ‘free world’ against all forms of ‘to-
talitarianism’—previously fascist, now communist.9

When ‘totalitarianism’ is invoked, through its asso-
ciation with Nazism, it simultaneously carries with it 
connotations of ‘expansion’ and ‘aggression’. Th e main 
enemy/threat to the US, its allies, and global stability 
in US Cold War discourse is ‘communism’, whether 
embodied in the Soviet Union, in other communist 
states like China and Cuba, or in an ‘international com-
munist conspiracy’ guided from the Kremlin. Th e iden-
tity of the communist ‘other’ is represented as a threat 
in several ways. For example, Truman (1950: 610) and 
Carter (1980) emphasize the USSR’s massive size in 
comparison with the small countries it threatens. Eisen-
hower (1961: 236), Kennedy (1962: 67, 68), and Carter 
(1980) use words such as ‘aggressive’ and ‘hostile’. Th e 
dominant theme, occurring in almost every Cold War 
speech, is a communist conspiracy based on betrayal 
and deception (Kennedy 1961; 1962: 68), undertaken 
by an enemy who violates agreements and whose claims 
are false (Carter 1980), whose methods are ruthless and 
insidious (Eisenhower 1961: 236), and whose aims are 
subversion, infi ltration, and world conquest (Truman 
1950: 609).

Th e US is constituted in opposition to this evil and 
dangerous ‘other’. US actions are always represented 
as benign and defensive, and only ever as responses 
to objective and external (communist) threats; the US 
is never the aggressor. Th e predicates (qualities) most 
commonly articulated with the US are leadership, free-
dom, strength, and commitment. Th e US is represented 
as decisive and united;10 it has ‘courage’, ‘determination’ 
(Kennedy 1962: 67, 68), shoulders ‘responsibilities’ 
(Carter 1980), carries ‘burdens’, and makes ‘sacri-
fi ces’ (Eisenhower 1961) in order to preserve freedom 
and fulfi l its commitments to protect other (weaker) 
states. US credibility is based on this role as the world’s 

 policeman: an attack on any state is an attack on the US 
(Carter 1980; Kennedy 1961; 1962: 67) and nations look 
to the US for leadership in international aff airs (Tru-
man 1947), thus providing a clear moral basis for US 
intervention. However, the US also works in partner-
ship with other states to defend liberty (Truman 1947; 
Carter 1980).

Constructing the US as strong, benign, determined, 
and defending freedom, in contrast to the USSR defi ned 
as ‘a slave state, duplicitous and secretive, despotic and 
aggressive’ (Laff ey and Weldes 2004: 29), creates a war-
rant for action in US foreign policy. It makes some pol-
icies and actions possible, legitimate, and necessary, 
while rendering others unlikely or even unthinkable. 
It ‘permits the US to engage in certain practices, e.g., 
“noble causes,” and precludes others, e.g., “aggression” 
or “coercion” ’ (Doty 1993: 310–12).

Th ese representations enable the US construction 
of the 1962 Cuban missile crisis as a scenario in which 
the US defended ‘the free world’ from Soviet missiles 
placed in Cuba, which were understood as creating a 
communist bridgehead in the Americas. From the dom-
inant US perspective it was not possible to understand 
the missile deployment—as the Cubans and Soviets 
did—as a legal and internationally acceptable defen-
sive measure taken to protect a small, vulnerable island 
from sustained US imperial aggression, including the 
1961 Bay of Pigs invasion (Weldes 1999a: 21–40).

US identity and the New World 
Order
Th e fall of the Berlin Wall and collapse of the USSR sig-
nalled the Cold War’s abrupt and unexpected demise. 
Th e disappearance of the Soviet/communist ‘other’/
threat and US containment policy’s resultant irrelevance 
triggered a crisis in US identity and foreign policy. As 
they had aft er the Second World War, US policy makers 
understood the international system as fundamentally 
altered. On 11 September 1990, President George Bush 
Sr. announced a ‘New World Order’ that would be free 
from old Cold War threats and insecurities (1990a: 1219). 
Multilateralism (working in concert with the interna-
tional community and international organizations) and 
humanitarian intervention (the threat or use of military 
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force to prevent human rights violations) were the new 
US strategy for the New World Order. President Clin-
ton’s 1993 speech about the downing of a Black Hawk 
helicopter in Somalia provides an explicit example.

Alternative narratives continued to construct US for-
eign policy as imperialist. Post-Cold War foreign policy, 
on this view, was about the defence and expansion of US 
empire. Th e New World Order was a unipolar system—
dominated by a single global power—and the US was 
intent on expanding its political and economic reach 
into former Soviet and communist bloc areas. Th e Per-
sian Gulf War (1990–1), for instance, was understood as 
an imperialist war in which the US sought to maintain 
Western access to Middle Eastern oil (Chomsky 1991; 
Said 1991). Th rough what representational mechanisms 
did the conventional narrative become hegemonic and 
the imperial alternative marginalized?

Despite the post-Cold War world being ‘quite dif-
ferent’, the New World Order is also immediately rep-
resented as sharing continuities: ‘the world remains 
a dangerous place’ (Bush Sr 1990b: 1092). US foreign 
policy discourse proliferated threats and insecurities. 
‘In the post-Soviet era’, Les Aspin (then Chairman of 
the US House Armed Services Committee) argued, 
‘threats to American security will be broader and more 
diverse, and the security environment will be murkier, 
more ambiguous, and more fl uid’ (1992: 4). Insecurities 
include residual threats from the USSR/Russia, regional 
aggressors (Iran, Iraq, Syria, Libya, North Korea, China, 
and Cuba), the proliferation of nuclear weapons and 
other weapons of mass destruction, terrorism, hostage-
taking, and drug-traffi  cking, among others. Post-Cold 
War ‘others’ are ‘renegade regimes and unpredictable 
rulers’, ‘rogue states’, ‘thugs’, and ‘cynical leaders’ full of 
‘poisonous’ ‘hatred’, who engage in systematic repres-
sion, brutality, and mass killing (e.g. Bush 1990b: 1092; 
Clinton 1993, 1999).

Th reats are ‘launch[ed]’, ‘unleash[ed]’, and ‘arise sud-
denly, unpredictably, and from unexpected quarters’, 
which ‘require’ responses and to which ‘we all react’ 
(Bush 1990b: 1092; Clinton 1993, 1999). Th e US is again 
represented as benign and defensive, acting decisively 
and eff ectively, creating security, and saving lives. Un-
like Somali men, who starve children, the US distrib-
utes food. Unlike Yugoslavia, which oppresses Kosovar 
Albanians, the US has ‘shed racism’ and its ‘sense of 

superiority’. Th e ‘New World Order’ is a place where 
‘freedom and democracy have made great gains’, where 
nations can ‘prosper and live in harmony’ (Bush 1990a: 
1219) and pursue ‘economic progress’ because the US is 
doing the ‘morally right thing’ (Clinton 1999) by pro-
tecting freedom.

Th e US is strong and committed in the face of these 
threats. Strength is equated with military force, and 
military intervention is presented as inevitable, as the 
only way in which threats can be countered. Both Clin-
ton (1999) and Bush Sr. (1990a) refer to international 
cooperation and shared responsibilities, and Clinton 
emphasizes that US intervention in Somalia is part of a 
UN humanitarian mission, but US leadership continues 
to be presented as natural: ‘people are looking to Amer-
ica’, to ‘American leadership and America’s troops’, to get 
the job done (Clinton 1993).

References to the Second World War continue to 
appear in post-Cold War US foreign policy represen-
tations. At a ceremony commemorating Second World 
War veterans, Clinton (1999) articulates the impending 
NATO intervention in Kosovo with the Allied struggle 
against the Nazis. In the 1990–1 Gulf War, representa-
tions of Iraq/Saddam Hussein are (as with representa-
tions of the USSR during the Cold War) modelled on 
narratives and tropes about the Nazis/Hitler/the Second 
World War (Record 2007). However, all history of US 
and Western imperialism in the Middle East is erased. 
Th rough the rhetoric of humanitarian intervention and 
through discursive articulation with the Second World 
War and the Cold War, the US continues to construct 
world politics in such as way that it is authorized to act 
in defence of freedom, democracy, and human rights. 
In contrast, the imperialist narrative, in which the US 
continues to engage in exploitative economic prac-
tices, political intervention, and military action in and 
against other states, is obscured (Blum 2003).

US identity and the war on terror
9/11 was represented as another major rupture in world 
politics and US foreign policy, creating a new geostra-
tegic reality that directly challenged US identity. In the 
face of a transnational terrorist threat, Bush articulated a 
‘war on terror’, a(nother) global battle between good and 
evil, civilization and barbarism. Th e non-state version 
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of this narrative, focusing on an amorphous network of 
terrorist organizations and cells, was quickly replaced 
by a more conventional state-centric narrative, one that 
manifested itself in the wars in/on Afghanistan and Iraq.

Alternatively, the war on terror can be represented as 
the further expansion of, and a new guise for, US impe-
rialism. Th e events of 9/11 provided a tool for the imple-
mentation of an imperial US strategy in the twenty-fi rst 
century, already articulated by the Project for the New 
American Century (www.newamericancentury.org/; 
Bennis 2003), in which the Bush administration used 
9/11 to legitimize the broadening of US empire as the 
means for securing long-term global US military and 
economic supremacy.

Interestingly, this imperial argument is no longer the 
sole preserve of the left  (Hardt and Negri 2000; Ignatieff  
2003; Stokes 2005; Layne and Th ayer 2007), and is no 
longer easily dismissed or entirely marginalized. Con-
servative politicians and commentators have begun to 
rearticulate the notion of ‘American empire’ as a fun-
damentally positive goal of the right (rather than as a 
critique from the left ) and, further, as a necessity in a 
dangerous world (Boot 2002; Mallaby 2002). 9/11 and 
the war on terror have brought new and overt support 
for US empire from policy makers, analysts, and media 
pundits alike.

In US discourse aft er September 2001, terrorists, and 
their allies and sponsors, are claimed to be unlike any-
thing the world has ever seen, forming an irredeemable 
axis of evil. Th ey are barbaric and brutal, fanatical ex-
tremists who operate through totalitarianism, tyranny, 
and aggression (Bush 2002a,b, 2004, 2005a, 2006b). Th ey 
are both cowardly and predatory; plotting in secret, run-
ning for cover, retreating, hiding; and resorting to pro-
paganda, blackmail, and terror whenever and wherever 
the opportunity arises (Bush 2001a, 2005b). In their lack 
of ‘regard for conventions of war or rules of morality’, 
they are ‘outlaw regimes’ (Bush 2003) and the US must, 
again, respond to this new and unprovoked attack and 
ongoing threat from a brutal enemy (Bush 2004).

Similar to Cold War and New World Order rhetoric, 
this threat is posed not just to the US, but to the whole 
world: the enemy struck at all ‘freedom-loving people’ 
(Bush 2001b). US identity is articulated to/confl ated 
with both the ‘innocent and unsuspecting’ victims of 
the 9/11 attacks and with ‘freedom and democracy’ 

everywhere. As in previous eras, the US has the ‘respon-
sibility’ of being the leader of a global coalition fi ght for 
freedom, defending itself, its friends, and its allies. Th e 
US ‘continue[s] to be steadfast’, ‘patient’, ‘persistent’, 
‘determined’, and ‘focused’, with strength, commitment, 
and resolve to pursue its objectives and defeat the ter-
rorists (Bush 2001d,e, 2002a).

Bush also invokes historical parallels, articulating 
9/11 with Pearl Harbor (2006a) and the Holocaust 
(2001e), and the war on terror with the fi ght against fas-
cism, Nazism, and the Japanese, as well as against com-
munism in the Cold War (2001c, 2002c, 2005a, 2006b). 
He claims that the terrorists cannot be ‘appeased’ 
(2001e, 2005b, 2006a), and the rhetoric of the axis of 
evil is itself a reference to the Axis powers of Germany, 
Japan, and Italy in the Second World War.

Th e pervasive rhetoric of good vs. evil, dark vs. light, 
civilization vs. barbarism that underpins US policy in 
the war on terror makes possible both interstate wars 
in/on Afghanistan and Iraq and the global torture 
system (manifest in Abu Ghraib and Guantánamo) of 
disappearances, extraordinary renditions, indefi nite 
incarceration without trial, psychological intimidation 
and abuse of prisoners, and the undermining of civil 
rights in the US, all in the name of ‘freedom’. Th e artic-
ulation of ‘we’ the US as ‘innocent and unsuspecting’ 
erases the history of US actions in the Middle East, its 
complicity in the imperial origins of most Middle East-
ern states and in repeated military and covert political 
operations, and its support of Israel against the Pales-
tinians (Kolko 1988).

Th is rhetoric also serves to construct a ‘fundamen-
tal’ diff erence between, on the one hand, intentionally 
targeting civilians in the World Trade Center, a Bali 
nightclub, or car bombs in Iraqi towns and cities, and, 
on the other, killing many tens of thousands of civil-
ians as a ‘side eff ect’ of security measures in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. Th e terrorists’ attacks are ‘deliberate and 
deadly’, in contrast to Allied-caused deaths, which are 
merely ‘collateral damage’.11 Crucial to US identity is 
the notion that these latter deaths are simultaneously 
unplanned and unavoidable, and that the US is just as 
morally blameless for these deaths as for those in 
September 2001.

Within the Bush administration’s narrative, 9/11 
is constructed as a radical disjuncture in US foreign 

www.newamericancentury.org/
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 ❑ Constructions of identity in dominant US foreign policy 

discourse marginalize other interpretations of US iden-

tity and foreign policy, such as the US as imperialist and 

interventionist.

 ❑ In all three eras analysed, the primary characteristics asso-

ciated with ‘the US’ are leadership, freedom, strength, and 

commitment/determination.

 ❑ Predicates most commonly attached to the ‘other’ in 

Cold War US discourse represent the USSR as totalitarian, 

aggressive, deceitful, and subversive.

 ❑ After the Cold War, the dominant threat is articulated as 

‘rogue states’, often through the use of analogies to Hitler/

Nazism/the Second World War.

 ❑ In the war on terror, terrorists are articulated as evil and 

irrational, while the US continues to be represented as 

defensive, strong, and committed to defending freedom.

 ❑ The US’s and others’ identities interact and constitute dis-

courses of US foreign policy in complex and multifaceted 

ways.

 ❑ It too early to tell how Obama administration discourse fi ts 

within post-Second World War US foreign policy discourses.

KEY POINTS

policy. Seen in the context of US imperialism, how-
ever, 9/11 represents a continuation of the rhetoric, 
tropes, and narratives—most prominently, analogies 
with the Second World War—identifi able in US for-
eign policy discourses from earlier eras.

We have deliberately omitted a discussion of Barack 
Obama’s rhetoric in the discourse analysis provided 
above. We have done so because it remains too early to 
tell whether the Obama administration will off er new 
ways of thinking about US identity or ultimately align 
itself with conventional understandings of US identity 
and foreign policy. Th ere is evidence of both possibil-
ities in Obama’s rhetoric thus far.

In his address at Cairo University, Obama (2009) 
noted the colonial oppression experienced by Mus-
lims, and the mistrust and fear that exists between the 
US and Islamic societies, thus signalling the impor-
tance of identity. Instead of creating an image of Islam 
as ‘other’, he highlighted similarities between US and 

Muslim values—their identities as complementary 
rather than in opposition. He also noted that 9/11 led 
the US ‘to act contrary to our traditions and ideals’, 
acknowledging that Iraq was a ‘war of choice’ and 
promising to withdraw US combat troops (com-
pleted in August 2010 [Msnbc.com 2010]) and close 
the Guantánamo Bay detention camp (which he has 
as yet been unable to achieve). However, Obama also 
deployed the same representations as previous US 
presidents: the US acts ‘boldly’ and with ‘resolve’, 
has ‘responsibilities’ and ‘commitments’, meets ‘chal-
lenges’ and acts in multilateral concert with other 
 nations. Th e US has no imperial ambitions, but rather 
‘has been one of the greatest sources of progress 
that the world has ever known’. While terrorists and 
 extremists are ruthless and kill innocent civilians, the 
US still only ever reacts out of necessity, to defend its 
national security and ‘to protect the American people’ 
(Obama 2009).

Conclusion

In this chapter we have shown how processes of iden-
tity construction and representations of foreign policy 
are mutually constitutive. US identity is a complex phe-
nomenon, and is constantly being articulated and reart-
iculated, maintained, contested, and transformed in the 

face of revised representations of supposedly external 
and objective threats. Each new articulation of US iden-
tity in US foreign policy is based on recurring themes 
and representations that have been articulated by previ-
ous generations of policy makers.
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Transformations in world politics—e.g. the shift  to the 
Cold War, its subsequent evaporation, 9/11—generally 
appear to policy makers and analysts as fundamental 
challenges to US identity and the attendant US role in 
the world. Such developments force policy makers to 
rearticulate the nature of threats and insecurities so 
as to be able to reconstitute a (seemingly) stable US 
identity. As we have argued here, this has meant repro-
ducing and representing US leadership in a global fi ght 
for freedom against a variety of mutating threats.

We have also presented a different narrative, that 
of US imperialism, in order to demonstrate how 
both of these discourses are socially constructed. If 
we examine US foreign policy from different van-
tage points, other aspects of US identity come to the 
fore. Scholars have examined how models of mascu-
linity influenced US Cold War policy makers (Dean 
2001), how religion and ‘family values’ are articulated 
through Bush’s war on terror discourse (Kline 2004), 
how gender and race were deployed in the build-up 
to the 1991 Gulf War (Farmanfarmaian 1992; Niva 
1998) and after 9/11 (Kimmel 2003; Shepherd 2006; 
Nayak 2006).

Countless other stories about identity and US foreign 
policy remain untold. In particular, it should be evident 
that we have chosen to focus on the US’s own construc-
tions of (US and others’) identities in articulations of 

US foreign policy, and have not examined other states’ 
representations. No doubt an analysis of identities in 
US foreign policy from the perspective of, say, Iranians, 
Palestinians, or Venezuelans would look very diff erent 
from what we have outlined here, not to mention the 
interstate and supra-state organizations, as well as non-
state actors, who also construct representations of their 
own and others’ identities.

We have also only briefl y discussed how these repre-
sentations also exist outside elite policy discourses, in 
music, fi lms, TV shows, and other popular cultural sites 
and texts. However, while it is impossible to give a com-
prehensive account of all of the facets of identity in US 
foreign policy, we hope we have provided some insights 
into what such analyses might look like and, more im-
portantly, that we have unpacked the assumptions upon 
which these analyses are based and the concepts with 
which such analyses can be conducted.

Finally, we want to point out that it is not only po-
litical and cultural/media elites who construct repre-
sentations of US identity; academic elites—lecturers, 
authors, researchers—are also involved in these pro-
cesses of identity construction.

Exercise 4: How are identities articulated and rep-
resented in the approaches and chapters in this 
textbook?

Questions

 1. What do we mean by identity?

 2. In what ways does the concept of identity help us to understand US foreign policy?

 3. In what ways is social constructivism a useful framework for analysing US foreign policy?

 4. What is the relationship between identities, values, and interests?

 5. Has US identity changed or remained constant over time?

 6. What is the relationship between identity, insecurity, and threats?

 7. In what ways are ‘others’ represented in discourses of US foreign policy?

 8. What roles do race and religion play in representations of US foreign policy?

 9. In what ways are narratives and representations of US foreign policy gendered?

10. What is the relationship between capitalism, US identity, and US foreign policy?

11. Think about your own foreign policy preferences; in what ways are these values constituted through, and 

connected with, your identity?
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Endnotes

 1.  Using the noun ‘America’ for the US or the adjective ‘American’ to describe its citizens or inhabitants is problematic. People from Chile, 

Mexico, and Cuba are also ‘American’. Throughout this chapter, we use ‘US’ as noun and adjective to describe the state, its citizens, and 

inhabitants.

 2.  Other interest-based explanations focus on the rational decision making of various sorts of actors—whether bureaucrats (Allison and 

Zelikow 1999), interest groups (Terry 2005), public opinion (Entman 2004), or electoral politics (Gaddis 1982).

 3. ‘ Nation’ and ‘state’ are commonly hyphenated based on the assumption that each nation coincides with a territorial state. However, there 

are no ethnically or culturally homogeneous ‘nation-states’.

 4.  The term ‘ideological’ is commonly used pejoratively (negatively), to connote something that is based on ideas about how the world 

works, rather than on the ‘truth’. We problematize this notion below (see Purvis and Hunt 1993).

 5.  Maps provide a useful way for us to think about these issues because maps are neither ‘true’ nor ‘false’, but rather are ways of representing 

the world. Different maps serve different purposes and they represent (construct) the world in different ways.

 6.  As scholars we do not simply ‘fi nd’ data waiting for us in the world, even in the natural sciences. Data sets are always constructed: the 

boundaries between what is interesting/relevant and what is discarded as less (or un)important are defi ned by the analyst, in the assump-

tions underpinning the research design and methods.

 7.  Popular cultural texts are also constructed by elites, albeit not generally policy elites. For overlaps between these two elites, see Robb 

(2004) and Valantin (2005).

 8.  See Milliken (1999) for other examples of discourse analytic research.

 9.  This discourse analysis is based on a few key presidential speeches. The themes and tropes we identify can be found in many policy docu-

ments (see, for example, The American Presidency Project).

 10.  A common theme in US politics is that, however the two political parties (and the public) may be divided on domestic issues, the country 

must unite behind its foreign policy, which should enjoy bi-partisan support (survival and national security are ‘prior to’ domestic politics).

 11.  See Collins and Glover (2002) on language in the war on terror, and Cohn (1987) on the rhetorical function of terms like ‘collateral damage’ 

in US nuclear policy.

For a range of additional resources to support your learning visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this 

book at www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/cox_stokes2e/.

www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/cox_stokes2e/
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Th is chapter assesses the main dynamics that have trans-
formed United States foreign policy towards the Middle 
East over the last eighty-fi ve years. First it discusses the 
applicability of realist, Marxist, and constructivist the-
ories of international relations. It will then assess the 
role that the Cold War, oil, and Israel have played in 
shaping American foreign policy. In each of these three 
areas the United States’ tactical approach to the Middle 

East has produced unintended consequences that have 
increased resentment towards America, destabilized 
the region, and undermined its long-term strategic 
goals. Th e chapter goes on to discuss the Bush Doctrine, 
launched aft er 9/11 and the resultant invasion of Iraq. 
It concludes by assessing President Barack Obama’s at-
tempts to overcome the tensions and suspicion causes 
by previous US foreign policy in the Middle East.

 12 US foreign policy in the Middle East1

Toby Dodge 
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Fig. 12.1 Map of the Middle East and North Africa.

Th e evolution of the United States’ early relationship 
with the Middle East was shaped by the demise of both 
the Ottoman and the British empires. Th e Ottoman 
Empire collapsed in the wake of the defeat it suff ered 
during the First World War. Th e United States conse-
quently intervened to limit the imperialist ambitions 
of both the French and British. In the aft ermath of the 
Second World War, America was increasingly drawn 
into the Middle East, fi rst to replace the rapidly declin-
ing power of the British Empire but also to counter the 
military and ideological infl uence of the Soviet Union. 

Th e end of the Cold War has seen American foreign 
policy dominated by what Fred Halliday labelled ‘the 
greater West Asian crisis’: instability, radicalism and 
violence that dominates a region including the Middle 
East, Pakistan and Afghanistan. Ever since the attacks 
of 9/11 this region has sat at the top of Washington’s 
list of grave concerns (Halliday 2005, 130).

Th e growing importance of the Middle East to US for-
eign policy since 1945 has been driven by geostrategic, 
economic, and domestic concerns. Geostrategically the 
region sits at the junction of three continents, in close 
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1917 April: the United States of America enters the First 

World War.

2 November: the Balfour Declaration. British Secretary 

James Balfour in a letter to Lord Lionel Walter Roth-

schild says Britain (with US acquiescence) would sup-

port the creation of a Jewish homeland in Palestine.

1918 8 January: the American President, Woodrow Wilson, 

issues the 14-point statement of its reasons for joining 

the war and what it expects the peace to look like.

1919 January–June: the Paris Peace Conference draws up 

the international agreement to run the world after 

the First World War. It results in the formation of the 

League of Nations.

1947 12 March: US President Truman addresses Congress 

and launches the Truman Doctrine, asking for permis-

sion to aid Greece, Turkey, and then Iran against the 

Soviet threat.

1948 May: the founding of the state of Israel.

The fi rst Arab–Israeli War.

1955 24 February: the formation of the Baghdad Pact: an 

anti-communist regional alliance with Iraq, Turkey, 

Iran, and Pakistan as members.

September: Egypt’s arms deal with Czechoslovakia.

1956 26 July. Nasser announces the nationalization of the 

Suez Canal.

July–November: Suez crisis and the second Arab–Israeli 

War. Britain, France, and Israel collude to invade Egypt 

and attempt to remove President Nasser. US President 

Eisenhower refuses to offer military, diplomatic, or fi nan-

cial support, thus forcing a humiliating withdrawal.

1958 15 July: the fi rst Lebanese civil war erupts; 15,000 US 

troops are sent to Beirut to stop radicals taking control 

of the country.

1962 September: left-wing offi cers in Yemen overthrow 

Imam Mohammed al-Badr and invite Nasser to send 

troops to help them consolidate power.

1966 22 February: the British government announces a large-

scale reduction of troops in the Middle East, drawing 

their military out of territory east of Suez Canal in Egypt.

1967 5 June: the third Arab–Israeli War. Israel launches a 

pre-emptive strike against Egypt, Syria, and Jordan as 

they prepare for war. The ‘Six-Day War’ ends with Israel 

occupying the Sinai Peninsula and the Gaza Strip pre-

viously held by Egypt, the Golan Heights formerly held 

by Syria, and the West Bank previously held by Jordan.

1972 September: the Munich Olympics massacre. Seven 

Palestinian terrorists belonging to the Black Septem-

ber group kill eleven Israeli athletes during the Olym-

pic games in Germany.

1973 6 October: the fourth Arab–Israeli War. Egypt and 

Syria launch a surprise attack against Israel during the 

Jewish holiday of Yom Kippur.

In retaliation for United States support of Israel dur-

ing the war, the Organization of Arab Oil-Producing 

States impose an oil embargo on exports to America, 

to try and force territorial concessions from Israel. 

It lasts until 1974 by which time oil prices have 

quadrupled.

1974 16 June: Richard Nixon is the fi rst US President to visit 

Israel.

1977 19 November: Egyptian President Sadat fl ies to Israel 

in an attempt to make peace.

1978 April: the communists seize power in Afghanistan in 

a bloody coup.

1979 March: Egyptian President Sadat and Israeli Prime 

Minister Begin sign a peace treaty in Washington. 

Israel agrees to withdraw from Sinai and to com-

mence Palestinian autonomy talks within three 

years in exchange for a formal peace treaty with 

Egypt.

February: the Shah of Iran is overthrown by the Islam-

ic revolution.

24 December: the Soviet Union invades Afghanistan.

1980 22 September: the Iraqi air force attacks Iran and a 

land invasion begins at several points along the Iran–

Iraq border.

1981 6 October: Anwar Sadat gunned down in Cairo by the 

‘Islamic Group’.

1982 June: Israel invades Lebanon and lays siege to its 

capital Beirut in what becomes a bloody military 

stalemate.

1983 23 October: the US marine compound at Beirut 

airport is destroyed by a suicide bomber: 241 are 

killed.

1984 7 February: President Ronald Reagan announces the 

retreat of US forces from Lebanon to American war-

ships offshore.

1987 December: the Palestinian uprising or intifada begins 

in the West Bank and Gaza Strip.

1988 July: the eight-year Iran–Iraq War ends.

1990 2 August: Iraq invades Kuwait.

BOX 12.1:  Important dates and events in relations between the states of the Middle East and the 
United States of America
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In March 2006, two respected professors, John Mearshe-

imer and Stephen Walt, published the ‘Israeli Lobby’ in the 

London Review of Books (Mearsheimer and Walt 2006) and a 

subsequent book (Mearsheimer and Walt 2007). The article 

caused an explosion of controversy and debate across the 

United States. Mearsheimer and Walt, two of the most infl u-

ential realists working in international relations, argued that 

America’s support for Israel ran counter to US national inter-

ests. They examined Israel’s role as an ally in the war against 

terrorism, its vulnerability to attack by its neighbours, and the 

moral case for American support. They concluded that after 

the Cold War, Israel had become a strategic and political bur-

den and US support for it had directly damaged American 

interests.

They went on to examine why, given what they saw as the 

high costs of this support, it continued. They concluded that 

an Israeli lobby, a ‘loose coalition of individuals and organisa-

tions who actively work to steer US foreign policy in a pro-

Israel direction’, was responsible. Given the highly polemical 

nature of debates in the United States surrounding the Middle 

East in general and Israel in particular, it was no surprise that 

the article ignited an extended and at times bitter response. 

Amongst their most trenchant critics was Alan Dershowitz, 

along with Walt a professor at Harvard (Dershowitz 2006). 

Dershowitz argued that the paper was ‘fi lled with errors and 

distortions’, with quotations ‘wrenched out of context’, facts 

mis-stated, and ‘embarrassingly poor logic’. Given what he 

saw as the poor quality of the scholarship and analysis, Der-

showitz went on to question Mearsheimer and Walt’s motives, 

implying that they were driven by anti-Semitic motives.

The controversy that the ‘Israeli Lobby’ caused indicates 

the passions and sensitivities surrounding the issue in US 

foreign policy circles. However, some sections of Mearshe-

imer and Walt’s arguments were factually incorrect. They also 

attributed a unity of viewpoint to an ideologically diverse set 

of organizations. One of the central accusations of the arti-

cle, that the Israeli lobby played a key role in driving the USA 

to invade Iraq, takes a complex and multifaceted issue and 

reduces it to a single cause. This is not an academically sus-

tainable explanation. However, Michael Massing, in a much 

stronger and more thoughtful paper, sets out in detail the 

manner and extent of the infl uence those organizations seek-

ing to persuade the US government to pursue a pro-Israeli 

policy have (Massing 2006). It is Massing’s reasoned and well-

sourced argument that needs to be debated in a calm and 

analytical fashion at the heart of US foreign policy making. 

One of Mearsheimer and Walt’s key criticisms was that anyone 

seeking to question the American–Israeli special relationship 

was intimidated by accusations of anti-Semitism. Dershow-

itz’s response went a long way to proving that point at least.

CONTROVERSIES 12.1: The infl uence of the ‘Israeli Lobby’ on United States foreign policy

1991 16 January: Operation Desert Storm. Allied air attacks 

against Iraqi troops in Kuwait begin.

24 February: the Allied ground offensive against Iraq 

begins.

27 February: President George Bush announces hos-

tilities with Iraq will cease at midnight, hours after the 

liberation of Kuwait City.

1993 September: the Oslo Accords are signed between the 

PLO and Israel.

2000 September: the second Palestinian uprising or inti-

fada begins.

12 October: USS battleship Cole is attacked by al-

Qaeda in Aden harbour, Yemen, killing 17 US sailors.

2001 11 September: Al-Qaeda uses passenger planes to 

attack the World Trade Center in New York and the 

Pentagon in Washington, DC.

2003 20 March: the invasion of Iraq begins shortly after a 

48-hour deadline for Saddam Hussein to leave the 

country expires.

9 April: US marines help crowds to topple a giant 

statue of Saddam Hussein in Firdous Square, central 

Baghdad. Widespread looting breaks out unhindered 

in the Iraqi capital.

2009 4 June: President Barack Obama gives a speech in Cairo 

designed to launch ‘a new beginning’ for relations 

between the United States and the Muslim world.

2011 17 March: The UN Security Council passes Resolution 

1973 authorizing a no-fl y zone over Libya to project 

the Libyan population from the government’s troops.

31 December: All US troops to be removed from Iraqi 

soil under an agreement signed between Baghdad 

and Washington.

BOX 12.1: (continued)
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proximity to the Mediterranean, the Persian Gulf, and 
America’s main rival during the twentieth century, the 
Soviet Union. As the Cold War intensifi ed, the USA 
came to regard the Middle East as second in order of 
strategic importance to Europe. Economically the region 
supplies 32 per cent of the world’s oil and has 58 per 
cent of the globe’s proven reserves (Shlaim 1995: 35). 
Although the United States’ own dependence on Mid-
dle Eastern oil has slowly increased during the twentieth 
century, American policy towards the region has been 
shaped by a keen appreciation of the global economic 
signifi cance of its oil reserves. Th e creation of the state of 
Israel in 1948 and its long-running confl ict with its Arab 
neighbours has likewise dominated US foreign policy. 
For strategic, ideological, and domestic political reasons, 
Israel has enjoyed a very strong alliance with the USA. 
Strategically it has been perceived as a reliable ally at the 
centre of the Middle East from the Cold War onwards. 
In domestic American politics, lobby groups supporting 
Israel have always had the ability to organize public sup-
port in favour of a very close and supportive relationship.

Within Washington, the president is primarily 
responsible for shaping America’s policy in the region. 
However, both houses of Congress, the Senate and the 
House of Representatives, are empowered to oversee 
foreign policy and have historically provided an infl u-
ential point of access for those individuals, companies, 
lobby groups, and countries seeking to shape US pol-
icy. Washington is overfl owing with think tanks and 
policy experts whose sole purpose is to infl uence the 
US government’s development of foreign policy gen-
erally and Middle Eastern policy specifi cally (Hud-
son 2005: 296). Th e high level of politically motivated 
intra-and interstate violence in the region has forced 
it to the forefront of US media coverage. Th is in turn 
has caused Middle Eastern politics to loom large in 
the foreign policy concerns of the educated and mobi-
lized section of American public opinion. Middle East 
policy is hence developed in the full glare of the media 
spotlight, subject to intense discussion, lobbying, and 
analysis. A US president neglects this fact at his or her 
electoral peril.

The transformation of US foreign policy towards the 
Middle East: from Wilson to Obama
Th e United States’ relations with both the states and so-
cieties of the Middle East have been transformed dur-
ing the twentieth century. Th e extent and nature of this 
change can be gauged by comparing the tone, content, 
and reception of three landmark speeches that have had 
far-reaching consequences for the region. On 8 January 
1918, as the First World War drew to an end, American 
President Woodrow Wilson addressed a joint session of 
the United States Congress in Washington, DC (Wilson 
1918). Th e USA, under Wilson’s leadership, had been 
drawn into the war against its better judgement and the 
president was determined to shape the peace settlement 
in a way that would make another world war impossi-
ble. Wilson faced two major obstacles in securing this 
goal. Th e fi rst was the confl ict’s main protagonists; the 
European states themselves. For Wilson, they repre-
sented all that was wrong with international relations; 
indulging in secret, even conspiratorial, agreements 
amongst themselves while simultaneously competing 
to expand the territorial extent of their non-European 

empires to dominate other nations for their own benefi t. 
Th e second emerging challenge was represented by the 
new ideology of Bolshevism, personifi ed by the Russian 
Communist Party’s seizure of power in Moscow.

Wilson’s attempt to meet these challenges combined 
ambition with idealism. He outlined a fourteen-point 
agenda that would shape America’s post-war diploma-
cy. Th e speech called for transparent public diplomacy, 
open markets, and collective security. However, it was 
the twelft h point of Wilson’s speech that led directly to 
the transformation of the Middle East. He demand-
ed that the non-Turkish-speaking nationalities that 
had been ruled by the now defeated Ottoman Empire 
‘should be assured an undoubted security of life and 
an absolutely unmolested opportunity of autonomous 
development’. Th ese words were seized upon by Arab 
nationalists across the region. Wilson’s promotion of 
self-determination for previously oppressed nations 
became a touchstone for those Arabs seeking to escape 
the imperial ambitions of the Ottomans, then the British 
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and French troops who controlled the region. Th e subse-
quent formation of the League of Nations under Wilson’s 
direction placed direct limits on the imperial ambitions 
of both France and Britain. In eff ect, Wilson can be seen 
as the father of the modern independent state in the 
Middle East (Dodge 2005: pp. xii–xix).

Eighty-four years later on 29 January 2002, President 
George W. Bush addressed Congress, giving his annual 
State of the Union Address. It had only been four months 
since al-Qaeda launched its devastating attacks on the 
World Trade Center in New York and the Pentagon in 
Washington. Like Wilson before him, Bush invoked the 
powerful imagery of a nation at war, a ‘war against ter-
ror’ which ‘is only beginning’. Bush stressed that America 
faced two enemies in this war, the ‘terrorist underworld’ 
responsible for 9/11 and the allied states who were seeking 
to develop weapons of mass destruction. Th ese allies were 
grouped in ‘an axis of evil’ whose ‘regimes pose a grave and 
growing danger’ (Bush 2002a). Two of the three members 
of this axis, Iraq and Iran, were key Middle Eastern states.

Th is speech heralded what developed into the Bush 
Doctrine, a potentially revolutionary approach to inter-
national relations. It forged weapons of mass destruc-
tion and terrorism into one homogeneous threat to the 
continued security of the American people that was 
primarily located in the Middle East. George W. Bush, 
unlike Woodrow Wilson, saw that the best way to meet 
this threat was to restrict the right to sovereignty of 
errant Middle Eastern states. All means necessary were 
to be deployed to ensure rogue regimes did not support 
terrorism or develop weapons of mass destruction. In a 
startling contrast to Woodrow Wilson’s fourteen-point 
speech and his promotion of self-determination, the 
Bush Doctrine was greeted with widespread hostility 
across the Middle East. President Bush’s attempt to link 
the fi ght to the promotion of democracy was largely dis-
missed and the Bush Doctrine rejected as a new form of 
American imperialism (Harvey 2003; Bush 2002b). Th e 
logic of the Bush Doctrine led directly to the invasion and 
regime change in Iraq. Th e ongoing insurgency and ensu-
ing civil war this caused has greatly destabilized the Mid-
dle East and all but dissipated the genuine empathy felt 
for the American people in the wake of the 9/11 attacks. 
Whereas Wilson’s ambitious and idealist approach to the 
Middle East increased the prestige and standing of the 
United States in the region, the Bush Doctrine and the 

cataclysmic aft ermath of the Iraqi invasion has driven 
anti-American sentiment to new levels of hostility.

Seven years aft er President Bush addressed Congress, his 
successor, Barack Obama, gave a speech at Cairo Universi-
ty on 9 June 2009 specifi cally designed to undo the damage 
he thought President Bush had done to US relations with 
the Middle East and the wider Muslim world. Obama rec-
ognized that US policy during the Cold War had treated 
Muslims as proxies, ignoring their own concerns and aspi-
rations. Obama went on to defi ne the Arab–Israeli confl ict 
as a major source of tension. He set out to explain America’s 
‘unbreakable bond’ with Israel but then acknowledged 
the suff ering that Palestinians had gone through in strug-
gling to gain their own homeland. Th e solution, he argued, 
was that both the Israelis and Palestinians should have 
their own states and to obtain this, the Israelis had to stop 
building settlements on occupied Palestinian land. Finally, 
he explained the ‘enormous trauma’ caused to the US by 
the attacks of 9/11 but accepted this had led to mistakes and 
committed himself to closing down the American prison 
at Guantanamo Bay in Cuba, which had become syn-
onymous with American prisoner abuses during the ‘war 
against terror’. In his speech Obama was signalling to the 
Muslim world that the US had made a number of mistakes 
since the Cold War, especially in its relations with the Middle 
East. He was calling for dialogue, understanding, and a new 
start in relations. However, by placing the solution of the 
Arab–Israeli confl ict at the centre of his new approach, 
he was setting a very high and almost certainly unobtainable 
measure of success for his administration to attain.

 ❑ US foreign policy towards the Middle East has been 

dramatically transformed over the twentieth century.

 ❑ President Woodrow Wilson, in 1918, organized US for-

eign policy around the promotion of self-determination 

for previously oppressed people.

 ❑ President George W. Bush, after 9/11, sought to con-

strain the sovereignty of Middle Eastern states in an 

attempt to promoted democracy and limit the spread 

of weapons of mass destruction and terrorism.

 ❑ Woodrow Wilson’s foreign policy greatly enhanced the 

standing of the USA in the Middle East.

 ❑ The Bush Doctrine and the invasion of Iraq have fuelled 

the rise of a powerful anti-Americanism across the region.

KEY POINTS
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International relations, United States foreign policy, 
and the Middle East

Th e period between these two momentous speeches 
encompasses sixteen American presidents and their 
relations with a diverse group of states that spread from 
Morocco in North Africa, west to Iran, and from Turkey 
south to Yemen. Th e radically diff erent policies towards 
the Middle East pursued by Wilson and Bush indicate 
how the United States’ relations with the region have 
been transformed over the twentieth century. Interna-
tional relations theory needs to be deployed to assess 
what has driven this changing policy agenda. Th is the-
ory is both descriptive and prescriptive. It allows those 
studying the actions of decision makers to investigate 
their motivations and perceptions. In addition, diff erent 
approaches to international relations guide or constrain 
the politicians and diplomats themselves, off ering the 
categories and units of analysis used to understand a 
complex world.

Realism, the USA, and 
the Middle East
Three different and competing approaches to inter-
national relations can be usefully deployed to assess 
the United States’ changing relations with the Middle 
East: realism, Marxism, and constructivism. Against 
the background of the Cold War realism rejected any 
appeal to morality as a dangerous diversion. It stress-
es the anarchical nature of international relations, 
ungoverned as it is by any higher power to adjudi-
cate between competing states, all seeking to maxi-
mize their power in an uncertain world. For Hans 
Morgenthau decision makers ‘think and act in terms 
of interest defined as power’, allowing for predict-
ability and a common understanding of state behav-
iour (Morgenthau 1985: 5). Morgenthau’s approach 
appeared to explain the evolution and compara-
tive stability of the Cold War, a world divided into 
two multi-state alliances, where each superpower 
dominated its weaker allies. Realism’s descriptive 
and predictive abilities apply equally to the Middle 
East, with one of the longest running conflicts in 

 modern  diplomatic history, the Arab–Israeli dispute, 
the eight-year Iran–Iraq War, and Iraq’s invasion of 
Kuwait in 1990.

The Marxist approach
However, a series of damaging critiques of the meth-
odological assumptions underpinning realism have 
shaped two useful alternatives, constructivism and 
Marxism. Marxist approaches to international rela-
tions argue that the states that realists see as their cen-
tral unit of analysis have to be placed in a much wider 
context. Th is stresses the socio-economic dynamics 
within which the state and the international system 
itself were formed. Marxists argue that there are three 
levels of analysis operating within international rela-
tions (Cox 1986: 220). Th e determinant level shows 
how a society organizes its economic production. Th is, 
Marxists argue, shapes power relations within socie-
ties: who owns the means of production and who they 
employ to work for them. Th is in turn frames how 
political and military power is structured to protect the 
economic organization of society. It also defi nes how 
people within that society think about their lives and 
roles.

From a Marxist perspective, the Cold War was 
not primarily about two states maximizing their 
own power but a clash of two very diff erent modes 
of production attempting to impose their specifi c 
economic model on the rest of the world (Halliday 
1994: 103). Marxists certainly recognize the impor-
tance of the political and military power of the state, 
but argue that it has been created within a specifi c set 
of socio-economic circumstances, determined in the 
last instance by the mode of production. First, states 
are dominated and act in the interests of those who 
own the mode of production; in advanced capitalist 
countries it is the bourgeoisie. It is these economic 
entrepreneurs who, in search of new markets and 
resources, use state power to move across the world, 
imposing a capitalist mode of production upon weaker 
societies as they travel.
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Finally, Marxists argue that the international system is 
structured by hierarchy not anarchy, by the dominance 
of a hegemon. Marxists would argue that Woodrow 
Wilson, in calling for open markets and the end of Euro-
pean imperial domination, was attempting to reorder 
international economic and political relations in a way 
that would be of primary benefi t to the United States. 
From this perspective, US policy in the Middle East is 
designed to defend its economic and political domina-
tion of the region. A Marxist approach to international 
relations provides powerful insights into the motivation 
of the US government and the vulnerability of regimes 
in the region to American power. However, Marxists 
have a propensity to overstate the economic rationale 
shaping US policy to the exclusion of other incentives. 
Th ere is a tendency to assume that the US government 
is always acting to further the interests of their multi-
national corporations. Th is can lead to a focus on oil 
and a reduction in the infl uence of ideology, belief, and 
perception in shaping the policy making. It is this ten-
dency to neglect the infl uence of ideas and perceptions 
that has given rise to the fi nal approach to international 
relations, constructivism.

Constructivism
Constructivism places great explanatory weight on the 
role that ideas, culture, and norms play in the policy 
decisions of politicians and diplomats. Preconceived 
ideas about the situation statespeople fi nd themselves 
in then become a crucial variable that shapes how the 
policies are chosen. For constructivists, belief systems 
constrain and ultimately direct those at the pinnacle of 
state power. A state’s collective understanding of its own 
identity is a key factor in how diplomats perceive their 
national interests (Wendt 1999: 20; Ruggie 1998: 14).

In the context of the United States’ relations with the 
Middle East, American politicians’ perceptions of the 
region are a crucial factor. Douglas Little persuasively 
argues that US policy towards the Arab world has been 
decisively shaped by three ideological dynamics. First, 
the United States’ own collective self-image, which 
perceives America as selfl essly reaching out to the 
region to share with it the benefi ts of its own political 
and economic system. Secondly, Little argues Ameri-
can popular culture has, over many years, perceived 
the Middle East to be backward looking, prone to 

Doctrines are developed by specifi c presidents to map out a 

grand strategy to deal with pressing foreign policy issues. The aim 

is to focus governmental resources on the most serious problem 

or threat the president believes is facing the United States.

The Truman Doctrine

Announced on 12 March 1947, in a speech before Congress, 

it committed the USA to defend Turkey and Greece against 

Soviet aggression.

The Eisenhower Doctrine

Announced on 9 March 1957, it offered US military and eco-

nomic aid to any Middle Eastern state threatened by interna-

tional communism.

The Nixon Doctrine

On 25 July 1969, faced with the growing cost of the war in Viet-

nam, the USA aimed to develop regional allies to act as proxies 

in the Cold War struggle against the Soviet Union. In the Mid-

dle East these proxies were Israel, Iran, and Saudi Arabia.

The Carter Doctrine

Announced in the January 1980 State of the Union Speech, as 

a response to the invasion of Afghanistan, it committed the 

USA to deploy military force to counter Soviet intervention 

in the Persian Gulf.

The Clinton Doctrine

Announced by Martin Indyk, a senior offi cial on the Nation-

al Security Council, on 18 May 1993, it committed the USA 

to ‘dual containment’, placing sanctions on both Iran and 

Iraq.

The Bush Doctrine

Developed in response to the attacks of 9/11 and set out 

in the January 2002 State of the Union Address and The 

National Security Strategy of the United States, published in 

September 2002, it promised to fi ght terrorism and countries 

that developed weapons of mass destruction, and encourage 

democratization in the Middle East.

BOX 12.2: US Presidential doctrines and the Middle East
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violence, and dangerously unstable. Finally, this nega-
tive perception is reinforced by a contrastingly posi-
tive perception of Israel. Little argues this has fuelled 

a mutual incomprehension between the Middle East 
and the United States that has given rise to mistrust 
and violence (Little 2002: 2–33).

 ❑ Given the length of time under consideration and the 

diversity of states in the Middle East, international rela-

tions theory is needed to understand US foreign policy 

towards the region.

 ❑ Realism stresses the instability of the international 

system, with states maximizing their power in compe-

tition with each other. This helps scholars understand 

the Middle East as dominated by interstate war and 

conflict.

 ❑ Marxism perceives the international system as structured 

by hierarchy not anarchy. US foreign policy in the region is 

designed to defend its economic and political dominance 

and access to oil.

 ❑ Constructivism stresses the role that ideas and norms play 

in foreign policy making. US interaction with the Middle 

East is thus structured by its own self-image and what 

policy makers see as the ‘backwardness’ of Middle Eastern 

societies.

KEY POINTS

The United States, the Cold War, and the Middle East

Th e dominant global dynamic shaping the United 
States’ relations with the Middle East has been the 
Cold War, from its origins in the aft ermath of the Sec-
ond World War to the collapse of the Soviet Union in 
1989. On one level, realists would argue, the demands 
of the Cold War simplifi ed diplomacy for the United 
States. Th e preferences and even personal morality 
of individual statespeople could be subsumed within 
what Henry Kissinger has termed ‘the ethic of respon-
sibility’. United States interests under this rubric 
were straightforward: it must maximize its interests, 
defi ned as power, in the face of the Soviet threat (Gad-
dis 1987: 221). Th e Middle East became one of many 
arenas within which global struggle ensued. It was 
divided between the two superpowers as they each 
struggled to build the largest stable alliances possible.

However, the realist simplicity of rolling the Middle 
East into a global struggle for allies and dominance had 
a number of unintended consequences. Th e complexi-
ties of struggles based within the Middle East subsystem 
itself did not always sit well within the Cold War mind-
set that dominated thinking in Washington. Oft en ide-
ologies originating within the region, Arab nationalism 
and Islamic radicalism for example, were co-opted into 
the struggle against the Soviet Union, which had pro-
found ramifi cations for the domestic politics of the Mid-
dle East. Alternatively, they were simply misdiagnosed 

as a tool or product of Soviet interference. Th e unin-
tended consequences and misperceptions of US foreign 
policy during the Cold War still haunt the region’s poli-
tics today.

Th e Middle East became an early venue for the 
opening stages of the Cold War. Th e Soviet Union had 
stationed troops in Iran during the Second World War 
but had agreed to withdraw them at the end of hostili-
ties. However, by 1945 it looked increasing reluctant 
to do so. In addition it encouraged locals to establish 
an autonomous government in the Iranian prov-
ince of Azerbaijan, north-west of Tehran. US alarm 
increased when Stalin’s attention focused on Turkey, 
attempting to pressure Ankara into sharing control of 
shipping through the Dardanelles. Th e US adminis-
tration concluded that the Soviets’ central aim in the 
region was to gain control of Turkey. Th eir unease 
increased when evidence came to light of Soviet med-
dling in the Greek civil war. President Truman sought 
to meet this challenge in March 1947 by announcing 
the Truman Doctrine, a $400 million package of eco-
nomic and military aid for Greece and Turkey. How-
ever, Truman appears to have overestimated Stalin’s 
interests and goals in the region. Stalin regarded Arab 
nationalist politicians as unreliable bourgeois nation-
alists (Brown 1984: 199). Th e Soviet Union under Sta-
lin treated the Middle East as a sideshow.
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Eisenhower and the Middle East
United States–Soviet competition over the Middle East 
and the problems this caused increased with Stalin’s 
death and the Eisenhower presidency. Nikita Khrush-
chev, the new leader of the Soviet Communist Party, 
announced a new policy towards the third world dur-
ing the Congress of the Communist Party in 1956 at 
which he denounced Stalin (Westad 2005: 68). It result-
ed in ‘rubble diplomacy’, a substantial programme of 
economic aid directed at third world states, including 
Egypt.

Th e Eisenhower administration, developing Tru-
man’s fears of Soviet encroachment through Turkey, 
colluded with Britain to organize the ‘northern tier’ of 
the Middle East in an anti-Soviet alliance, the Bagh-
dad Pact. Th is grouped Iraq, Turkey, Iran, and Pakistan 
in a mutual defence agreement, strengthened by US 
military assistance. Eisenhower further escalated US 
involvement and Cold War tensions in the Middle East 
in 1957. Worried that a reduction in British infl uence in 
the region would be exploited by the Soviet Union, he 
countered with a promise of direct US military inter-
vention and economic aid in support of any state which 
felt under threat from communist aggression. Congress 
voted to support what become known as the Eisenhow-
er Doctrine in 1957. However the only intervention 
sanctioned was to send marines to stop the eruption of 
the Lebanese civil war of 1958. Th is was a purely region-
al confl ict, not connected to the Cold War.

Increasing US involvement in the Middle East under 
Eisenhower drove growing resentment amongst Arab 
nationalists, who were battling to defend their newly 
won independence and minimize outside interference 
in the region. In spite of US political rhetoric stress-
ing freedom from Soviet domination, Arab politicians 
found it increasingly diffi  cult to distinguish between 
the dying days of a British imperialism justifi ed in 
terms of progress and development, and a militarized 
US presence promoting capitalism and democracy. It 
was this sentiment that caused the Baghdad Pact to be 
denounced by both Syria and Egypt as an attempt to 
sustain foreign domination rather than the protection 
of its members.

It was a bloody military coup in Iraq in July 1958, 
orchestrated in the name of Arab nationalism and 

 freedom from foreign domination, that overthrew the 
British-installed monarchy and broke the Baghdad 
Pact. Th e rising tide of Arab nationalism, primarily 
driven by the remnants of British imperialism, was con-
tinuously mistaken by Washington during this period 
as a stalking horse for international communism. 
Egypt’s radical president, Gamal Abdul Nasser, became 
the personifi cation of this problem. In 1955 he struck 
a major arms deal with Czechoslovakia. However, this 
transaction had more to do with his military confron-
tation with Israel than a desire to join the Czechs as a 
member of the Communist International. When the US 
government reversed a promise to help fund the build-
ing of the Aswan dam in 1956, Nasser announced the 
nationalization of the Suez Canal. Th is triggered a wave 
of economic nationalism across the third world that 
was driven by a desire for economic sovereignty and 
development, not international communism.

Britain and France, in a secret compact with Israel, 
attempted to reverse the nationalization of the Suez 
Canal and remove Nasser from power by invading 
Egypt in October 1956. Public opinion across the Mid-
dle East saw the Suez crisis as the personifi cation of 
European imperialism, an illegal conspiracy using mili-
tary force to reverse Arab independence. For President 
Eisenhower the invasion of Egypt coincided with Soviet 
tanks crushing the Hungarian uprising in Budapest. 
Th e US deployed fi nancial and diplomatic pressure to 
force France and Britain into a humiliating withdrawal, 
turning Nasser into a hero across the third world and 
making Arab nationalism the dominant ideology in the 
Middle East.

Nixon, Kissinger, and the 1973 war
Th e next presidential doctrine to have signifi cant con-
sequences for the Middle East was developed by Rich-
ard Nixon. Inheriting an increasingly unpopular and 
costly war in Vietnam from his predecessor President 
Johnson, the Nixon Doctrine’s goal was the empower-
ment of proxy states in the third world to replace the 
already overstretched United States. Th e application 
of the Nixon Doctrine to the Middle East encouraged 
Saudi Arabia and especially Iran and Israel to become 
regional policemen, enforcing an American policy 
agenda at second hand. Th e Shah of Iran seized upon 
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his new-found responsibilities with gusto, demanding 
larger and larger amounts of sophisticated weaponry 
from Washington in return. Any doubts this raised 
within the US administration were placated, tempo-
rarily at least, by the Shah’s help in destabilizing the 
Ba’athist regime in Iraq, who were in receipt of Soviet 
weaponry. Th e Shah’s support for the Cold War reached 
its peak when he agreed to send 1200 troops to sup-
port the Sultan of Oman in his struggle against a Soviet-
supported uprising in the restive province of Dhofar in 
1973.

However, the nexus between an essentially regional 
confl ict and a global Cold War created a crisis with 
the Arab–Israeli War of 1973–4. During 1969–70, the 
Soviet Union dramatically increased its military sup-
port for Egypt in the aft ermath of the cataclysmic defeat 
of 1967. Although Egyptian President Sadat distanced 
himself from Moscow in 1972, the Soviets felt com-
pelled to threaten direct intervention in the face of 
massive US support for Israel in the 1973–4 war. Nixon 
responded by putting US nuclear forces on DEFCON 
3, the stage preceding all-out war. Although the Sovi-
et Union backed down and the Arab states suff ered 
another defeat at the hands of Israel, Cold War manoeu-
vring in an essentially regional confl ict had very nearly 
brought the superpowers into direct confrontation in 
the  Middle East.

Carter, Iran, and Afghanistan
It was Democratic President Jimmy Carter who inher-
ited the fallout from Nixon’s decision to give uncon-
ditional backing to the Shah of Iran. Th roughout the 
1970s, the Shah had become increasingly detached 
from Iranian society. His oil-fuelled development 
strategies and land reform backfi red, causing rapid 
unplanned urbanization, infl ation, and unemployment. 
US support for an increasingly autocratic and corrupt 
monarch only increased his unpopularity. Th is allowed 
the opposition to combine a powerful Iranian nation-
alism that portrayed the Shah as an American stooge 
with a religious moralism that focused on his fam-
ily’s decadence and corruption. It resulted in the 1979 
Islamic revolution, which brought Ayatollah Khomeini 
to power and mobilized the population behind a radical 
manifesto of Islamism and anti-Americanism.

Th e Carter administration was further engulfed in a 
crisis of Middle Eastern origin when the Soviet Union 
airlift ed thousands of troops into Afghanistan on 
Christmas Eve 1979. Th e invasion was almost certainly 
defensive, attempting to limit the threat that political 
Islam posed for the USSR’s own Muslim population. 
However, Carter saw it in terms of the Cold War’s bal-
ance of power. On 23 January 1980, during his State 
of the Union Address, the president announced the 
Carter Doctrine. Consciously modelled on the Truman 
Doctrine before it, Carter announced that ‘the implica-
tions of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan could pose 
the most serious threat to the peace since the Second 
World War’. Carter concluded by placing the region at 
the heart of the Cold War and stressing its centrality to 
US interests. In order to turn Afghanistan into the Sovi-
ets’ Vietnam, the USA quickly built an unwieldy alli-
ance of convenience. It brought together the logistical 
capacity of Pakistan’s military intelligence with funding 
for the Arab Gulf states and, most damagingly, a motley 
group of Afghan and Arab Islamic radicals. It certainly 
succeeded in trapping the Soviet army in Afghanistan, 
fi ghting a long, costly, and unwinnable war of attrition. 
Th eir eventual ignominious defeat and withdrawal has-
tened the end of the Cold War and America’s victory. 
However, the unintended consequence of Afghan war 
was to empower a transnational network of Islamic 
radicals, who, having defeated one superpower, were on 
9/11 emboldened to strike at the other.

Reagan and Lebanon
If the empowerment of al-Qaeda under the auspices 
of the Carter Doctrine represents the worst unintend-
ed consequence of the United States Cold War policy 
in the Middle East, then the Reagan administration’s 
involvement in Lebanon in the early 1980s indicates 
how a Cold War prism could distort the basis to policy 
making. With his focus on combating the ‘evil empire’ 
of Soviet communism, President Reagan placed the 
military threat of the Soviet Union at the core of his 
foreign policy. Th e Arab–Israeli confl ict and regional 
dynamics more generally were downgraded in the face 
of a renewed Cold War. Th e Reagan administration’s 
unquestioned support for Israel meant it backed Prime 
Minister Begin and Defence Minister Sharon’s plans 
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to invade Lebanon in June 1982 and drive Yasser Ara-
fat’s Palestine Liberation Organization from the Mid-
dle East. Ariel Sharon sold the plan to Washington by 
claiming it would weaken two of the USSR’s main cli-
ents, the PLO themselves and Syria (Shlaim 1995: 55). 
However, the US military were drawn into the resultant 
confl ict as peacekeepers. By analysing the violence in 
Lebanon through a Cold War lens, US military power 
was deployed to back one side of a largely indigenous 
civil war against another. As a result the USA became 
party to an increasingly bloody civil war. In retaliation a 
suicide bomber attacked US facilities in Beirut in 1983, 
killing 241 American marines and forcing the USA to 
leave Lebanon in trauma and defeat.

Th e realist approach to international relations that 
shaped US policy on the Cold War assumed that the 
confl ict was global and that ‘interests defi ned as power’ 
could be deployed in a bipolar struggle. However, in 
the Middle East this approach led to profound mis-
calculations about which regimes to support and the 
consequences of that aid. Th e USA, under diff erent 
presidents, twice intervened in the Lebanese civil war 
using the Cold War as justifi cation. Th ey took sides in a 
bitter and bloody civil war, paying a terrible price, and 
exacerbated the violence. In creating the coalition that 
funded a disparate group of Islamic radicals in Afghani-
stan, the country simply became another arena for the 

Cold War. Once the Soviets had left , the USA turned 
its back on Afghanistan and the organizations it had 
created, with tragic consequences. Afghanistan, largely 
ignored by the USA and the international community, 
become the launch pad from which the attacks of 9/11 
were planned and executed, providing the most trau-
matic example of Cold War blowback in the history of 
US diplomacy.

 ❑ The Cold War acted as the dominant issue shaping US 

relations with the Middle East. However, seeing the 

region simply as an arena for a global struggle had pro-

found unintended consequences.

 ❑ The Cold War meant that ideologies originating from 

within the region, Islamic radicalism and Arab nation-

alism, were either seen as tools of Soviet infl uence or 

weapons with which to fi ght Soviet power.

 ❑ In 1947, as the Cold War took hold, President Truman 

announced his doctrine to meet the challenge of Soviet 

expansionism in the region. However, this overestimat-

ed Moscow’s interest in the Middle East.

 ❑ President Nixon in 1973 faced the tension between the 

regional Arab–Israeli confl ict and the Cold War, when 

the Soviet–American rivalry in the Middle East brought 

the world to the brink of a nuclear confrontation.

KEY POINTS

The United States and Israel

Th e United States’ alliance with Israel has grown pro-
gressively closer from the founding of the state in 1948 
until today. Th e American government now gives Israel 
$3 billion a year in military assistance and economic aid 
(Hudson 2005: 289). However, it is the United States’ 
supportive relationship with Israel that is most oft en 
cited as a cause of Arab and more generally Muslim 
anger towards American foreign policy. Th e found-
ing of the state of Israel led to the dispossession of tens 
of thousands of Palestinians and six major wars. It is 
both the continued exile of a large diaspora of Palestin-
ian refugees along with Israel’s occupation of the West 
Bank of the Jordan River and the Gaza Strip that fuel 
resentment towards both Israel and the United States. 

Despite the cost, in terms of Arab public opinion and 
diplomatic censure, the American–Israeli relationship 
shows few signs of weakening. Both realist and con-
structivist explanations can be usefully deployed to 
examine the enduring nature of this alliance.

Constructivism and the special 
relationship
Constructivist explanations focus on the ideas and per-
ceptions that the American public and more important-
ly their politicians have about Israel. Th is, they argue, is 
the key to explaining the strength and  durability of the 
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alliance. Th e relationship is deeply anchored into both 
history and cultural affi  nity. First, the murder and suff er-
ing that the Jewish population of Europe were subjected 
to during the Holocaust forms the backdrop against 
which the Israeli state was built. Th e empathy generated 
by such horrors is the bedrock upon which the Ameri-
can–Israeli relationship is constructed. Th e argument 
that the Israeli state was founded as a safe haven for all 
Jews, both the survivors of the Holocaust and those fac-
ing persecution elsewhere, meets with deep approval in 
the United States. In addition Israel’s supporters argue 
that since 1948 it has been surrounded and outnum-
bered by hostile neighbours bent on its destruction. 
Th ese arguments in favour of American support of 
Israel are strengthened by the perceived similarities the 
US public sees between their own history and that of 
Israel. Th e USA, like Israel, is a settler nation created by 
waves of mass immigration from Europe. At the core 
of America’s own myth of nationhood is a  pioneering 

spirit. Th is self-perception of pioneers building a state 
and society from scratch is very close to Israel’s own 
myth of formation. Central to America’s identity in the 
wider world is its democracy, a democracy that Israeli 
politicians are keen to stress they share. Added to these 
cultural affi  nities are religious ones. Various forms of 
Christianity dominate American society and the idea of 
Jews returning to the holy land resonates with their own 
reading of the Bible. Th is potent mix of history, national 
self-identity, and religion has been carefully cultivated 
and deployed by those mobilizing public opinion and 
lobbying the American government to pursue policies 
that favour Israel.

Th e realist explanation of US–Israeli relations is 
much more straightforward. It downplays or even 
discounts ideological infl uences. Instead it stresses 
Israel’s role as a staunch ally during the Cold War and 
its aft ermath. Surrounded by Arab regimes with ties to 
the Soviet Union, realists would argue that Israel has 

Because of their own pioneer heritage, Americans were even 

more apt than Europeans to identify with lurid images of 

brave, outnumbered settlers of European stock taming an 

arid land in the face of opposition from ignorant, fanati-

cal nomads—wildly distorted and unrealistic (albeit lasting) 

though these images were.

(Khalidi 2004: 119)

From the dawn of the Cold War through the twilight of the 

twentieth century, US policy makers insisted time and again 

that Islamic radicals, Israeli prime ministers, and Iraqi dicta-

tors had merely misunderstood America’s good intentions 

and that better understanding would produce better rela-

tions. Over the years, however, critics from Tel Aviv to Tehran 

have retorted that they understood those intentions all too 

well and that the peculiar blend of ignorance and arro-

gance that characterised US policy would effectively prevent 

Americans from ever truly understanding the region and its 

people.

(Little 2002: 2–3)

. . . America saw the world in rather simple terms: on one side 

was the Soviet Union and militant Third World nationalism, 

which America regarded as a Soviet tool; on the other side 

was political Islam, which American  considered an unquali-

fi ed all in the struggle against the Soviet Union.

(Mamdani 2004: 120)

Iraq provided a blank screen on which Americans were free 

to project anything they wanted, and because so few Ameri-

cans had anything directly at stake there, many of them never 

saw more than the image of their feelings. The exceptions 

of course, were the soldiers and their families, who carried 

almost the entire weight of the war.

(Packer 2005: 382, 385)

The failure of state-building in Iraq raises a series of profound 

questions about US foreign policy in the wake of 9/11. The 

decision to invade and remove Saddam Hussein was meant 

to signal a new approach to international relations. The ‘war 

against terror’ was constructed in the broadest possible terms, 

uniting the disparate themes of terrorism with weapons of 

mass destruction and the instability of postcolonial states. 

By justifying the invasion in terms of democratising the Mid-

dle East, President Bush evoked a renewed, if supercharged, 

spirit of Wilsonian idealism. The sovereignty of states in the 

so-called ‘developing world’ was now dependent upon their 

ruling elites meeting US-defi ned responsibilities.

(Dodge 2006: 198)

KEY QUOTES 12.1: The Middle East through American eyes
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provided a reliable partner in an unstable region. Th e 
United States’ interests were continually furthered by 
giving the strategic, diplomatic, and economic support 
Israel needed to prosper. Realists examine the strength 
of US–Israeli relations in terms of the geostrategic util-
ity to America of Israel’s position in the Middle East.

Th e fi nal argument seeking to explain the longevity 
and strength of the alliance would point to domestic 
electoral calculations. Th ere is a very well-organized 
lobby designed to ensure US policy is very supportive of 
Israel. Th e leading organization in this lobby, the Ameri-
can Israeli Public Aff airs Committee (AIPAC), has a 
membership of 100,000 and a yearly budget of $47 mil-
lion (Massing 2006). By deploying both realist and con-
structivist arguments and tactics AIPAC has successfully 
mobilized American public opinion in support of Israel.

A second electoral calculation is the Jewish section of 
American society. Although estimated to number only 
between 2 and 3 per cent of the electorate, as a group 
they have one of the highest voter turnouts, with 89 per 
cent living in electorally key states, with enough votes to 
return a president (Bard 1994: 81). However, it is easy to 
overstate the electoral signifi cance of the Israeli lobby. Th e 
majority of Jewish voters have a tendency to vote Demo-
crat, reducing their tendency to change their preference 
on the basis of Israeli policy. Secondly, a broad consensus 
exists in mainstream politics around the issue of Israel.

Harry Truman, the US president in 1948, set a pat-
tern for the way future American presidents dealt with 
Israel. In reaction to the horrors of the Holocaust, Tru-
man pushed for Jewish emigration to Palestine. He also 
deployed diplomatic pressure at the United Nations in 
favour of dividing Palestine between a Jewish and Arab 
state, and authorized the recognition of Israel as soon as it 
declared statehood on 15 May 1948. Truman, clearly infl u-
enced by a close presidential election that year, ignored 
State Department warnings about the negative eff ect rec-
ognition would have on US infl uence in the wider region.

Eisenhower and Israel
As the Cold War escalated, Truman’s successor Presi-
dent Eisenhower became increasingly aware of the dam-
age America’s relations with Israel were causing in the 
Arab Middle East. Th is alarm reached its peak with the 
Suez crisis in October 1956. Eisenhower, because the 

Anglo–French–Israeli invasion of Egypt coincided with 
US presidential elections, came face to face with the 
electoral mathematics surrounding Israeli policy. Eisen-
hower, casting these concerns aside, pushed the United 
Nations to condemn the invasion and was re-elected 
with a landslide over the Democrats. He then went on to 
push for UN sanctions against Israel. Faced with a con-
certed public campaign to overturn this decision he con-
fronted the issue directly in a television broadcast which 
resulted in an Israeli climb-down (Little 2002: 92).

Eisenhower, in the run-up to and during the Suez cri-
sis, decided that US interests in the Middle East and its 
Cold War foreign policy more generally were directly 
harmed by its relations with Israel. With this foremost 
in his mind, he ignored the potential electoral risks, 
and took his argument directly to the American people, 
over the heads of the American–Israeli lobby, defend-
ing his policy. Eisenhower subsequently implemented 
the approach he thought best served America’s interests 
and Israel was forced into a compromise.

Th e Arab–Israeli confl ict descended into open war-
fare for the third time in 1967 under Lyndon B. Johnson’s 
presidency. Th e stunning victory that Israel infl icted 
on its Arab neighbours confi rmed in American public 
opinion the David and Goliath image of Israel fi ght-
ing to win against all the odds. Johnson, who believed 
that Eisenhower had been far too lenient on Egypt dur-
ing the Suez crisis, saw the discrediting of Nasser by 
the Israeli military as a welcome retort. Th e victory of 
America’s ally Israel over Arab states supported by the 
Soviet Union was similarly perceived as benefi cial to 
US power. Th e aft ermath of the Six-Day War left  Israel 
in occupation of Jordanian, Egyptian, and Syrian terri-
tory. It also cemented American–Israeli diplomatic and 
military relations, removing any ambiguity from the 
partnership.

Nixon and Yom Kippur
Th e Nixon Doctrine of developing regional proxies 
had strengthened Israel’s status as a key ally in the fi ght 
against Soviet infl uence. Th e surprise attack launched 
by Syria and Egypt over the Jewish holiday of Yom Kip-
pur placed that policy in doubt. Th e Arab armies made 
early gains, with Egyptian tanks crossing the Suez  Canal 
and the Syrians threatening to retake the Golan Heights. 
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Israeli Prime Minis ter Golda Meir made a desperate 
plea to Nixon for help and the president responded with 
a massive airlift  of 11,000 tons of mili tary equipment 
and munitions that gave the Israeli military yet another 
victory. However, such sustained US support for  Israel’s 
success triggered a united Arab response; the oil embar-
go against America and western Eur ope.

For the Nixon administration, the 1973 war high-
lighted the destab ilizing eff ect of the ongoing Arab–
Israeli confl ict on the region and America’s interests. 
N ixon’s foreign policy guru, Henry Kissinger, was 
assigned the task of defusing the confl ict. Th rough 1974 
and 1975 Kissinger fl ew back and forth to the region, 
fi rst brokering a disengagement agreement and then 
persuading Israel to undertake a limited redeployment 
of troops in return for even greater American military 
assistance, oil supplies, and economic aid.

Following the Yom Kippur War, Kissinger was una-
ble to secure a sustainable peace settlement because 
Israel was unwilling to embark on further territorial 
compromise. It was regional diplomacy that broke the 
stalemate, with Egyptian President Anwar Sadat boldly 
fl ying to Jerusalem in November 1977. By this time 
Jimmy Carter was in the White House and he had to 
structure a peace process that would capitalize on Sadat’s 
statesmanship. It created the fi rst sustainable peace set-
tlement between Israel and one of its Arab neighbours. 
Th e signing in Washington of the March 1979 Treaty of 
Peace between Egypt and Israel ended thirty-one years 
of hostility between the two states and was built around 
the ‘land for peace’ formula originally suggested by the 
UN in 1967. Israel agreed to withdraw its troops from 
the Sinai Peninsula, which it had seized from Egypt. In 
return America compensated Israel economically and 
committed itself to continued generous fi nancial and 
military support for both Israel and Egypt. Th us the 
United States underwrote the peace treaty with consid-
erable economic incentives for both sides. However, for 
the hawkish Israeli Prime Minister, Menanchen Begin, 
this was not the beginning of a comprehensive peace 
deal with the Palestinians or Israel’s Arab neighbours 
but the splitting of the Arab front. Vague references 
in the treaty to Palestinian self-rule were never acted 
upon and Israel was free to continue building houses for 
Israelis in the territory on the west bank of the Jordan 
River it had seized in 1967.

James Baker and the Oslo peace 
process
It took the ending of the Cold War in 1989, Iraq’s invasion 
of Kuwait, and then defeat in 1990–1 to trigger another 
sustained American attempt to solve the Arab–Israeli 
confl ict. President Bush’s Secretary of State, James Baker, 
came face to face with Arab resentment at the continuing 
stalemate with Israel when building the diplomatic and 
military coalition needed to eject Iraq from Kuwait. In 
the aft ermath of that victory he applied economic pres-
sure to Israel and shuttle diplomacy to the wider region 
to set up a multinational peace conference in Madrid in 
October 1991. Despite the diplomatic fanfare surround-
ing the talks in Spain and the subsequent Palestinian–
Israeli negotiations in Washington, no breakthrough 
was achieved. Like Sadat’s initiative in 1977, it was direct 
interaction between the main protagonists, the Pales-
tinians and Israelis, which delivered a breakthrough in 
1993. Th e negotiations were tellingly hosted by Norway, 
who were judged a more neutral arbiter than the United 
States. Th e resulting Israel–PLO Declaration of Princi-
ples was signed in Washington under the watchful eye of 
President Clinton. But this was not a fully-fl edged peace 
treaty but a set of guidelines and aspirations for further 
negotiations. Th ose negotiations delivered restricted 
Palestinian self-rule in Gaza and parts of the West Bank, 
but the turbulent and violent history of Palestinian–
Israeli relations since 1993 shows the profound limita-
tions of the Oslo process. Th e Oslo process was followed 
by a separate peace treaty between Jordan and Israel. 
Again, however, the deal was basically bilateral, repre-
senting the work of the two states who signed it, not the 
success of muscular American diplomatic intervention 
(Shlaim 1995: 120–40).

Th e presidency of George W. Bush proved to be 
just as pro-Israeli as the presidencies of Clinton and 
Reagan before him. Barack Obama, as indicated in 
his 2009 Cairo speech, attempted to push the peace 
 process  forward by demanding that the Israeli govern-
ment freeze the building of settlements on occupied 
Palestinian land. Th is was seen as the bare minimum 
needed to restart meaningful negotiations. Aft er agree-
ing to a nine-month freeze, the Israeli government 
renewed its building programme and in doing so made 
the chance of a major breakthrough in negotiations 
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negligible. US policy towards Israel aft er the Cold War 
has been based on similar if not identical foundations 
to those which guided policy since 1948, with Israel’s 
military superiority being maintained at all costs. Th is, 
it is hoped, will give Israel the confi dence to negotiate 
with the Palestinians and the Arab states from a posi-
tion of unchallengeable strength. However, with the 
brief exception of James Baker in 1991, US diplomacy 
has proven to be chronically unable or unwilling to put 
enough pressure on Israel to deliver the compromises 
needed to reach sustainable peace settlements. Th is 
would involve implementing the United Nations Secu-
rity Council Resolution 242, passed in November 1967. 
Israel would give up enough land on the West Bank for 
the Palestinians to create a sustainable state. It would 
also give back to the Syrians all of the territory of the 
Golan Heights it seized in 1967 in return for a peace 
settlement.

Now that the dynamics of the Cold War are well and 
truly in the past it is the constructivist argument, stress-
ing an ideological affi  nity between US policy mak-
ers, their population, and Israel, which best explains 
 American–Israeli relations. US opinion, both at a 
policy-making level and across the public in general, 
favours Israel to such an extent it appears diplomatically 
unable to apply the pressure needed to force the Israeli 
government to compromise. With US backing, Israel is 
militarily and diplomatically strong enough not to have 
to enter into sustained or meaningful negotiations with 
either the Palestinians or Syria, facilitating an ongoing 
confl ict with no end in sight. Th e United States’ contin-
ued support for Israel has certainly fuelled resentment 
amongst Arab and wider Muslim public opinion. It also 
prohibits any viable solution to a violent confl ict at the 
heart of the Middle East. Th e direct costs of this confl ict 

to the United States have been the destabilization of a 
region of great geostrategic importance to them and a 
continued sense of resentment and anger. It is this anger 
that al-Qaeda and Islamic radicals have continued to 
exploit for recruitment and justifi cation.

 ❑ The United States’ supportive relationship with Israel is 

most often cited as a cause of Arab and more generally 

Muslim anger towards American foreign policy.

 ❑ Constructivist explanations of this relationship focus 

on the empathy generated by the horrors of the Holo-

caust, the pioneering spirit of Israeli state builders, its 

democracy, and an affi nity between US Christians and 

Jews returning to the Holy Land.

 ❑ As the Cold War escalated, President Eisenhower 

became increasingly aware of the damage America’s 

relations with Israel were causing in the Arab Middle 

East and attempted to constrain Israeli foreign policy in 

the Suez crisis of 1956.

 ❑ During the Arab–Israeli War of 1967 President Johnson, 

on the other hand, saw the victory of America’s ally 

Israel over Arab states supported by the Soviet Union as 

benefi cial to US power.

 ❑ President Nixon’s extended support for Israel in the 

1973 war resulted in the Arab oil embargo that quadru-

pled the world price of oil.

 ❑ It took the end of the Cold War to see a major break-

through in Israeli–Palestinian relations with the Oslo 

agreements of 1993 that delivered limited self-rule to 

the Palestinians.

 ❑ US policy remains focused on maintaining Israel’s mili-

tary superiority in the hope that this will give them the 

confi dence to negotiate a substantive peace deal with 

both the Palestinians and Syria.

KEY POINTS

The United States and oil

Th ere is a tension at the heart of United States’ policy 
towards the Middle East between two of its primary 
interests: fi rst the almost unquestioning support for 
Israel, but secondly to maintain the fl ow of oil at the 
lowest price from the Gulf region. Th e Arab Gulf 
states have been historically the leading  fi nancial 

backers of the struggle against Israel. Th e USA, 
when faced with the deep antipathy between Israel 
and the Arab Gulf states, has struggled to keep its 
 relations with the two separate and the Arab–Israeli 
 confl ict confi ned to the front-line states surrounding 
Israel.
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In examining America’s relations with the oil-rich states 
of the Middle East the Marxist approach to international 
relations provides a series of powerful insights. As the 
American economy’s dependence upon oil increased aft er 
1945, US government policy increasingly became con-
cerned with the stability and pliability of the main oil-pro-
ducing states in the region. US military power, both overtly 
and covertly, has been repeatedly deployed to remove 
troublesome governments or support those whose ruling 
elites are close to Washington. Marxists would argue this is 
a clear example of the United States’ political and military 
power being deployed to further the economic interests of 
American multinational corporations.

Th e interests of major American oil companies 
in the Middle East have slowly grown since the First 
World War. President Wilson’s ‘open door’ policy was 
perfectly suited to their needs, giving access to the oil-
rich former territories of the Ottoman Empire coveted 
by British and French companies. As the United States 
economy rapidly expanded during and aft er the Second 
World War, the US government came to view access to 
Middle East oil fi elds as a crucial issue for national secu-
rity. Diplomacy and the military power of the Ameri-
can state would be deployed to ensure US oil companies 
could operate in the region on the best possible terms. 
With the rise of strident Middle Eastern national-
isms demanding economic sovereignty, this aim oft en 
clashed with the policies of regional governments.

The USA, Iran, Iraq, and oil
Two post-1945 examples show the extent and nature 
of US government attempts to shape the Middle East 
oil industry to its own advantage. In April 1951, the 
Iranian parliament, dominated by nationalists led by 
Mohammed Mosaddeq, passed a law nationalizing the 
Iranian oil industry. Th is triggered a clandestine intelli-
gence operation by the US Central Intelligence Agency 
and the British. In August 1953, this operation reached 
its peak when the Iranian army, trained and advised by 
the American military since the Second World War, 
launched a coup that removed Mosaddeq and placed 
the pro-American Shah back on his throne. In the aft er-
math of the coup, nationalization was halted and the 
American oil company ARAMCO gained a 40 per cent 
share in the industry (Khalidi 2004: 90–1, 104).

Similar motives drove US interference in Iraq 
between 1958 and 1963. In 1958, a coup by army offi  cers, 
led by Colonel Abdel Karim Qassim, seized power in 
Baghdad in the name of Arab nationalism. Th e new 
government set about draft ing a law to nationalize the 
Iraqi Oil Company, which was jointly owned by British 
and American businesses. Th e Kennedy administration 
saw in Baghdad a dangerously radical government with 
increasing ties to Moscow seeking to reduce American 
control and profi ts from Middle Eastern oil. Th e Ameri-
can embassy in Baghdad established ties with dissident 
offi  cers in the Iraqi army and a second coup in February 
1963 ousted Qassim just before the nationalization of 
oil took place.

US interference in both Iranian and Iraqi politics 
may have postponed oil nationalization but had dra-
matic unintended consequences. In Iraq, the 1963 coup 
and a counter-coup later that year sparked off  a series 
of violent military takeovers, which resulted in the 
Ba’ath party coming to power in 1968. Th ey eventually 
nationalized the oil industry and were only removed in 
April 2003 by a US invasion. In Iran, once reinstalled, 
the Shah ruled until 1979 but was similarly removed 
from power, this time by a violent revolution inspired 
by Islamism and anti-Americanism.

OPEC and Israel
Th e United States’ ability to keep the Arab–Israeli con-
fl ict separate from its relations with the oil-producing 
states of the region also dramatically broke down in 
1973. Th e growing infl uence of nationalism across 
the region began to defi ne the oil policies of the Arab 
Gulf states. During the 1960s, these countries became 
increasingly disgruntled by the low price of oil on the 
world market. Th is frustration resulted in the formation 
of the Organization of Oil Exporting Counties (OPEC) 
in 1960. During the Arab–Israeli Yom Kippur War of 
1973, the Gulf states became increasingly outraged 
at the United States’ large-scale and overt support for 
Israel. In retaliation, OPEC’s Arab members deployed 
the oil weapon against America. Th e price of oil was 
increased by 70 per cent and production was cut by 5 
per cent a month with an embargo placed on exports 
to America until Israel made major territorial conces-
sions. By December 1973, the price of oil was four times 
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what it had been in October. Aft er twenty-fi ve years of 
support for Israel, America’s policy had fi nally caused it 
a direct and painful economic cost.

President Nixon sent Henry Kissinger to the Middle 
East to directly intervene in the confl ict and he persuad-
ed Israel to make some limited territorial compromises. 
Even though he convinced OPEC to lift  its embargo 
in 1974, the price of oil continued to rise, reaching a 
new height when the news broke that another staunch 
American ally, the Shah of Iran, had been removed by 
an Islamic revolution in 1979. Th e USA, in an attempt to 
limit the damage of Islamic radicalism in Iran, support-
ed Iraq in the eight-year Iran–Iraq War. But Iraq’s inva-
sion of Iran in 1980 further pushed up the price of oil.

Oil prices did not substantially fall until 1985 but 
United States oil policy towards the Middle East is still 
haunted by the unintended consequences of its actions. 
Th is was personifi ed on 2 August 1990, when Saddam 
Hussein, previously supported by the United States in his 
war with Iran, invaded Kuwait. President George Bush 
Sr.’s response to this breach of international law summed 
up over fi ft y years of US policy towards the Gulf: 

“An Iraq permitted to swallow Kuwait would have the 

economic and military power, as well as the arro gance, 

to intimidate and coerce its neighbours—neighbours 

who control  the lion’s share of the world’s remaining 

oil reserves . . . We cannot permit a resource so vital to 

 be dominated by one so ruthless. And we won’t. (Bush 

19 90)”Although the war to liberate Iraq was launched in the 
name of democracy and a post-Cold War  New World 

Order, the region and its ruling regimes looked very sim-
ilar in the aft ermath of the invasion to before. US policy, 
focused amongst other things on the security of its oil 
supplies, had once again chosen to back the regimes it 
was familiar with, in the hope that conservative stability 
would deliver oil at the best possible price. With this in 
mind, Marxist explanations of US policy do have strong 
analytical purchase. Th e USA has clearly and repeatedly 
intervened in the region to secure economic advantage. 
However, the danger of this approach is that economic 
motivations are promoted to the exclusion of all others. 
Clearly America’s relations with the Middle East cannot 
simply be reduced to the quest for cheap oil and the crea-
tion and defence of pliant regimes to deliver it.

 ❑ United States support of Israel has often been in con-

fl ict with its policy of obtaining oil from the Gulf at the 

lowest possible cost.

 ❑ As the American economy’s dependence upon oil 

increased after 1945, US government policy became 

concerned with the stability and pliability of the main 

oil-producing states in the region.

 ❑ In 1953 the USA supported a coup in Iran aimed at 

stopping the nationalization of the Iranian oil industry.

 ❑ In the aftermath of Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990, the 

USA put together a multinational coalition to liberate 

Kuwait and stop Saddam Hussein dominating oil sup-

plies from the region.

 ❑ The USA has repeatedly intervened in the Middle East 

to secure its economic advantage but its policy cannot 

be reduced to a focus solely on oil.

KEY POINTS

Barack Obama, US foreign policy, and the Arab Spring

At the start of Barack Obama’s presidency, his approach 
to foreign policy was shaped by a desire to distance his 
administration from that of George W. Bush and try to 
reverse the damage done to the United States’ interna-
tional reputation by the unilateral policies of his prede-
cessor. During his speech in Cairo in June 2009, Obama 
promised ‘a new beginning between the United States 
and the Muslim world’ (Obama 2009a). Th ree months 

later, when he addressed the United Nations General 
Assembly in New York, he guaranteed ‘a new era of 
engagement with the world’ in which the US would 
strive to act within multinational coalitions and abide 
by international law (Obama 2009b). Th is prompted 
one observer to speculate that a nascent Obama Doc-
trine would focus on global rights, responsibilities, and 
reciprocal exchange between states. Th is was ‘certainly 
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optimistic, rational and practical’ but would ultimate-
ly remain an ‘empty vessel’ until it was ‘fi lled with the 
details of real life’ (Ignatius 2009).

A closer examination of the people Obama chose 
to run his foreign policy indicates a deliberate attempt 
at balancing realists, pursuing what they perceive to be 
America’s national interest with liberal idealists seek-
ing to use America’s power to enforce a global regime 
of human rights and democracy. Th omas Donilon, the 
National Security Advisor from October 2010 and Robert 
Gates, the Secretary of Defence Obama chose to inherit 
from the administration of George W. Bush, were both 
unapologetically realist. However, Obama also appointed 
high-profi le liberal idealists to key positions within the 
foreign policy-making structure. Th ese included Susan 
Rice, his ambassador to the United Nations, Michael 
McFaul, the senior director for Russian policy on the 
National Security Council (NSC), and Samantha Power, 
who also serves in a senior role on the NSC.

Th is balance between realism and liberal idealism 
saw the administration, on one hand, stress the central-
ity of national interests and an abhorrence of the ideo-
logically driven foreign policy they thought had caused 
the previous administration so much trouble. As Sec-
retary of State Clinton said in April 2009, ‘Let’s put ide-
ology aside; that is so yesterday.’ However, the liberal 
idealists in the NSC were also infl uencing policy. When 
Obama accepted his Noble Peace Prize in Oslo in 2009 
he directly addressed how and when the United States 
should go to war. He certainly went to great lengths to 
stress the international standards that had to govern 
the use of force and promised that the US would now 
follow these standards in all future interventions. How-
ever, he also went out of his way to stress that ‘force can 
be justifi ed on humanitarian grounds’. Th e ‘slaughter of 
civilians by their own governments’, stopping civil wars, 
and genocide could all now justify the use of America’s 
military might against other states (Obama 2009c).

In the aft ermath of the Cairo speech, the Obama 
administration did attempt to push the Israeli– Palestinian 
peace process forward. It was however, also trying to 
move away from what it saw as previous administra-
tions’ dangerous obsession with the Middle East. 
America’s foreign policy was now to be ‘rebalanced’ 
towards Asia, the Pacifi c region, and specifi cally China 
(Lizza 2011).

Th is move away from the Middle East and the care-
ful balancing between realism and liberal idealism was 
thrown into doubt by the events surrounding the Arab 
Spring in 2011. Th e Arab Spring or new Arab Awaken-
ing was triggered by a tragic event in the Tunisian town 
of Sidi Bouzid in December 2010. Mohamed Bouazizi, 
a vegetable seller, set himself on fi re aft er being harassed 
by allegedly corrupt Tunisian offi  cials. His subsequent 
death caused outrage and mass demonstrations across 
Tunisia that, aft er 29 days of protest, forced the president 
Zine el Abidine Ben Ali to fl ee into exile aft er 23 years 
of rule. Th is unprecedented upsurge in popular protest 
against the corrupt, dictatorial, and sclerotic regimes of 
the Middle East soon spread across the whole region.

Th e Obama administration found it diffi  cult to react 
to such an unprecedented and fast-moving situation. 
Demonstrations calling for the removal of Egyptian 
president Hosni Mubarak quickly dominated central 
Cairo. Obama, in his State of the Union speech on 25 
January 2011, praised the success of the Tunisian dem-
onstrations but failed to mention events in Egypt (Lizza 
2011). Mubarak had been Washington’s long-term and 
very valuable ally in the region. He had a close relation-
ship with Israel and actively supported its attempts at 
breaking the power of Hamas, the Palestinian radical 
Islamists who governed in the Gaza Strip (Lynch 2011, 
35). Finally, aft er increasing violence against the protes-
tors and a series of belligerent speeches by Mubarak, 
Obama announced his support for the Egyptian presi-
dent’s removal, ‘what I indicated tonight to President 
Mubarak—is my belief that an orderly transition must 
be meaningful, it must  be peaceful, and it must begin 
now’ (Obama 2011a).

However, aft er Mubarak was safely removed from 
power by the Egyptian army  another even greater for-
eign policy crisis presente d itself in Libya. Th is would 
test the careful balance between realists and libera l ide-
alists around which Obama had built his foreign policy 
team. Th e prot est movement against the dictatorial rule 
of Libyan president Colonel Muammar Gadaffi   centred 
on the eastern city of Benghazi but quickly spread west 
along the coast towards the capital Tripoli. Th e Unit-
ed Nations, with American backing, responded to the 
regime’s violent attempts to suppress the revolt by tight-
ening sanctions on Libya and forcing the country into 
diplomatic isolation. However, Obama’s own foreign 
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policy team were divided about the best way to proceed. 
Defence Secretary Robert Gates advised that a proposed 
no-fl y zone would have little eff ect and anyone suggest-
ing that ‘a big American land army’ should be sent into 
the Middle East needed to ‘have his head examined’ 
(Gates 2011). But the liberal idealists in the administra-
tion, McFaul, Power, and Rice, backed up by Secretary 
of State Clinton, persuaded the President to push for a 
UN Resolution that would give authorization for a no-
fl y zone to protect the Libyan demonstrators against the 
regime. Th e result was UN Resolution 1973, adopted on 
17 March and enforced by US, French, and British war 
planes. Obama, in a speech justifying the use of force 
against Gadaffi  ’s regime, echoed his Nobel Prize accept-
ance speech, arguing that the US had spent thirty-one 
days working with ‘our international partners to mobi-
lize a broad coalition’ and ‘secure an international man-
date to protect civilians’ (Obama 2011b). Th ree times 
during this speech Obama justifi ed military action by 
saying it stopped what would have become a massacre if 
Libyan troops had entered the city of Benghazi.

Th e use of American military force against the Liby-
an army raised a series of issues about Obama’s foreign 
policy. First is the issue of consistency. Aft er some hesi-
tation, Obama called for the removal of the Egyptian 
president Hosni Mubarak and then used force against 
the Libyan government. However, at exactly the same 
time, the government of Bahrain, with the assistance of 
Saudi Arabian troops, used military force to suppress 
demonstrations calling for democracy. Th ese demon-
strators were much more peaceful than the comparable 
protestors in Libya. Although US diplomats unsuc-
cessfully tried to broker a compromise, their criticism 
of the Bahraini and Saudi use of violence to suppress 
pro-democratic protests was very muted. No-one in 

Washington suggested deploying diplomatic sanctions, 
let alone military force, against either government. Sec-
ondly, more analytically nuanced critiques of the 2003 
US invasion of Iraq stressed not only its illegality but 
also its unsustainable presumption that the deploy-
ment of American military power could deliver a better 
life for Iraqis. Libya is one of the least institutionalized 
states in the Arab world. Th e deployment of American 
airpower may have temporarily stopped Libyan govern-
ment forces from taking back control of Benghazi but it 
did not immediately removed Gadaffi   from power and 
could not help reconstruct the Libyan state or guarantee 
the protection of the people’s human rights or the rule 
of law in any post-Gadaffi   future. Th is leaves President 
Obama open to similar criticisms to those levelled at 
President George W. Bush, that in listening to the liberal 
idealists in the NSC he was too quick to deploy military 
force, with little or no idea what the long-term conse-
quences would be. In short, he tried to deliver on liberal 
idealist promises through the short-term application of 
military power without paying suffi  cient attention to 
the ramifi cations of his actions.

If the reaction of US administration to the Arab 
Spring heralds the birth of a fully fl edged ‘Obama 
Doctrine’ then its promoters will argue that it was 
the time taken to build an international coalition and 
obtain a UN Security Council Resolution that marks 
it out from George W. Bush’s previous forays into the 
Middle East in search of democratization. However, 
sceptics will counter by arguing that the problems faced 
by Obama’s new policy in Afghanistan, centrally its in-
ability to build the capacity of the Afghan state or guar-
antee democracy, were not helped and may well have 
been hindered by the international coalition and UN 
presence that accompanied it.

Conclusion: from Woodrow Wilson to Barack Obama: 
continuity and change in US foreign policy towards the 
Middle East?

Th e attacks on the United States by al-Qaeda on 11 Sep-
tember 2001 gave rise to an intense debate about the 
causes and consequences of America’s relations with 

the Middle East. Where had this radical ideology of 
violence come from? Who or what was to blame? Th e 
removal of the Taliban in Afghanistan, because they 
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gave sanctuary to the senior leadership of al-Qaeda, 
was undertaken with speed. However, the longer-term 
goals of the Bush administration in the wake of 9/11 
took some time to emerge. Eventually the Bush Doc-
trine committed the United States to fi ghting a global 
war against terror, stopping the spread of weapons of 
mass destruction in combination with the muscu-
lar promotion of democratization across the Middle 
East. Th e invasion of Iraq launched by George W. Bush 
appeared to combine all three motives. Saddam Hus-
sein had defi ed United Nations sanctions for over a 
decade, was falsely thought to be committed to build-
ing weapons of mass destruction, and was undoubtedly 
a bloody dictator.

Marxist scholars were quick to identify the eco-
nomic logic of oil underpinning the decision to unseat 
Saddam (Harvey 2003: 24–5). One realist, John Lewis 
Gaddis, supported the invasion, calling for a ‘repeat 
of the Afghan Agincourt on the banks of the Euphra-
tes’ (Gaddis 2002). Interestingly, however, many more 
notable realists very publicly set themselves against 
the invasion, arguing that it was a miscalculation 
driven by ideology, not a rational assessment of US 
interests (Mearsheimer 2005; Bacevich 2005). It is 
the overtly ideological content of the Bush Doctrine 
which sets it aside from previous US foreign poli-
cies toward the Middle East. Repeatedly before and 
aft er the invasion itself, George Bush committed his 
government to spreading democracy throughout 
the Middle East (Bush 2003). Th e realist approach 
adopted by his predecessors, which supported dicta-
tors because they were allied with Washington, was 
jettisoned. Instead the goal was a transformation of 
the governing systems throughout the Middle East, if 
necessary using American military power to democ-
ratize the region. Th is represented a major point of 
departure from traditional US policy guided by the 
principles of realism, with its focus on the amoral 
maximization of power.

However, the dangers of US policy soon became 
apparent; there was a backlash from those who did not 
want to be dictated to by the world’s sole  remaining 

superpower. George Bush’s vision of what Iraqis need-
ed collided violently with realities on the ground in 
Baghdad.

One of the most far-reaching and bold attempts 
to change US foreign policy towards the Middle East 
since Woodrow Wilson resulted in tens of thousands 
of people dying (Dodge 2007). Barack Obama was in 
part elected to succeed George W. Bush because of 
foreign policy mistakes, most of them in Middle East, 
that Bush had made during his two terms in offi  ce. 
Although Obama’s election campaign was driven by 
powerful idealist rhetoric, his foreign policy once in 
offi  ce sought unambiguously to return US foreign poli-
cy to its realist roots. Early on in his presidency, Obama 
did speed up the timetable for America troop with-
drawal from Iraq. However, the rhetoric and promises 
placed at the heart of the speech he gave in Cairo were 
not delivered on and this is bound to further deepen 
the already powerful cynicism across the Middle East 
towards America’s foreign policy goals and motives in 
the region.

 ❑ In the wake of 9/11 the Bush Doctrine committed the 

United States to fi ghting a global war against terror, 

stopping the spread of weapons of mass destruction in 

combination with the muscular promotion of democ-

ratization across the Middle East.

 ❑ The invasion of Iraq launched in March 2003 by George 

W. Bush appeared to combine all three motives.

 ❑ The majority of realist academics were against the inva-

sion, arguing that it was a miscalculation driven by ide-

ology not a rational assessment of US interests.

 ❑ It is the overtly ideological promotion of democracy 

that sets the Bush Doctrine apart from previous US for-

eign policies towards the Middle East.

 ❑ The US invasion of Iraq resulted in the collapse of 

the state, a violent civil war, and tens of thousands of 

deaths. It will almost certainly be viewed as a major 

defeat for the USA.

KEY POINTS
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Questions

 1.  What has been the balance bet ween interests and ideology in the evolution of the United States’ relations with 

the Middle East since the First World War?

 2.  What accounts for the differe nces of approach to the Middle East between President Wilson after the First 

World War and George W. Bush after 9/11?

 3. Does a realist or constructiv ist approach best explain US foreign policy towards the Middle East?

 4. What accounts for President E isenhower’s policy towards Israel?

 5. What accounts for President E isenhower’s reaction to the Suez crisis of 1956?

 6. Can the application of the Ni xon Doctrine to the Middle East be judged a success?

 7. Was the Carter Doctrine an ov erreaction to the Soviet Union’s invasion of Afghanistan?

 8. Was Ronald Reagan right to se e the Lebanese civil war as an extension of the Cold War?

 9. What accounts for the durabil ity of America’s special relationship with Israel?

 10. Is Marxism the best approach  to explaining the United States policy towards oil in the Middle East?

 11. Did the OPEC oil embargo of  1973 represent a failure of US policy towards the Middle East?

 12. To what extent is the Bush Doctrine a major departure from previous US foreign policy towards the Middle East?
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Introduction

Th is chapter explores one of the key relationships in 
which the USA has been involved since the end of the 
Second World War: the transatlantic relationship with 
the European integration project. Th is is a relationship 
not with a single state, but with a densely institutional-
ized region, which has itself grown and become mark-
edly more prominent in the world arena over the past 
half-century. American foreign policy makers have 
generally been consistent in their support for the inte-
gration project, but it has challenged US foreign policy 
in a number of important areas. Th e focus of the chap-
ter is thus on the ways in which US policy makers have 
developed images of the European Community (EC) 
and now the European Union (EU) on the challenges 

posed by European integration for US policy processes 
and the uses of US power, and on the ways in which 
these challenges have been met in the very diff erent 
conditions of the Cold War and post-Cold War periods.

This is a relationship with a history, and also one 
that has seen considerable change, both in the con-
text within which it is conducted and in the content 
with which it is concerned. In terms of the context, 
US policies towards European integration have 
spanned both the Cold War and the post-Cold War 
periods, and have also contended with the growth of 
globalization and its consequences. In terms of con-
tent, US policy makers have had to adapt to a Euro-
pean project that has expanded both in scope and 
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scale, and which has become a central feature in the 
foreign policies of individual European Union mem-
ber states, some of whom are among the USA’s oldest 
and closest allies.

Th e purpose of this chapter is to explore the ways in 
which American foreign policy makers have promoted 
or responded to these changes, and to point out some 
of the key areas of tension that have emerged from the 
changing relationship between the USA and European 
integration. Th e chapter begins with a review of key 
factors in the evolution of the relationship within US 
foreign policy up to the end of the Cold War, focusing 
especially on US images of the European integration 

processes and on responses to change. Th is is followed 
by an analysis of key trends and tensions during the pe-
riod. Th e third part of the chapter then focuses on the 
ways in which the post-Cold War period has thrown 
up new changes and challenges, and the ways in which 
these have been dealt with by US policy makers, again 
with attention to images and responses. As with the 
analysis of the Cold War period, this is followed by an 
evaluation of trends and tensions in the period since 
1990. Th e conclusions raise a number of questions 
about the capacity of the USA to shape and adapt to 
European integration, and thus about the future of the 
USA–EU relationship.
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Images and adaptation
As shown elsewhere in this volume (Chapter 4), the 
end of the Second World War ushered in a period of 
uncertainty in US foreign policy. Th e emergence of the 
US ‘liberal order’ was not a preordained outcome, and 
indeed the initial US position on continued involve-
ment in western Europe was shaped by the desire to 
retreat to the American homeland. But the develop-
ment and defi nition of the Soviet threat between 1945 
and 1947 led to a redefi nition of US policies towards 
Europe that had a profound eff ect on European integra-
tion (DePorte 1986; Grosser 1982; Heller and Gilling-
ham 1996).

Central to this reorientation of US foreign policy was 
the Marshall Plan—the system of fi nancial and other 
assistance that contributed to the recovery and stabi-
lization of the western European countries, and thus, 
it can be argued, to the initiation of European integra-
tion itself. Secretary Marshall’s speech made at Harvard 
University in June 1947 concentrated on the need for 
immediate economic assistance, but also had an ex-
plicitly political aim: to stabilize (or in some cases, to 
create) democratic institutions and free markets, which 
were seen as two sides of the same coin. Between 1947 
and 1950, the European Recovery Programme (ERP) 
channelled $19 billion of US aid to those countries that 
accepted the ground rules, and by so doing also accen-
tuated the Cold War division of Europe by excluding 
the countries of the developing Soviet bloc (Hogan 
1987; Milward 1984). Because the aid was given ex-
plicitly on the basis that the European recipients would 
cooperate in its distribution and the associated plan-
ning processes, it is possible to see this as the seed of 
the eventual European integration process. When in 
1950 Robert Schuman and Jean Monnet proposed the 
Schuman Plan for the creation of a European Coal and 
Steel Community (ECSC), this was generally welcomed 
in the US administration as a further step in the recov-
ery and consolidation process. Th e ERP and the ECSC 
together, it can be claimed, expressed the US position in 
the political economy of western Europe and led to the 
‘Americanization’ of large parts of European industry.

But this was not the whole story. Alongside the 
ECSC, US policy makers had come—in some cases 
reluctantly—to the conclusion that they needed a long-
term commitment to European security, not just to eco-
nomic and political recovery. Th is was what lay at the 
bottom of the North Atlantic Treaty (NAT) signed in 
1949 by the USA and fourteen other members (west-
ern European plus Canada). It is important to note 
here that the NAT and subsequently the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) are not strictly ‘European 
integration’—they were explicitly transatlantic, with a 
dominant US presence expressed in military and po-
litical structures. One immediate consequence, though, 
was a focus on the need to rearm West Germany in 
order for it to play its part in the defence of the ‘western 
alliance’. Th is led the French to propose a further and 
dramatic step in European integration: the creation of 
a European Defence Community with a multinational 
structure and a common military command. Whilst 
not sponsored by the Americans, this was eventually 
accepted as a way to create a robust European ‘pillar’ 
of the Atlantic alliance. When in 1954 it was defeated, 
ironically by the French National Assembly, the Ameri-
cans and the British stepped in to provide an alternative 
structure through which the West Germans could even-
tually join NATO and be rearmed as part of the Atlantic 
alliance (Fursdon 1980).

By the mid-1950s, therefore, it could be argued that the 
Americans had achieved all of their key goals in respect 
of European integration. Th ey had fostered European co-
operation in key industries, and had managed to get the 
West Germans integrated into the NATO command and 
political structure. Led by the State Department, US for-
eign policy elites saw European integration as an unques-
tioned and positive contribution to western security, and 
also to the development of a liberalized ‘western’ world 
economy centred on the Atlantic area. Th e Eisenhower 
administration wanted this to go further, through the 
entry into European institutions of Britain and other key 
NATO allies. Th us, when the original six member states 
of the ECSC set out in 1955 to create a European Eco-
nomic Community (EEC), US policy makers saw this as 
positive, despite the fears of some that it might constitute 

US foreign policy and European integration
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a protectionist economic bloc that would damage Amer-
ican agricultural and industrial interests (Winand 1993).

It is important to note, though, that this position was 
not aligned with some of the emerging realities of life in 
the ‘new Europe’. Th e British proved strangely reluctant 
to immerse themselves in what they saw as a second-
rank organization, partly because of their perceived 
‘special relationship’ with the USA itself. At the same 
time, the French saw US enthusiasm for British mem-
bership as a sign of a malign hegemony, which led them 
ever more strongly to emphasize the EEC’s role as a point 
of resistance to US policies. President Charles de Gaulle, 
who held power in France from 1958 to 1969, was espe-
cially sensitive to the American threat, and made con-
stant eff orts to turn the West Germans and others away 
from their Atlanticist orientation. As a result, when in 
1962 John F. Kennedy made a major speech calling for 
the development of a true ‘Atlantic partnership’ between 
the United States and a uniting Europe, this became a 
major point of friction rather than a rallying point. 
Th roughout the remainder of the 1960s, the discourse 
among US policy makers about ‘Atlantic partnership’ or 
‘Atlantic community’ was countered by calls from Paris 
for resistance to US domination and for the use of the 
EEC as a means of fi ghting back (Calleo 1970; Cleveland 
1966). Ironically, this was accompanied by a substantial 
fl ow of US foreign direct investment into the EEC—a 
factor that was to contribute greatly to integration at the 
transatlantic level, and to become a signifi cant infl uence 
on US foreign economic policy (Krause 1968).

Th e late 1960s, therefore, saw contradictory trends 
in US policies towards European integration. On the 
one side, there was the continuing rhetoric of ‘Atlantic 
partnership’ as part of the broader Cold War system—
a rhetoric which defi ned the EEC as part of the ‘west-
ern system’ and as the economic equivalent of NATO. 
Th is rhetoric was strongly dedicated to the leading 
role of NATO in western security, and incidentally as a 
major source of US leverage over the countries of west-
ern Europe. On the other side, there was the rhetoric 
of ‘adversarial partnership’, focusing on the challenge 
posed by the French and on the danger of a developing 
‘third way’ which might turn into a European form of 
neutralism or non-alignment. Th is second rhetoric was 
given added force by the economic turbulence of the 
late 1960s, by the loss of dynamism in the US economy, 

and by the feeling that the Europeans had profi ted from 
US fi nancial and military support without playing their 
full part in return.

In this context, the Nixon–Kissinger foreign policy 
conducted between the late 1960s and the mid-1970s 
played a crucial catalytic role. In economic terms, Nixon 
and Kissinger subscribed to the view that the USA was 
an ‘ordinary country’ which needed to defend its nation-
al economic interests and to protect itself against those 
who took advantage of the liberal international econ-
omy (Rosecrance 1976). In security terms, the Nixon 
Doctrine implied that America’s allies would have to do 
far more to protect themselves and pay far more towards 
the costs of alliance, both in Europe and elsewhere. For 
European integration, this policy stance held important 
implications. It meant that they could no longer rely on 
the USA as a benign hegemonic force in the global econ-
omy, and that they could no longer count on the unquali-
fi ed support of the USA for European defence. US policy 
makers came to see European integration as much more 
of a problem than a solution; the EEC’s development of 
foreign policy cooperation, with its insistence that the 
Community was a ‘civilian power’, implied to US policy 
makers that the Community was a means of hiding from 
international obligations and developing a form of the 
non-alignment that they feared and despised. Th e entry 
of the British into the EEC in 1973 thus could be defi ned 
not as a triumph for US policy but as a worrying move 
that could lead to the loss of their most trusted ally. Th e 
Nixon–Kissinger response was characteristic: Kissing-
er proclaimed 1973 ‘the year of Europe’ and called for 
the conclusion of a new Atlantic treaty in line with the 
administration’s idea of the global ‘structure of peace’ 
(Cromwell 1978). But this initiative, which had not been 
discussed with any European governments, fell on stony 
ground in a year when the combination of EEC enlarge-
ment, confl ict in the Middle East, and an accompanying 
oil price crisis preoccupied European policy makers.

US policies towards European integration during 
the early 1970s might thus be summarized as a form 
of wary containment, but this misses the point that the 
EEC had become a genuine economic rival to the USA 
in a number of major areas. Although the Community’s 
plans for economic, monetary, and political union by 
1980 came to little or nothing, the 1970s as a whole 
gave evidence of the fact that the Americans needed the 
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Community as much as the Community needed them. 
Th us the process of adjustment in US policy positions 
and policy rhetoric could be observed, especially dur-
ing the Carter administration between 1976 and 1980: 
Europeans were seen as partners in interdependence 
and as a focus for cooperation within international 
institutions, although this was not without its own 
diffi  culties in a period of economic stagnation (Hoff -
mann 1978). European foreign policy cooperation was 
a source of worry, for example over the Middle East 
where the Community members were much more pro-
Palestinian than was Washington, but as it became clear 
that European declarations would lead to little substan-
tive policy change, this suspicion moderated (Allen and 
Smith 1983).

Much of this apparent reconciliation was dissipated 
by the events of the ‘second cold war’ and by the ar-
rival of the Reagan administration in 1980. Reaganism 

attacked the Europeans on two fronts. First, it politi-
cized and ‘domesticized’ American foreign economic 
policies, leading to a concentration on the needs of the 
US economy but also to a strong emphasis on the sin of 
‘trading with the enemy’, in this case the Soviet bloc in 
particular. For some Europeans, this rhetoric and the 
subsequent application of ‘extra-territorial’ measures to 
restrict trade with the Soviet bloc was evident of US uni-
lateralism and a form of imperialism; for others, such 
as the British, it was defi ned much more positively as a 
reassertion of US leadership. Th at is certainly the way 
the US administration saw it: the USA was the leader 
of the free world, and was assuming its responsibilities 
(Allen and Smith 1989).

Th e second area in which US foreign policy chal-
lenged European integration was in the development of 
the fl edgling ‘European’ foreign and security policies. 
Here, we can see again the ‘containment’ aspect of the 

The Marshall Plan Speech, 1947

It is evident . . . that, before the United States Government can 

proceed much further with its efforts to alleviate the situation 

and help the European world on its way to recovery, there must 

be some agreement among the countries of Europe as to the 

requirements of the situation and the part those countries 

themselves will take in order to give proper effect to whatever 

action might be undertaken by the Government. It would nei-

ther be fi tting nor effi cacious for this Government to undertake 

to draw up unilaterally a program designed to place Europe 

on its feet economically. This is the business of the Europeans. 

The initiative, I think, must come from Europe. The role of this 

country should consist of friendly aid in the drawing up of a 

European program and of later support of such a program so 

far as it may be practical for us to do so. The program should 

be a joint one, agreed to by a number, if not all, of Europe’s 

nations.

(Marshall 1947; George C. Marshall was 

US Secretary of State)

‘ The Transatlantic Relationship: 
A Long-Term Perspective’

I have often discussed with European friends the different 

requirements for a nation with global responsibilities to 

those with more regional concerns. The use of the word 

 global is not meant in any arrogant fashion. Nor is it to 

deny the interests that several European nations retain in 

areas of the world beyond their continent. But the sheer 

scope of American interests engages us in a different set of 

perspectives and imperatives. I am persuaded that despite 

periodic inconsistencies (mainly on our part) and even 

more frequent crises of policy disagreement (emanating 

frequently from the European side) members of the alli-

ance can still forge a strong consensus on most issues of 

importance . . . [but] . . . now may well be the appropriate 

moment for all of us—Europeans and Americans—to take a 

new look at where we should be going together and how we 

should get there . . . The two pillars of a ‘smarter’ relationship, 

in my opinion, are: increasing respect for the differences in 

our alliance; and a more coordinated approach—across the 

board—to all political, economic and security issues with 

our European allies.

(Eagleburger 1984; Eagleburger was US Under 

Secretary of State for Political Affairs)

KEY QUOTES 13.1: US policy makers and European integration in the Cold War
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US stance vis-à-vis European integration. US policy 
makers felt strongly that they did not want the Commu-
nity to develop in such a way as to erode NATO, or to 
reduce their capacity to form ‘special relationships’ with 
individual EEC member states. In pursuit of this stance, 
Washington was prepared to use its connections with 
the British and others to ensure that any new develop-
ments in the Community were moderated and always 
made subject to the primary role of NATO in ensuring 
European security (Treverton 1985; Joff e 1987). Th us 
during the late 1980s when the revival of the West-
ern European Union created a platform for a distinct 
European defence identity, the White House was quick 
to emphasize the dire consequences of any attempt to 
duplicate or undermine NATO.

Trends and tensions
Th e review of US attitudes towards European integra-
tion up to the end of the 1980s reveals that the rela-
tionship as a whole was characterized by a number 
of overall trends and a number of persistent tensions. 
For US foreign policy, a key trend was the move from 
apparently unqualifi ed hegemony to a position where 
leadership had to be justifi ed and legitimized (see Box 
13.1). Another associated trend was what might be 
called the problem of leadership and followership: by 
the end of this period, EC member states had become 
far less inclined simply to follow where the USA led, 
but at the same time there were areas where they could 
not collectively follow. A third trend was in the adapta-
tion of US policy makers’ images of the EC: not sur-
prisingly, these images oft en said more about the needs 
and priorities of US foreign policy than they did about 
the evolving realities of the European project, and they 
were also ‘sticky’, that is, resistant to change. Finally, US 
policy makers’ approach to European integration was 
clearly conditioned to signifi cant degrees by events in 
US–Soviet relations, as Cold War tensions fl uctuated 
and evolved in periods of détente or ‘new cold war’. 
Th us, the European project could be seen as a pillar of 
the western alliance, as a breeding ground for neutral-
ism or non-alignment, or as a source of oft en intense 
economic competition. In reality, of course, it was oft en 
all three of these at once, with consequent implications 
for the focus and direction of US policy.

Alongside these trends and tensions in the images 
held by US policy makers went another set of signif-
icant connections and interactions. From the outset, 
relations between the USA and European integration 
were an uneasy combination of the political, the eco-
nomic, and the security related. Between 1950 and 
1990, the balance and linkages between these three 
components of the relationship grew, shift ed, and 
evolved, and this was a key issue for policy makers in 
Washington. Th us, during the 1950s and 1960s, it was 
tempting to see the integration process as somehow 
separate from the political and security dimensions 
of the relationship, and as somehow subordinate to the 
demands of NATO and of superpower diplomacy. In 
many ways this was never true, but the 1970s disposed 
of the myth in no uncertain terms. Th e politicization of 
economic issues (especially in the energy crisis), the use 
of economic sanctions (for example against Iran, or the 
Soviet bloc in the ‘new cold war’), and the increasing 
attention to issues of high  technology as  matters of for-
eign or national security policy, all meant that US views 
of the ‘economic’ integration process needed to change. 
As noted above, these images were oft en ‘sticky’, and 
American policy makers found it diffi  cult to adjust to the 
world of economic power, in which the preconditions for 
what later came to be termed globalization were being 
established. By the end of the 1980s, with the initiation 
of new stages of European integration through the Single 
Market Programme, and with discussion of economic 
and monetary union in the EC, the tensions were still 
observable and if anything more severe than before.

A third set of trends and tensions, strongly related to 
those described above, was in the stance of US foreign 
policy overall, as aff ected by and expressed in their re-
lationship to European integration (Smith 2000). It can 
be argued that three central trends are observable in US 
policies towards the integration project. Th e fi rst can be 
termed ‘imperial’: the integration project was subsumed 
willingly or unwillingly within the creation and main-
tenance of an American empire, in which transatlantic 
relations were a central component (Lundestad 1998). 
A subset of this trend is the exercise of hegemony, and 
the holding of hegemonic assumptions about the nature 
of US–EC relations, whether these relate to trade, to 
monetary relations, or to foreign and defence policies 
(Calleo 1987). In this trend, US policy makers assumed 
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 ● Images and reality: move from US hegemony to question-

ing of leadership and legitimacy; problems of ‘leadership 

and followership’; ‘stickiness’ of adjustment of images and 

expectations in US policy making; infl uence of fl uctuations 

in US–Soviet relations.
 ● Politics, economics, and security: shifting balance and link-

ages; intersection of the three areas, and consequent 

‘politicization’ of economic issues especially in the 1970s 

(Middle East, ‘new cold war’); impact of intensifi cation of 

European integration in the 1980s.
 ● Empire, alliance, and interdependence: challenges to US 

assumptions of European dependence; US capacity to 

‘divide and rule’ through ‘special relationships’; tensions 

between ‘imperial’ assumptions, those of ‘alliance’, and 

those of ‘interdependence’, affecting policies, institutions, 

and ‘rules of the game’.

BOX 13.1: Trends and tensions in US–EU relations, 1945–80s

 ❑ In the early years of the Cold War, the US position in 

Europe was consolidated, and the European integration 

process was part of this consolidation.

 ❑ Nonetheless, there were tensions in US policies about the 

extent to which on the one hand the European project 

should be part of the Cold War system and the ‘western 

alliance’, and on the other hand the basis for a more inde-

pendent Europe. US policy makers’ images were shaped 

not only by relations with the EEC, but also by Cold War 

priorities and by domestic needs.

 ❑ From the late 1950s onwards, US policy makers had to 

respond to change within the EEC, especially its con-

tinuing economic growth and the beginnings of political 

assertiveness. This created a kind of ‘containment’ policy 

on the part of the USA, alongside continuing support for 

the integration process as a whole.

 ❑ As a result, there were continuing tensions involving 

issues of US leadership, the linkage between political, eco-

nomic, and security factors, and three strands in US poli-

cies: ‘empire’, ‘alliance’, and ‘interdependence’.

KEY POINTS

that the European project was essentially dependent, 
that they held the power to make the rules within which 
integration proceeded, and that they could also detach 
key EC member states when the need for ‘special rela-
tionships’ overrode the need for a relationship with the 
EC as a whole.

Alongside the ‘imperial’ component of US poli-
cies towards European integration went two other, 
not always compatible, trends. One was what might be 
termed ‘alliance’, according to which the relationship 
with the EC was a part of the broader Western system 
and subject to rules and conventions about leadership 
and followership (Sloan 2005). As we have seen above, 
this dimension of US policy was consistent throughout 
the 1950–90 period, and the Europeans came increas-
ingly to make their collective voices heard within the 
alliance structure. But this dimension was of course 
in tension with persistent ‘imperial’ tendencies, which 
might admit the need for alliance but also emphasize 

American structural dominance in all of the areas that 
really mattered. Both ‘imperial’ and ‘alliance’ trends 
were in tension with the third dimension of the rela-
tionship: that of ‘interdependence’. Th e growth of trans-
actions, exchange, and institutions in the Atlantic area 
during the 1950s and 1960s created a dense region of 
interdependence, in which the actions (both domestic 
and external) of each of those involved had implications 
for all of the others (Cooper 1968). During the 1970s 
and 1980s this reality became more apparent, and US 
policy makers were faced with the need to incorporate 
interdependence thinking into their approach to Euro-
pean integration. Not only this, but they were compelled 
to go beyond interdependence into the realm of what 
some observers called ‘interpenetration’—where US 
and European societies and economies were so closely 
linked that it was diffi  cult to work out ‘who is us’ and 
‘who is them’. Not surprisingly, these views were more 
strongly rooted in some parts of the US administrations 
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than others, and in some administrations than others. 
Th us the Carter administration in the late 1970s played 
heavily on the interdependence theme, but this was not 
welcomed by those within the political system and US 
society more broadly who believed in the restoration 

of US dominance. Equally, the Reagan administrations 
of the 1980s emphasized the ‘imperial’ or hegemonic 
aspects of the relationship, but found themselves con-
founded at times by the impact of alliance politics and 
interdependence.

The United States and the European Union
Th e purpose of this section is to explore the ways in 
which the changing European integration project inter-
acted with changes in US foreign policy aft er 1990, and 
thus to arrive at an assessment of the ways in which the 
central trends and tensions in the relationship changed 
during that period. As before, the chapter looks fi rst at 
images and responses in US foreign policy, and then at 
trends and tensions.

Images and responses
As with the end of the Second World War, the end of 
the Cold War ushered in a period of uncertainty and 
fl uctuation in US foreign policy. As shown in Chapter 
5, the tension between triumphalism and caution in 
Washington, and in the country as a whole, was a key 
feature of the early 1990s, as was the tension between 
internationalism and ‘domesticism’. Th ese tensions 
were still present in the early years of the new millen-
nium, as the search for an eff ective ‘grand strategy’ in 
US foreign policy evoked painful and oft en highly par-
tisan debates. Our interest here is in the ways in which 
the EC and aft er 1993 the EU took their place in these 
debates, and in the images that US foreign policy mak-
ers deployed in their eff orts to meet the challenge of 
renewed European dynamism.

For the George H. W. Bush administration that pre-
sided over the end of the Cold War, a number of key 
factors played into their redefi nition of relations with 
European integration. One was that the end of the Cold 
War was a European process—albeit one with global re-
verberations. In consequence, it was tempting for the 
administration to see the EC as playing a new and spe-
cial role in stabilizing and assisting the reconstruction of 
the eastern half of the continent (Smith and  Woolcock 

1993; Treverton 1992). James Baker, the Secretary of 
State, made this abundantly clear as early as December 
1989, in the immediate aft ermath of the fall of the Ber-
lin Wall, when he underlined the EC’s role in the ‘New 
World Order’. For Baker, the EC should enlarge to the 
east, and quickly, to provide the anchor for the newly 
liberated states of the ex-Soviet bloc. Th is did not mean 
that the US position in Europe, and especially NATO, 
should be abandoned; it did mean, though, that the EC 
was seen as a major ‘subcontractor’ in the establishment 
of a new European order. Th us the Americans were 
willing to give the EC a lead role in providing aid to 
the ex-Soviet states and in coordinating the provision of 
reconstruction assistance at the continental level. Th ey 
were also willing to envisage a new diplomatic and se-
curity role for the EC, giving it responsibility for more 
of the ‘hard security’ issues that were likely to emerge in 
the ‘new Europe’ and also for the broader range of ‘soft  
security’ issues arising from such areas as migration or 
the development of human rights regimes.

Th is US perception was buttressed to a large degree 
by the evident willingness of leading European states to 
take the lead in the new European order. During 1990 
and 1991, the negotiations that led to the Treaty on 
European Union and to the establishment of a Com-
mon Foreign and Security Policy for the EU led many 
to believe that a new era of political and defence inte-
gration was just over the horizon. As during the Cold 
War, the development of these new areas of integration 
was broadly welcomed by Washington, for reasons es-
pecially of ‘grand strategy’ (see above), but the EC and 
its members proved rather less able (or in some cases, 
willing) to follow through with dramatic initiatives. 
One of the problems for Washington in dealing with 
the EC and then the EU has always been the question 
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 attributed to Henry Kissinger during the early 1970s: 
‘if I want to talk to Europe, who do I call?’ In the con-
ditions of Europe immediately aft er the end of the Cold 
War, this question was if anything more pressing than 
before but the answer was still not easy to discern.

For US policy makers, therefore, the early 1990s were 
years of frustration as well as expectation where the EU 
was concerned. Th e Europeans had agreed a treaty, but 
it took two years to get it ratifi ed, and there were also 
strong limitations on the extent of EU collective action 
built into it. When the federation of Yugoslavia col-
lapsed during 1991–2, with fi erce fi ghting fi rst between 
Serbia and Croatia and then between warring groups 
in Bosnia-Herzegovina, there were European leaders 
prepared to proclaim that ‘this is the hour of Europe, 
not of the United States’, and to call for a European so-
lution to a European problem—a sentiment supported 
by a number of key fi gures in Washington (Smith and 
Woolcock 1993). But as the war in former Yugoslavia 
continued and intensifi ed, it became apparent that the 
EU and its member states were singularly unprepared 
to deploy the ‘hard power’ that might have brought an 
early end to the confl ict. As a result, the Clinton admin-
istration was eventually led to intervene, using NATO as 
a vehicle for the use of force against the Bosnian Serbs 
in 1994–5 and against the Milosovic regime in Belgrade 
during 1999 when the Serbs attempted a forcible solution 
to the problem of Kosovo.

US policy makers thus had good reason by the late 
1990s to be cautious about claims of EU responsibility 
for major international confl icts, even when they took 
place in the Europeans’ backyard. Th ey also had their 
doubts about the speed with which the EU moved to 
enlarge its membership and thus contributed to the 
emerging new European order. Th e Clinton admin-
istration’s National Security Strategy focused on ‘en-
gagement and enlargement’ (see Chapter 5), and the 
EU was assigned a key role in this process with par-
ticular reference to the continent of Europe itself. But 
a combination of the complexities of the enlargement 
process, together with the reluctance of some member 
states to go for a ‘big bang’ enlargement to at least ten 
new members, created an understandable frustration 
in Washington as the 1990s unfolded (Peterson 1996; 
Smith and Woolcock 1994). Here there is a key cultural 
diff erence between US foreign policy and the nature of 

policy making at the European level: for Europeans, the 
process is at least as important as the result, whereas for 
Americans the result is what matters. Th is basic diff er-
ence underlines the key fact that all US foreign policy 
makers need to remember when dealing with the EU: 
despite its impressive institutional apparatus and eco-
nomic weight, the Union is not a state. Nor would most 
US policy makers want it to be a state, since that might 
very well mean that it would be much more diffi  cult to 
deal with on an everyday basis as well as on matters of 
grand strategy.

Th e Clinton administrations also had to deal with 
the impact of the EU’s changing economic structure, 
and with its increasing infl uence in the global political 
economy. Th e Treaty on European Union consolidated 
the gains made in the EU’s Single Market Programme, 
which by the mid-1990s had taken market integration 
to new levels (Hocking and Smith 1997). It also had 
to deal with the approach of economic and monetary 
union, which eventually led to the establishment of the 
‘Eurozone’ and of the euro as a major international cur-
rency at the beginning of the new millennium. Along-
side these ‘internal’ developments, the EU also became 
more active in leading international trade initiatives, in 
pursuing trade disputes with the USA in particular, and 
in taking on issues in the ‘new agenda’ of environmental 
issues, human rights, and the like. Th e fact that these 
were oft en intractable issues within the USA itself, and 
within the administration, frequently meant that the 
USA seemed less sure-footed than policy makers in 
Brussels—who were not slow to comment on this shift .

Towards the end of the Clinton years, a further chal-
lenge emerged from the EU. Partly as a result of the 
failures in Bosnia and Kosovo, in 1998 and 1999 the 
British and the French led a move to establish a Euro-
pean Security and Defence Policy. Whatever the mo-
tivations and expectations of those involved within 
the EU, the importance of this move for the discussion 
here is clear: this was a challenge to the idea that US 
priorities and NATO would automatically take prece-
dence in matters of ‘western security’, and it promised 
the establishment of a second centre of military power 
within the western system (Howorth 2000, 2005). Th e 
response of the Clinton administration, through Sec-
retary of State Madeleine Albright, was to caution the 
Europeans in terms of the ‘three Ds’—no duplication 
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of  capabilities, no discrimination by Europe between 
third countries that would be unacceptable to the USA, 
and no decoupling of Europe from the USA. It was 
also noted that whilst the EU had been deeply involved 
in negotiations with potential new members since 
the early 1990s (see above), but had not yet enlarged, 
NATO had rapidly expanded to encompass many of the 
potential new EU member states as well as enlarging 
its broader role through devices such as the Partner-
ship for Peace programme, which took it well into the 
former Soviet space (Webber 2007). At the same time, 
the administration continued to nurture its ‘special re-
lationships’ with some of the EU member states most 
closely involved, especially Britain, who was its closest 
ally in the  continuing confrontation with Iraq.

By the end of the 1990s, there was thus a dynamic 
and somewhat confused picture in US–EU relations. 
Since 1995, there had been a formal institutional link 
between the USA and the EU in the shape of the New 
Transatlantic Agenda (NTA) and its extensive action 
plan—an initiative taken by the USA and agreed by the 
Europeans for a combination of political and economic 
reasons, but which covered a very large number of ‘new 
agenda’ items with a global dimension (Philippart and 
Winand 2001; Pollack and Shaff er 2001; Steff enson 
2005). But this formal link did not comprehensively or 
consistently cover key emerging areas of security policy, 
and for US tastes was rather limited in terms of the com-
mitments made to support US policies outside Europe. 
Indeed, as time went on, the NTA captured less and less 
of what was important to key US policy-making groups, 
and covered more and more of those areas where the 
USA and the EU diverged quite strongly, for example 
the environmental issues surrounding the Kyoto Proto-
col. When this was combined with glacial progress on 
enlargement and the concerns aroused by the develop-
ment of ESDP, there was much to be cautious about in 
US–EU relations (Gompert and Larrabee 1997).

Th e George W. Bush administration initially pursued 
policies much like those of the Clinton administration 
towards the EU, with some crucial diff erences in pol-
icy areas that ‘fl anked’ but did not form part of the core 
of relations at the European level, for example ballis-
tic missile defence or policies towards Russia. Th ere 
was also a ‘hardening’ of policies on the environment 
and other areas where the Clinton foreign policy had 

attempted to soft en the edge of US domestic opposition. 
But the key event in shaping US policies towards the EU 
in the early part of the new millennium was—as in so 
many other areas of US foreign policy—the attack on 
New York and Washington on 11 September 2001. Th e 
immediate impact of 9/11 was to encourage EU mem-
ber states collectively to support the USA, but it soon 
became very clear that the EU did not feature large in 
US policies undertaken on a predominantly unilateral 
basis or with key allies (many of them member states of 
the EU itself). US policy makers, led by Vice-President 
Cheney and Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld, simply 
did not see the use of an organization that depended 
so heavily on the generation of internal consensus, and 
which could mobilize almost nothing in the way of 
‘hard power’; whilst the Department of State and Sec-
retary of State Powell were less resistant to the notion 
of ‘civilian power’ and multilateral diplomacy, their 
voices were much less loud and insistent. As a result, 
the initial stages of the war on terror in Afghanistan and 
elsewhere were predominantly led and coordinated by 
the USA and a few close allies. In the words of Don-
ald Rumsfeld, ‘the mission determines the coalition, 
not the coalition the mission’, and the EU as a major 
focus of intense  coalition politics was largely out of the 
game. Th ings were diff erent, however, when the war on 
terror touched areas in which the EU had a substantial 
presence, such as fi nancial sanctions, border security, 
and post-confl ict reconstruction—all key elements 
in counter-terrorism cooperation; here, the Ameri-
cans could not do without the EU and had to accept in 
large measure the complexities of dealing with Brussels 
(Peterson and Pollack 2003; Rees 2006).

When the Bush administration decided to move 
against Iraq in 2002–3, it was clear that the EU would not 
be a major factor in their deliberations. But a number of 
key long-standing EU member states were, including 
Britain, Italy, and Spain, as were a number of the eastern 
European states that were due to join in 2004. For US 
foreign policy makers, attention focused naturally on 
those who were either strongly with Washington, or—as 
in the case of France and to a lesser extent Germany—
against it (Gordon and Shapiro 2004; Lindstrom 2003). 
During 2003–4, US policies were aimed essentially at 
dividing the EU, and at isolating the French, whose 
demands for fuller use of the United  Nations process 
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grated with the administration. Th e fact that the French 
lined up with the Russians to thwart US aims at crucial 
points only increased the tension. In this atmosphere, 
with Rumsfeld encouraging intra-EU frictions with talk 
of the division between ‘old’ and ‘new’ Europe, it was 
easy to draw a stark contrast between US unilateralism 
and EU multilateralism, and between the US role as a 
‘warrior’ state and the EU’s qualities as a ‘trading state’ 
and ‘civilian power’ (Smith 2004).

Th e argument earlier in this chapter should warn us 
against making sweeping and stark distinctions, though. 
Alongside the open confl icts of 2003–4, a great deal of 
US–EU cooperation persisted, disputes were managed, 
and the transatlantic networks in economic and social 
aff airs were maintained. Th e defi nite change of style 
that the George W. Bush administration had brought 
to the relationship soft ened during 2005 and 2006, as a 
‘new multilateralism’ seemed to spread in transatlantic 
relations (Andrews 2005; Zaborowski 2006). By 2007, 
the Americans even seemed to be warming to the EU’s 
 position on global environmental change, and to be 
more ready for compromise on a number of key trade 
and commercial issues. For US foreign  policy, a number 
of questions remained open: how would the USA relate 
to the European Security and Defence Policy in ‘nor-
mal’ times rather than in the heat of war against Iraq? 
Could the political partnership between the USA and 
the EU be restored on the basis of mutual respect and 
awareness of each other’s distinctive priorities and 
internal constraints? Could American policy makers 
accommodate the nature of the EU’s ‘normative power’ 
with its focus on human rights and confl ict prevention, 
as opposed to the US focus on hard power and pre-
emption? Could the USA and the EU operate as ‘part-
ners in leadership’ to address some of the most pressing 
questions in the global political economy, such as those 
linking environment and development?

Th ese questions lead inexorably into an examination 
of the Obama presidency and its relationship with the 
EU. From 2007 onwards, the Europeans were preoc-
cupied with two major sources of change or potential 
change in US–EU relations. On the one hand, they were 
waiting for the successor to George W. Bush, and as the 
presidential campaign proceeded, eff ectively waiting 
for Barack Obama. Not only the leaderships of most 
EU Member States, but also their publics saw Obama 

as a president who would be much more sensitive to the 
needs of Europeans, and more responsive to calls for 
multilateralism and coordination in challenging policy 
areas (de Vasconcelos and Zaborowski 2009). At the 
same time, the debate over the future of the EU itself 
was a key focus of political concern. Th e Constitutional 
Treaty put forward in 2006 was eventually rejected by 
referenda in the Netherlands and France, whereupon 
it was re-born in 2007 as the Reform Treaty (usually 
known as the Lisbon Treaty). Aft er this treaty was in 
turn rejected in an Irish referendum, it was further 
amended and eventually entered into force in late 2009. 
Th e treaty provided for new foreign policy powers for 
the EU, and specifi cally for the strengthening of the role 
of the EU’s High Representative for Foreign and Secu-
rity Policy, who would be supported by a ‘diplomatic 
service’ (the European External Action Service) com-
posed of elements drawn from the European Commis-
sion, the Council of Ministers and national diplomatic 
services (Duke 2009). It also provided for a semi-per-
manent President of the European Council, explicitly 
on the grounds that this person would have a role in 
representing the Union abroad (Joint Study 2010).

In the context of this chapter, the intimate details of 
the new EU foreign policy apparatus are less relevant 
than the interaction between a new US president and 
the ‘new’ EU. In this respect, the Obama presidency 
posed four challenges for the EU. First, the new pres-
idency expected more of its international partners: 
whereas the George W. Bush administrations, until late 
in their course, had cultivated partnerships only where 
and when they were seen as unavoidable, the Obama 
administration off ered the prospect of multilateralism 
but on condition that others played a full part in its pur-
suit. Second, and related, the administration practised 
a form of pragmatic realism that was designed to be 
adaptable to new challenges and opportunities, rather 
than to long-standing partnerships. Th ird, the adminis-
tration confronted and responded to a changing constel-
lation of global power, in which the EU was notably less 
salient or potentially challenging than China and other 
‘emerging powers’. Finally, the imperative demands of 
domestic economic and fi nancial reconstruction in the 
wake of the 2008 fi nancial crisis would inevitably form 
a key shaping force in US foreign policy, and thus in 
policies towards the EU (Smith 2011).
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James Baker’s Berlin speech in December 1989

As Europe changes, the instruments for western coopera-

tion have got to adapt. Working together, it is up to us to 

design and generally to put into place what I refer to as a 

new architecture for this new era . . . The future develop-

ment of the European Community will also play a central 

role in shaping the new Europe . . . As Europe moves toward 

its goal of a common internal market, and as its institu-

tions for political and security cooperation evolve, the link 

between the United States and the European Community 

will become even more important. We want our transatlan-

tic cooperation to keep pace with European integration and 

with institutional reform. To this end, we propose that the 

United States and the European Community work together 

to achieve, whether it is in treaty or some other form, a sig-

nifi cantly strengthened set of institutional and consultative 

links . . . We propose that our discussions about this idea 

proceed in parallel with Europe’s efforts to achieve by 1992 

a common internal market, so that plans for US–EC interac-

tion would evolve along with changes in the Community. 

The United States also encourages the European Commu-

nity to continue to expand cooperation with the nations of 

the east. The promotion of political and economic reform 

in the east is a natural vocation for the European Commu-

nity . . . We see no confl ict between the process of European 

integration and an expansion of cooperation between the 

European Community and its neighbors to the east and 

west. Indeed, we believe that the attraction of the Europe-

an Community for the countries of the east depends most 

on its continued vitality. And the vitality of the Economic 

Community depends in turn on its continued commitment 

to the goal of a united Europe envisaged by its founders—

free, democratic and closely linked to its North American 

partners.

(Baker 1989; James Baker was US Secretary of State)

Madeleine Albright’s warning to the EU on the 
‘three Ds’ in 1998

Our . . . task is working together to develop a European 

Security and Defense Identity, or ESDI, within the Alliance 

[NATO], which the United States has strongly endorsed. We 

enthusiastically support any measures that enhance Euro-

pean capabilities. The United States welcomes a more capa-

ble European partner, with modern, fl exible military forces 

 capable of putting out fi res in Europe’s own backyard and 

working with us through the Alliance to defend our common 

interests. The key to a successful initiative is to focus on prac-

tical military capabilities. Any initiative must avoid pre-empt-

ing Alliance decision-making by de-linking ESDI from NATO, 

avoid duplicating existing efforts, and avoid discrimination 

against non-EU members.

(Albright 1998; Madeleine Albright was 

US Secretary of State)

Donald Rumsfeld on ‘old’ and ‘new’ Europe in 2003

Q: Sir, a question about the mood among European allies . . . 

If you look at, for example, France and Germany . . . it seems 

that a lot of Europeans rather give the benefi t of the doubt to 

Saddam Hussein than President George Bush. These are US 

allies. What do you make of that?

A: What do I say? Well, there isn’t anyone alive who wouldn’t 

prefer unanimity. I mean, you just always would like everyone 

to stand up and say, Way to go! That’s the right [thing] to do, 

United States . . . Now, you’re thinking of Europe as Germany 

and France. I don’t. I think that’s old Europe. If you look at 

the entire NATO Europe today, the center of gravity is shift-

ing to the east. And there are a lot of new members… They’re 

not with France and Germany on this, they’re with the United 

States.

(Rumsfeld 2003; Donald Rumsfeld was 

US Secretary of Defense)

The Obama Administration and the EU in 2010

. . . The European Union has become a global actor and a 

critical US partner. The United States strongly supported the 

Lisbon Treaty because we want the EU to play an increas-

ing role on all of the most important economic and security 

issues on the transatlantic agenda and beyond. The treaty 

marked a milestone for Europe and its role in the world and 

we hope it will guide the further evolution of the European 

Union toward a more consistent, coherent, and effective 

foreign policy. The EU represents the collective potential of 

its twenty-seven member states: among the most prosper-

ous and militarily-capable democracies on the planet. That is 

why it is an essential partner and why this upcoming summit 

will be a valuable opportunity for our leaders to meet and to 

advance our common agenda.

This US–EU summit will be the fi rst post-Lisbon US–EU sum-

mit and, while the agenda is not yet fi nalized, we hope to 

pursue expanded partnership by:

KEY QUOTES 13.2: US policy makers and European integration after the Cold War
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Th is set of converging forces posed a challenge for 
the EU that was arguably as great—though less con-
frontational in style—as that posed by the George 
W. Bush administrations. Obama himself had visited 
Europe during his presidential campaign and made a 
much-heralded speech in Berlin during August 2008. 
But on the assumption of power, the administration’s 
attention was inexorably dragged towards existing 
commitments in Iraq and Afghanistan, and towards 
the combined challenges posed by China and other 
rising powers and the domestic imperatives of the 
fi nancial crisis. Th us, whilst a number of EU leaders 
cherished hopes for a ‘new transatlantic bargain’ at the 
beginning of the administration, these were soon lost 
in a complex web of issues to do with European contri-
butions to the Afghanistan war, the emergence of the 
G-20 as a key channel for responses to the fi nancial 
crisis (a channel in which the EU’s infl uence was argu-
ably diluted), and by the need for the Americans to pay 
attention to a wide range of new challenges. Tellingly, 
in late 2009, the White House cancelled plans for an 
EU–US summit in the spring of 2010 on the grounds 
that there was no signifi cant agenda. Although the 
summit was eventually held in late 2010, in the con-
text of Obama’s visit to NATO and other European 
organizations, and the administration went to some 
lengths to identify the EU as an essential partner in its 
pursuit of cooperative solutions to global issues (see 
key quotes above), this was not the resounding en-
dorsement of the EU’s status that some had expected. 
Given that 2010 had seen extensive internal wrangling 
over the introduction of the EU’s new foreign policy 
apparatus, which was only beginning to be resolved 
by the end of the year, it seemed clear that a combina-
tion of US preoccupation with events elsewhere and 

EU preoccupation with its own internal workings had 
at least postponed the ‘new transatlantic bargain’ that 
some had hoped for.

Trends and tensions
What can we now say about the changing nature of the 
US–EU relationship and its place in US foreign policy 
since the end of the Cold War, using as our starting 
point the sets of trends and tensions explored earlier in 
the chapter?

A fi rst observation is that US policy makers have 
found it very diffi  cult in the period since 1990 to gener-
ate settled images either of European integration or of 
the USA’s own role in that process. At one end of the 
spectrum, US leaders have feared being excluded from 
the ‘new Europe’ as a result of decreased threat from 
the east and the declining need for US military involve-
ment. As a result, there has been a desire to maintain 
both presence and leverage in the security aff airs of 
Europe, and to resist the apparent threat of exclusion. 
At the same time, however, the progress of European 
integration has actually increased the American stake 
in Europe in the economic and political domains. Th e 
Single Market Programme and its successors have 
stimulated ever greater US foreign direct investment 
(matched, it must be noted, by major increases in 
investment by EU companies in the USA). Th e image 
of the EU held by major US corporations has oft en been 
at odds with that of the US administration, and in many 
ways this is not surprising.

But perhaps the greatest challenge to US images 
of European integration, and their own role in rela-
tion to it, has come from the ambiguities attending 
the  increasing international assertiveness of the EU 

1. promoting the recovery and growth of our economies 

through addressing regulatory barriers to trade

2. coordinating US and EU resources to meet the develop-

ment needs of poorer countries, as well as those emerging 

from crises and disaster

3. identifying ways to enhance our efforts on counter-terrorism 

and security

4. working together on critical foreign policy issues such 

as Iran, the Middle East Peace Process, Pakistan, and 

Afghanistan.

(Gordon 2010; Gordon was Assistant Secretary, Bureau 

of European and Eurasian Affairs, Department of State)
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itself. In an increasing number of policy domains, 
especially those of the ‘new agenda’ such as environ-
ment or human rights, the EU has asserted its right to 
be heard and to take a leadership role. Th is exertion 
of ‘soft  power’ and a form of ‘EU exceptionalism’ has 
been accompanied by persistent EU failings in the area 
of ‘hard power’ and military security—failings given 
added prominence in American eyes by the lack of 
collective support from EU member states over Iraq 
and in certain parts of the ‘war on terror’. Th is issue of 
power has come to be seen in terms of two key inter-
related images, largely but not entirely propounded by 
US policy makers or their close advisers. Th e fi rst is 
the ‘Mars/Venus’ debate, in which European unwill-
ingness to resort to or collectively deploy ‘hard power’ 
is seen as part of a fundamental cultural disconnect 
between the USA and Europe (Kagan 2003; Lind-
berg 2005). Th e second is the ‘unilateral/multilateral’ 
debate, through which the Europeans’ commitment 
to multilateral institutions and rules of conduct in 
the international arena is contrasted to US unilater-
alism and willingness to take hard national decisions 
(Pollack 2003). In terms of US policy, it can readily be 
seen that these two areas of imagery express Ameri-
can ambivalence and uncertainty about the status and 
future of their EU partners, and to this extent they 
express starkly ideas that have been around in US–EC 
and US–EU relations for decades. Th e post-Cold War 
period may have highlighted and focused them, but it 
did not entirely create them (see Box 13.2).

Th e same can be said of the second set of trends 
and tensions: those between political, economic, 
and security dimensions of the US–EU relationship. 
Th ere is no doubt that the post-Cold War period has 
both intensifi ed and reshaped these forces, but the 
question is, how and with what eff ects? As we have 
seen, the breakdown of the Soviet bloc and of the 
Soviet Union itself was not merely a political event; 
it has had profound implications for economic and 
security processes, and has brought the need for 
‘comprehensive security’ alongside that for purely 
military security. Th ese trends were reinforced (but 
not created) by the events of 9/11 and the war on ter-
ror. As noted above, one consequence for US policy 
makers was that they found themselves having to deal 
more and more with the EU on matters of economic 

and fi nancial sanctions, on questions of counter-
terrorism, and on problems of what has been termed 
‘societal security’, involving social and environmental 
standards (Pollack and Peterson 2003). Th is has been 
a challenge both for the institutional structure of US 
foreign policy and for the substance of policy itself. 
At the level of institutions, the EU poses the challenge 
of working across departmental boundaries and 
of coordinating policies at the transnational or the 
supranational level—a challenge to which not all US 
government departments have been fully responsive, 
and which has caused frictions within and between 
parts of the foreign policy community. At the level 
of policy substance, the EU demands close control 
of what is being said and done by US offi  cials at the 
national and at the EU levels within Europe, and a 
strong capacity to undertake multidimensional nego-
tiations with a variety of partners. Th is has not come 
easily to US policy makers even where they have 
wanted to pursue this kind of policy approach; oth-
ers have rejected this kind of policy style in favour of 
strong action by the USA and certain favoured allies, 
but it is not clear that this has been successful in any-
thing but the short term.

Finally, what can we say about the balance in US 
policies towards European integration between the 
underlying structures of ‘empire’, ‘alliance’, and ‘inter-
dependence’ since the end of the Cold War? Discus-
sion of the ways in which US foreign policy since 1990 
has expressed a kind of liberal imperialism is of course 
much more broadly based than in US–EU relations 
alone (see many other chapters), but the rise of the 
EU has had its own distinctive impact. Indeed, there 
is some ground for the argument that the new conti-
nental scale of the EU has created or expressed a form 
of ‘EU imperialism’ based on its structural power 
within the continent and on its dominance of what the 
European Commission calls the ‘new neighbourhood’ 
(Zielonka 2006; Smith 2007). American policy makers 
have found this diffi  cult to pin down or to deal with, 
since it is based on the form of ‘civilian power’ that is 
at least at odds with if not alien to US thinking about 
world order, and this diffi  culty has been compounded 
in some ways by uncertainty about the EU’s foreign 
policy and diplomatic capacity following the Lisbon 
Treaty reforms. Whilst Washington has been able to 
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continue its overall support for the stabilizing role and 
the economic benefi ts of EU enlargement, it has found 
itself at odds with the Europeans over how far this can 
be pushed. Th e most obvious example is that of Tur-
key, which American policy makers want to see as a 
member state of the EU but to which both the EU’s 
enlargement processes and some existing EU member 
states are resistant. Th e EU has also been resistant to 
US pressure to deal more forcefully with the Russia 
of Medvedev and Putin as it has become more asser-
tive within and outside Europe, and has acted in part 
as a competitor with the US in dealings with other 
emerging powers such as China, India, and Brazil. 
Alongside these primarily political contradictions, 
the EU has gained strength through the consolidation 
of the Eurozone and of the euro as an international 
currency. But the example of the euro (to which by 
2011 only eighteen of twenty-seven member states 
belonged, and which had been placed in question by 
the continuing impact of the fi nancial crisis) does still 
point to the lack of a fully collective EU policy in many 
areas—a feature that can be and has been exploited by 
American  policy makers.

Th e jury is thus still out on the persistence of ‘empire’ 
or hegemony in US–EU relations. Equally, the ‘alliance’ 
dimension must be seen as still valid but still incon-
clusive. At times in the post-Cold War period, US–EU 
relations have appeared as a form of ‘adversarial part-
nership’, with structural constraints preventing a divorce 
but plenty of disputes and tensions within the transat-
lantic ‘family’. Th e formal institutional commitments of 
the New Transatlantic Agenda are not legally binding, 

but they do form a powerful set of shaping factors in 
all but the hardest of ‘hard security’ areas. Th e devel-
opment of the European Security and Defence Policy 
has also provided a new channel for communication on 
matters of military security, although this is oft en still 
mediated through NATO, using the so-called ‘Berlin 
plus’ arrangements for coordination of resources and 
planning (Howorth 2005, 2007). Yet there is no com-
mon perception of a transatlantic ‘grand strategy’ either 
for the global political economy or for the areas of ‘hard 
security’ that proved so troublesome in the early years 
of the new millennium (Sloan 2005). What there is, is a 
form of institutional pluralism in which mechanisms to 
adjust and deal with diff erences have grown up over the 
post-Cold War period, rather than a new ‘transatlantic 
bargain’ covering all areas of US–EU interaction. From 
a US foreign policy perspective, and from the point of 
view of Washington preoccupied with the rise of China, 
India, and other emerging regional or global powers, 
this may be the best that can be hoped for.

Th e forces of ‘empire’ and ‘alliance’ are thus still inter-
mingled in US policies towards the EU. Th e same can be 
said for ‘interdependence’, the third of our underlying 
factors (see Box 13.2). Th e intensifi cation of globaliza-
tion, and the consistent growth of transactions between 
the USA and the EU, have been persistent shaping fac-
tors since the 1960s. But since the end of the Cold War 
there has been a growing tension between the various 
approaches to the management of these issues. Th e EU 
is the most highly developed form of regional interde-
pendence—in fact, it goes beyond interdependence 
because of its dense institutionalization and the legal 

 ● Images and reality: diffi culty of generating settled images of 

European integration; fears of exclusion, desire to retain lev-

erage; increasing assertiveness of the EU, debates over nature 

of EU and US power and over unilateralism/multilateralism.
 ● Politics, economics, and security: linkages intensify, assisted 

by collapse of Soviet bloc and processes of globalization; 

pressures on new dimensions of security, including ‘soci-

etal security’; need for complex policy mix to match grow-

ing scope of EU.

 ● Empire, alliance, and interdependence: US as ‘only 

 superpower’—liberal imperialism; growing continental 

power of the EU; links to issues of European and world 

order; pressures on alliance from changes in EU, US, 

and world arena; new challenges of global governance 

created by globalization and interdependence; ‘securi-

tization’ and institutionalization of many international 

issues, with implications for exercise of power in US–EU 

relations.

BOX 13.2: Trends and tensions in US–EU relations, 1989–2007
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structures that sustain it, especially in economic activi-
ties. For US policy makers, this makes the EU a key 
partner in the management of interdependence not 
only in the North Atlantic area but also at the global 
level. US–EU  competition and convergence strongly 
shape such bodies as the World Trade Organization, the 
International Monetary Fund, and the World Bank, not 
to mention a vast range of more specialized organiza-
tions within the global political economy (McGuire and 
Smith 2008). Th ey also increasingly infl uence what goes 
on in a wide variety of newly ‘securitized’ organizations 
dealing with migration, asylum, transport, and other 
areas central to the challenge of terrorism. US policy 
makers have therefore had to adapt to dealing not with 
a number of independent interlocutors in Europe, but 
with governments and other groups who are themselves 

constrained by membership of the EU. US foreign pol-
icy has thus faced confl icting pressures in dealing with 
the growth of interdependence between the USA and 
the EU—on the one hand, a pressure to act unilaterally 
and make others adjust to US preferences, on the other 
hand a realization that in the EU, this is not as easy as it 
might appear and that multilateral methods might be 
more eff ective. It would be too much to claim that deal-
ing with the EU has changed the culture of US foreign 
policy, but there can be no doubt that the development 
of the EU since 1990 has provided a concentrated form 
of the interdependence to which all US foreign policies 
have had to adjust since the 1960s.

 ❑ The end of the Cold War had a major impact on US views 

of European integration, but has to be seen alongside 

other and more long-lasting factors in shaping US policies.

 ❑ US policy makers engaged in a redefi nition of their views 

of European integration during the 1990s, especially in 

light of the change from EC to EU, but this was subject to a 

series of uncertainties and contradictions.

 ❑ Tensions between the USA and the EU over matters of 

European order (confl ict in former Yugoslavia, enlarge-

ment) were a key feature of the 1990s.

 ❑ The EU also posed a broader challenge to US policy in the 

global political economy (through the Single Market and 

monetary union), and in matters of security and defence 

(through the European Security and Defence Policy from 

the end of the 1990s).

 ❑ Although there was a growth of new ‘partnership’ institu-

tions between the USA and the EU, these did not eliminate 

tensions—rather they assisted with their management.

 ❑ The impact of 9/11 was substantial, but did not change 

everything in US–EU relations. Rather, it meant that exist-

ing issues were cast in a new light and given additional 

point. Longer-term processes such as globalization and 

new types of confl ict were crystallized in 9/11 and later 

by Iraq.

 ❑ By the early 2000s, the tensions in US–EU relations caused 

by US policy makers’ redefi nition of their images, by link-

ages between political, economic, and security issues, 

and by underlying trends towards ‘empire’, ‘alliance’, and 

‘interdependence’ were still apparent, but in radically 

changed conditions.

KEY POINTS

Conclusion

As noted in the Introduction, this chapter has explored 
one of the key relationships in which the USA has been 
involved since the end of the Second World War: the 
transatlantic relationship with the ‘European inte-
gration project’. Th is is a relationship not with a sin-

gle state, but with a densely institutionalized region, 
which has itself grown and become markedly more 
prominent in the world arena over the past half-cen-
tury. American foreign policy makers have generally 
been consistent in their support for the integration 
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The ‘Mars/Venus’ debate of the early 2000s

The controversies centring around US and EU responses to 

the war on terror and the war in Iraq during 2002–4 gen-

erated debate not only in policy circles but also in aca-

demic analysis. One of the key fi gures in this debate was 

the American policy analyst Robert Kagan, who in 2003 

published his book Of Paradise and Power: America and 

Europe in the New World Order. Kagan’s argument was that 

there was a deep difference over the interpretation and the 

uses of power between the United States and Europe, and 

that this refl ected long historical experience as well as cur-

rent events. To put it simply, the United States had evolved 

with a strong orientation towards the use of ‘hard’ mili-

tary power and a strong position both on sovereignty and 

national security, as the result of its geopolitical location, its 

industrial and technological development, and the growth 

of an offi cial culture in which military force was a central 

means of implementing foreign policy. On the other side, 

Europe—best represented by the ‘civilian power’ promoted 

by the EU—had grown to focus on the use of ‘soft power’ 

and the building of institutions for the solving of interna-

tional problems. This too refl ected the relevant historical 

and cultural experiences: the disastrous history of the use 

of force in Europe up to 1945, and the conclusion drawn by 

ruling elites that military force was to be constrained and 

subjected to rigorous rules. But according to Kagan, it also 

effectively refl ected the weakness of Europe, since if the EU 

or individual European countries had been able to match 

the USA in military terms, they would not have had to adopt 

this rationalization of their own inadequacies. This debate 

was of course centred on the war in Iraq, and it also adopted 

a sweeping view of both US and European positions—but 

how much can it be seen as refl ecting a permanent underly-

ing set of differences?

MAJOR DEBATES AND THEIR IMPACT 1.1: US policies towards European integration

project, but it has challenged US foreign policy in a 
number of important areas. Th e focus of the chapter 
has thus been on the ways in which US policy makers 
have developed images of the EC and now the EU, on 
the challenges posed by European integration for US 
policy processes and the uses of US power, and on the 
ways in which these challenges have been met in the 
very diff erent conditions of the Cold War and post-
Cold War periods.

Th e chapter has shown that US foreign policy mak-
ers have consistently placed European integration at 
the core of their policies, but that this has not prevent-
ed persistent tensions, many of which express issues 
about the nature of US foreign policy itself and the US 
role in the world arena. We have seen that US policy 
makers have needed to develop an image of Europe-
an integration, but that this has been made diffi  cult 
by the nature of the integration process itself, by the 
‘stickiness’ of US assumptions about the status and the 
role of the EC and then the EU, and by changes in the 
broader world arena, specifi cally those surrounding 
the end of the Cold War and the rise of globalization. 
We have also seen that US policy towards European 
integration has refl ected the complex interaction of 
political, economic, and security forces, and that the 

shift ing balance between these three elements has 
made US policy formation problematic. Finally, we 
have seen that underlying tendencies in US foreign 
policy, towards ‘empire’, ‘alliance’, and ‘interdepend-
ence’, have coexisted more or less easily in dealing with 
the European integration, and that whilst confl icts 
between the three elements have been especially clear 
during the fi rst years of the new millennium this is not 
the fi rst time that such confl icts have been seen. Such 
is the nature of US–EU relations that one can safely say 
it will not be the last.

During the course of relations between US foreign 
policy and European integration, many have tried to 
identify key potential future trends. Over the years, 
the options that have been discerned can be broadly 
categorized into three schools of thought: conver-
gence, and the development of a new and more in-
tegrated ‘transatlantic bargain’; divergence, and the 
growth of tensions and contradictions; and drift , 
implying the growth of indiff erence and unevenness. 
Th e analysis in this chapter suggests, not surprisingly, 
that the future is likely to be a combination of all three 
of these tendencies, refl ecting not only the nature of 
US–EU relations but also the turbulence of a changing 
global order.
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The US role in European integration: partnership, lead-
ership, or hegemony?

This has been a continuous thread in the development of US–

EU relations. US policy makers have found themselves con-

stantly trying to balance their expectations about European 

dependence and the USA’s right to exert its predominance 

against those that refl ect the desire of Europeans to assert 

themselves—and of course, the Europeans can only really 

assert themselves against the USA, their ‘most signifi cant 

other’. This controversy also links to the key questions about 

the nature of power and its exercise that we have encoun-

tered at many points in the chapter.

The US adaptation to the development of Euro-
pean integration: adaptation or the pursuit of new 
dominance?

As the Europeans began to develop their own ‘identity’ and 

to strengthen their institutions during the 1980s, this meant 

that the Americans were forced to adjust. But this was quite 

a diffi cult process because of the ‘stickiness’ both of images 

and of institutional cultures in the USA. As a result, during 

the late 1980s and the 1990s, US policies towards European 

integration went through a series of partial adjustments, 

with no overarching grand strategy. This was also affect-

ed by the range of global challenges in which US foreign 

policy became embroiled, which in many cases defl ected 

their attention from the EU. The George W. Bush adminis-

trations of the new millennium attempted to assert a new 

US predominance, but whilst this was possible in issues of 

‘hard power’ and security, it was less possible in economic, 

cultural, and humanitarian issues. The Obama administra-

tion adopted a more pragmatic and realist position, which 

promised enhanced cooperation but at times threatened to 

marginalize the EU.

The US response to the European Union: cooperation or 
containment?

This is really a continuation of the ‘controversies’ above. The 

USA has pronounced its support for European integration 

from the start, and for the EU since it was established in the 

early 1990s. But many of the actions taken by US policy mak-

ers have accompanied that general support with a desire to 

contain the specifi c harm that a growing EU might do to US 

interests. Economically, this has meant vigorous use of the 

World Trade Organization to raise complaints against the EU; 

politically, it has meant the desire by many US leaders to con-

tain the development of a ‘European foreign policy’, and to 

put the EU in a subordinate position; and in security affairs, 

it has led to considerable ambivalence about the develop-

ment of a European Security and Defence Policy. Often, this 

ambivalence in US policies has led Washington to try and 

exploit ‘special relationships’ with EU member states such 

as the UK, and to pursue a kind of ‘divide and rule’ strategy 

either explicitly or implicitly.

The USA, the EU, and the aftermath of 9/11: unilateral-
ism versus multilateralism?

One of the key contrasts that has been drawn between the 

USA and the EU since the early 1990s has been the alleged 

preference of US policy makers for unilateral solutions, and 

thus the contrast with the EU’s search for multilateral solu-

tions through a range of international organizations. In the 

aftermath of 9/11, and especially in the build-up to war in 

Iraq, this seemed an important distinction to draw, but the 

question is, how much of this contrast is permanent, and 

how much is it the product of particular circumstances? 

Do the EU and the USA really inhabit different ‘worlds’ of 

international relations, or are they more alike than they 

are often presented as being? Certainly, in the econom-

ic field, the EU has armed itself with the same range of 

weapons as the USA, and shows a tendency towards uni-

lateral actions where its ‘targets’ are relatively weak; the 

USA, on the other hand, has stuck with multilateral rules 

for the most part, even where they threaten its short-term 

interests. Kagan (see Major debates and their impact 12.1) 

would certainly argue that the EU’s apparent promotion of 

multilateral solutions to political and security problems is 

a rationalization of its own weakness (although he would 

also argue that the USA’s preference for unilateralism is a 

reflection of perceived power). Events such as 9/11 and 

the Iraq War can be seen as those most likely to underline 

the differences, although it must not be forgotten that the 

response to terrorism covers a wide range of activities in 

which the EU has major strengths, such as international 

financial and judicial cooperation. It might thus show the 

EU’s strength as well as its weaknesses, and be more chal-

lenging to US policy makers than apparently simple issues 

of military force.

CONTROVERSIES 13.1: How has the US responded to European integration?
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Questions

 1. What motivated US support for the early stage of European integration?

 2. What is the importance of John F. Kennedy’s 1962 speech on Atlantic partnership?

 3. Why were US–EC relations especially diffi cult in the early 1970s?

 4.  Why did the 1970s see a new pattern of interaction between political, economic, and security issues in US–EC 

relations?

 5. What was the impact of the ‘new cold war’ during the early 1980s on US policies towards European integration?

 6. What events in the late 1980s created concern in the USA about the future impact of European integration?

 7. What role did US policy makers envisage for the EC at the end of the Cold War?

 8. What impact has the enlargement of the EU had on US perceptions of the European integration process?

 9.  Why did American foreign policy makers initially feel that the war in former Yugoslavia was a matter for the EU, 

and why did they have to change their minds?

 10.  What effect did the changing agenda of global economic and social issues have on US policies towards the EU 

in the late 1990s, and why?

 11. Has the challenge of terrorism strengthened or weakened US support for European integration?

 12.  Why was it said in the early 2000s that ‘Americans are from Mars, Europeans from Venus’? How does the 

distinction apply in the second decade of this millennium?
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Introduction

Th e end of the Cold War lift ed the threat of nuclear 
annihilation and transformed the international secu-
rity landscape. Th e United States interpreted the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union as evidence that it had ‘won’ 
the Cold War, and that its values and interests would 
prevail in the future world order. However, the Russian 
Federation, which inherited half the population and 70 
per cent of the territory of the former Soviet Union, was 

an unknown quantity. Would it become a friend and 
partner of the United States, a full and equal member 
of the community of democratic nations? Or would it 
slip back into a hostile, expansionary communist or 
nationalist power? Twenty years later, this debate is still 
unresolved. Russia has not fully joined the community 
of Western nations, but nor has it turned its back on 
them. Th e US foreign policy establishment is still divided 
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over whether Russia is an ‘evil empire’ or a country with 
rational leaders with whom we can—and must—do 
business.

Back in 1991, the most pressing question for the US 
was the fate of the Soviet Union’s 27,000 nuclear war-
heads and stocks of chemical and biological weapons. 
Th ere was also concern about whether Moscow would 
act to defend the interests of the 25 million ethnic Rus-
sians who were now living outside the boundaries of 
the Russian state. Would Russia follow the example 
of Slobodan Milosovic, who was fi ghting to carve a 
‘Greater Serbia’ out of the former Yugoslavia? Because 

no catastrophes occurred, it is easy to forget that these 
were very real fears back in the early 1990s.

US–Russian relations have gone through several 
distinct phases since 1991. Initially, the hostility of 
the Cold War was replaced by a feeling of giddy coop-
eration, but that gradually eroded in the course of the 
1990s. Th at was replaced by a sense of uncertainty about 
Russia’s intentions, following Russia’s hostile reaction to 
the US-led war over Kosovo in 1999 and the accession 
to power of Vladimir Putin later that year. Washington 
took a wait-and-see attitude towards the new Russian 
president, until the terrorist attacks on 11 September 
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2001 led to a renewal of hope that a strategic alliance 
could be forged with Moscow. But this third phase was 
short-lived. Visions of partnership were dashed by 
the US invasion of Iraq in 2003 and Russia’s slide into 
authoritarianism, signalled by the arrest of oil magnate 
Mikhail Khodorkovsky in October 2003. Relations con-
tinued to deteriorate, with talk of a ‘new cold war’, cul-
minating in the August 2008 Georgian war. Th ere was 
another about turn aft er the accession to the presidency 

of Dmitry Medvedev and Barack Obama, and their 
commitment to ‘reset’ the relationship, which bore fruit 
in the signing of a new arms control treaty, New START, 
in 2010.

In retrospect, the heady optimism of the early 
1990s was unrealistic. At the same time, the notion of 
a ‘new cold war’ appears equally exaggerated. Despite 
differences of opinion between Russia and the USA—
over the handling of regional issues in Iran, North 
Korea, and the former Soviet states—there continues 
to be substantial cooperation in areas of common 
interest, such as nuclear proliferation and the war on 
terror. The main uncertainty now revolves around 
the willingness of the United States to deal with a 
Russia that has an authoritarian political system and 
that is keen to assertively defend its perceived nation-
al interests.

The United States has found it exceedingly diffi cult to 

defi ne its ‘national interest’ in the absence of Soviet power.

(Condoleezza Rice, writing in 2000, shortly before she 

became National Security Adviser)

KEY QUOTES 14.1: Condoleezza Rice on the 
post–Soviet power vacuum

The end of an era

Th e collapse of the Soviet Union on 25 December 1991 
abruptly terminated a fi ft y-year-old struggle for global 
supremacy between the Soviet Union and the United 
States. Th at contest remained a ‘Cold War’ because 
nuclear weapons prevented the two superpowers from 
attacking each other directly.

Th e Soviet Union collapsed as a result of Mikhail 
Gorbachev’s eff orts to reform the archaic Soviet econ-
omy and political system. Historians argue over the 
extent to which Gorbachev was responding to inter-
nal causes or was reacting to the new aggressive poli-
cies of President Ronald Reagan. Th e debate over the 
extent to which the USA can infl uence developments 
inside Russia continued through the 1990s to the 
present day.

Most Americans see the United States as the clear 
victor in the Cold War. The Soviet collapse led to the 
triumph of American ideals of liberal democracy and 
market capitalism, and left the USA as the unchal-
lenged sole superpower. But many Russians believe 
that both sides won the Cold War, since it ended 
by mutual agreement, and because both countries 
benefited from the removal of the threat of nuclear 

annihilation. After all, it was primarily Mikhail Gor-
bachev’s initiatives that brought the confrontation 
to an end: the withdrawal from Afghanistan and 
the decision not to use force to hold onto Eastern 
Europe. The Cold War effectively ended in 1989—at 
the December Malta summit of Gorbachev and Pres-
ident G. H. W. Bush, shortly after the fall of the Berlin 
Wall on 9 November.

Th e new spirit of cooperation paid dividends in 
August 1990, when Secretary of State James Baker per-
suaded his Soviet counterpart Eduard Shevardnadze to 
support the US plan to drive Saddam Hussein out of 
Kuwait.

Th e Bush administration backed Soviet President 
Mikhail Gorbachev to the very end and spurned contacts 
with Boris Yeltsin, the leader of the democratic opposi-
tion. Bush did not meet Yeltsin until July 1991, one month 
aft er he was elected president of the Russian Federation. 
Th e USA was concerned above all about the Soviet nucle-
ar arsenal and the 500,000 Soviet troops stationed in East 
Europe, both of which were still under Soviet President 
Gorbachev’s control. In August 1991 hardliners launched 
an abortive coup in a desperate eff ort to maintain the 
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Soviet Union. Power then shift ed from Gorbachev to 
Yeltsin, who personally brokered the break-up of the 
Soviet Union in December 1991.

Th e USA was delighted to see the end of the Soviet 
Union, but fearful of its consequences. Th e dissolution 
of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia triggered a number 
of bloody regional confl icts that needed containing. 
Th e USA was concerned to prevent the proliferation 
of Soviet nuclear weapons to third countries or terror-
ist groups. Already in September 1991 President Bush 
unilaterally announced that the USA would destroy all 
its tactical battlefi eld nuclear weapons, and Gorbachev 
said the Soviet Union would do the same. Two US sena-
tors, Richard Lugar and Sam Nunn, introduced a bill 
pledging $400 million to help pay for the dismantling 
of Soviet nuclear weapons. Th e Pentagon opposed the 
Cooperative Th reat Reduction programme, but the 
Senate approved the money in November 1991. By 
the end of the decade the USA had spent $5 billion, 
helping to destroy nuclear materials and paying Rus-
sian nuclear scientists to deter them from selling their 
expertise abroad.

At a meeting in Lisbon in May 1992 the USA managed 
to persuade Ukraine, Kazakhstan, and Belarus to give up 
the nuclear weapons located on their territory. Yeltsin’s 
pro-Western foreign minister, Andrei Kozyrev, agreed 
with the need for radical cuts in both sides’ nuclear arse-
nals. Bush and Yeltsin signed the Strategic Arms Reduc-
tion Treaty START II in January 1993, under which they 
promised to reduce their arsenals of some 10,000 stra-
tegic warheads to 3000–3500 each by 2003. Baker had 
some diffi  culty persuading the Pentagon to accept such 
large cuts. START II also committed both sides to elimi-
nate multiple warheads on land-based missiles. Multiple-
warhead missiles (MIRVs) were considered destabilizing 

because there was an incentive to launch them pre-emp-
tively in a crisis before they could be destroyed on the 
ground by a single incoming warhead. START II was rati-
fi ed by the US Senate in 1996, but not approved by the 
Russian State Duma until 2000.

Russia experienced a profound economic crisis 
in the spring of 1992 as the government introduced 
radical reforms known as ‘shock therapy’. Production 
plummeted while goods disappeared from the shelves 
and prices spiralled. Th e Bush administration was 
criticized for doing nothing as Russia fell into chaos. 
In response Bush announced in April 1992 a $24 bil-
lion international aid package, including $5 billion 
from the USA. But most of that was money already 
committed in the form of postponement of Soviet-
era debts. Th e administration believed that Russia 
was too unstable to make use of a serious infl ux of 
new funds.

 ❑ In December 1991, the Soviet Union ceased to exist 

as a geopolitical entity, and with its demise the cen-

tral organizing principle for US foreign policy since the 

Second World War—containing the Soviet threat—no 

longer existed.

 ❑ During the break-up of the Soviet empire, a revolution-

ary fi gure named Boris Yeltsin came to the forefront of 

Russian politics and promised to lead his new country to 

a better and brighter future in cooperation with the West.

 ❑ The United States sought to limit the threats posed by 

the immediate transition, especially by persuading the 

newly independent states to relinquish their nuclear 

arsenals.

KEY POINTS

Bill and Boris
Bill Clinton took offi  ce in January 1993 with high hopes 
that a partnership with Russia could be the linchpin for 
America’s role in the post-Cold War world. Th e goal was 
to transform Russia into what Clinton called a ‘mar-
ket democracy’, while integrating it into international 
institutions. Clinton was infl uenced by the ‘democratic 

peace’ theory, which was experiencing an academic 
revival. It was in America’s best interests to ensure that 
Russia became a democracy, since democracies do not 
go to war with each other.

Clinton appointed his former Oxford roommate, 
Russia expert Strobe Talbott, point man for relations 
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with Russia. (Talbott served as counsellor and then Dep-
uty Secretary of State from 1993 to 2000.) Talbott’s close 
personal relationship with Clinton meant that Secretaries 
of State Warren Christopher and Madeleine Albright had 
a less prominent role in USA–Russia relations than one 
might have expected. National Security Adviser Anthony 
Lake was sceptical about the scope for democratic transi-
tion in Russia, but likewise deferred to Talbott.

Yeltsin and Clinton hit it off  at their fi rst meeting in 
April 1993, backslapping and bear-hugging. Both men 
declared their readiness to create a ‘dynamic and eff ec-
tive Russo-American partnership’. Clinton promised a 
fi nancial aid package of $1.6 billion, predicated on the 
assumption that Yeltsin was introducing reforms that 
would create a market democracy. Clinton visited Rus-
sia in January 1994, and by the end of his term the two 
men had met no less than eighteen times. Clinton was 
fully aware of Yeltsin’s idiosyncrasies, telling Talbott on 
one occasion that ‘Yeltsin drunk was better than most of 
the alternatives sober’.

Th e USA clung to this policy despite a series of events 
indicating that all was not well, such as Yeltsin’s shell-
ing of the opposition-controlled parliament in Octo-
ber 1993 and the invasion of the breakaway province 
of Chechnya in December 1994. New York University 
Professor Stephen Cohen ridiculed the Clinton admin-
istration’s approach as a ‘failed crusade’ that strove to 
remake Russia in America’s image. Russia expert Dmitri 
Simes argued that the United States was mistakenly 
treating Russia as if it were a ‘defeated enemy’. Many 
Russians came to blame the chaos of the early 1990s on 
the capitalist reforms that they believed were forced on 
Russia at America’s insistence.

While Talbott handled diplomatic and security 
issues, economic relations were handled by Larry 
Summers and David Lipton at the US Treasury. Th ey 
focused their attention on macroeconomic stabiliza-
tion and debt management. Despite earlier pronounce-
ments, by 2001 the USA had sent only about $1 billion 
in aid to Russia, and two-thirds of that was spent on 

Building market democracy in Russia

Yes: Russia had a good chance of becoming a stable mar-

ket economy with democratic political institutions, and the 

United States had a responsibility to do all it could to bring 

that about.

No: American interference in Russia’s domestic politics and 

economics was bound to fail and cause a negative reaction 

from Russian elites.

NATO enlargement

Yes: NATO is a defensive alliance and Russia had nothing to 

fear from its enlargement into eastern Europe.

No: By expanding NATO the western powers were effectively 

excluding Russia from the most important international 

security institution of post-Cold War Europe.

Relations with Putin

Yes: Russia is a great power due to its geographical presence 

in Eurasia, its seat in the United Nations Security Council, 

and its role as an energy exporter. The USA has to establish 

a good working relationship with whoever is in power in 

Moscow.

No: Putin is a dictatorial leader whose authoritarian rule will 

only bring instability to Russia. He cannot be trusted as a reli-

able partner.

Relations with Medvedev

Yes: President Medvedev is a liberal, pro-western reformer 

who deserves our support.

No: Medvedev is a puppet and Prime Minister Putin still con-

trols Kremlin decision making.

CONTROVERSIES 14.1: Debates in US–Russian relations

Behind the façade of friendship, Clinton administration 

offi cials expected the Kremlin to accept the United States’ 

defi nition of Russia’s national interests. Talbott and his aides 

referred to it as the spinach treatment.

(Dmitri Simes, President of the Nixon Institute, 2007)

KEY QUOTES 14.2: The spinach treatment
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nuclear-weapon-related programmes, managed by the 
Pentagon and Department of Energy. Th e main vehicle 
for infl uencing Russian economic policy was Interna-
tional Monetary Fund (IMF) loans, conditional on the 
introduction of specifi c reform policies. At the sugges-
tion of the Russians, a special commission was created 
between Prime Minister Viktor Chernomyrdin and 
Vice President Al Gore to promote economic coopera-
tion. It also handled some sensitive strategic issues such 
as Russian missile sales to Iran, cooperation in space 
launches, and a plan for the USA to process plutonium 
that had been removed from Russia nuclear warheads 
for use in civilian reactors.

Th e 1990s reforms produced few concrete results for 
US business interests. Th e privatization programme 
mostly excluded foreign buyers, and Russia took in 
only $3.7 billion in foreign direct investment over the 
decade. Th e European Union (EU) was Russia’s main 
economic partner, accounting for more than half of 
Russia’s foreign trade, while the USA accounted for less 
than 5 per cent.

Aft er the communist victory in the December 1995 
State Duma election, Yeltsin appointed former foreign 
intelligence chief Yevgenii Primakov as Foreign Min-
ister. Primakov tried to move Russia away from its 
dependency on the United States, sometimes talking 
about a strategic triad of Russia, China, and India. But 
even Primakov realized that the USA was the dominant 
power.

Boris Yeltsin faced the daunting task of winning re-
election in June 1996. He was deeply unpopular due to 

the ongoing war in Chechnya and the economy, which 
was in its sixth year of decline. Many of his advisers 
urged him to cancel the election, but he went ahead 
with the vote and managed to win a second term, 
thanks to a massive media campaign and an infl ux of 
IMF loans, used to pay off  wage and pension arrears. 
Washington breathed a huge sigh of relief. A cancelled 
election—or a communist victory—would have been 
the end of the road for Clinton’s democratic transition 
paradigm.

Russia was not yet out of the woods, however. Th e 
1997 Asian fi nancial crisis triggered a slump in world 
oil prices, hitting Russia’s export earnings and govern-
ment revenue. A growing fi scal defi cit was covered by 
reckless external borrowing. Despite a last-minute $22 
billion IMF rescue package, the ruble crashed in August 
1998, losing 75 per cent of its value. Th e government 
went into default on its debts. Th e crisis forced the res-
ignation of Yeltsin’s new liberal Prime Minister, Sergei 
Kirienko, and his replacement by the conservative Pri-
makov. Th e crisis shattered any illusions that Russia was 
in transition to stable market democracy.

 ❑ The relationship forged by the two leaders, Bill Clin-

ton and Boris Yeltsin, was cemented by what Clinton 

saw as Yeltsin’s commitment to reforms to modernize 

the Russian state and economy. The two men thought 

American assistance and expertise could transform 

Russia into a ‘market democracy’.

 ❑ The reforms failed, and as Russia’s economy shrank 

the quality of life for many Russians plummeted. The 

economy was dealt a further blow by the August 1998 

fi nancial crash.

 ❑ Yeltsin did manage to win re-election in 1996, which 

enabled the USA to continue in its commitment to 

building democracy in Russia.

KEY POINTS

NATO enlargement

A true and lasting transition to normalcy, democracy, and 

free markets in Russia is neither inevitable nor impossible. 

It is an open question.

(Secretary of State Madeleine Albright, October 1998)

KEY QUOTES 14.3: Russia’s democratic 
prospects

Th e main problem in the USA–Russia relationship 
was the US plan to expand the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) into central Europe. NATO 

was created in 1949 to deter the Soviet military threat, 
so Moscow argued that since the Soviet Union and 
its military alliance, the Warsaw Pact, had dissolved 
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in 1991, NATO should follow suit. Yeltsin withdrew 
Russian troops from the Baltic countries and east-
ern Europe—but only aft er the USA promised funds 
to build housing for offi  cers relocated to Russia. Th e 
USA radically cut its 300,000 troops stationed in 
Europe, but did not want to dismantle NATO—which 
it saw not only as a highly successful defensive alli-
ance, but also a vehicle for projecting stability into 
eastern Europe.

Initially, the USA had hoped that the EU would take 
the lead in integrating the former socialist countries. But 
it was clear that preparing the central European coun-
tries for full EU membership would take many years. 
A sense of urgency was introduced by the fi rst-place 
fi nish of the semi-fascist Liberal Democratic Party, led 
by Vladimir Zhirinovsky, in the State Duma elections 
in December 1993. Th is prompted Clinton to approve 
NATO enlargement in Prague in January 1994 (‘not if, 
but when’). In September 1994 the enlargement plans 
were published, leading Yeltsin to warn of a ‘cold peace’. 
Countries that were not candidates for membership in 
the immediate future would be off ered a Partnership for 
Peace cooperation plan.

Th e year 1995 saw renewed fi ghting in Bosnia, cul-
minating in NATO’s airpower intervention on the side 
of the Bosnian Muslims and Croats. Th e US-brokered 
November 1995 Dayton Accords brought peace to Bos-
nia, and Russia was invited to send peacekeepers to join 
NATO’s Implementation Force there.

Clinton delayed NATO expansion until aft er 
Yeltsin’s hotly contested election battle in June 1996. 
In December 1996 the hard-line Madeleine Albright 
replaced Warren Christopher as Secretary of State. 
Countries joining the alliance would receive a cast-
iron security guarantee: Article V of the NATO Char-
ter pledges all signatories to come to the aid of a fellow 
member under attack. In July 1997 NATO’s Madrid 
summit invited Poland, Czech Republic, and Hungary 

to join the alliance. Th e three Baltic countries were 
worried that they were being excluded, so in Janu-
ary 1998 the USA signed the Baltic Charter pledging 
to help them in their bid for NATO membership. In 
April 1998 the Senate approved NATO expansion by 
80 to 19. On 12 March 1999 Poland, Hungary, and the 
Czech Republic joined NATO, bringing the alliance to 
19 countries.

NATO’s expansion stoked fears of ‘capitalist encircle-
ment’ among Russian communists and nationalists, and 
in protest the State Duma refused to ratify the START II 
treaty. In September 1996 Clinton and Yeltsin did initial 
a Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty (including a 
ban on underground tests), but the US Senate rejected 
the treaty in 1999. In 1997 Russia started deploying a 
new intercontinental missile, the SSX-27 Topol-M, and 
introduced a new National Security Concept—one that 
seemed to show a greater willingness to be the fi rst to 
use nuclear weapons.

In order to mitigate Russia’s feeling of exclusion, 
in May 1997 the NATO–Russia Founding Act cre-
ated a Permanent Joint Council in Brussels. Also, in 
June 1997, Yeltsin was invited to attend the Group of 
Seven (G-7) annual meeting of leaders of the fore-
most developed democracies. Russia was granted full 

 ❑ The Russians were severely disappointed by the US 

decision to expand the NATO alliance into countries 

that had once been part of the Soviet Union’s Warsaw 

Pact security organization.

 ❑ To placate Russia it was allowed to join the G-7 group of 

leading economies, and the 1997 NATO–Russia Found-

ing Act created a Permanent Joint Council in Brussels.

 ❑ In March 1999, Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Repub-

lic joined NATO.

KEY POINTS

I told Yeltsin that if he would agree to NATO expansion and 

the NATO–Russian partnership, I would make a commitment 

not to station troops or missiles in the new member countries 

prematurely, and to support Russian membership in the new 

G-8, the World Trade Organization, and other international 

organizations. We had a deal.

(President Bill Clinton, at a meeting in 

Helsinki in March 1997)

KEY QUOTES 14.4: ’We had a deal’
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On 24 March 1999, just two weeks aft er the three new 
members joined the alliance, NATO planes started 
bombing Yugoslavia. Th e West wanted President Slo-
bodan Milosovic to accept international peacekeepers 
to halt violence in the rebellious province of Kosovo. 
Th e bombing commenced just as Prime Minister Pri-
makov was fl ying to the USA to ask for more fi nancial 
aid. Primakov ordered his aircraft  to turn around mid-
Atlantic and head back to Russia: a step that became 
symbolic of a new chill in US–Russian relations. Rus-
sia was incensed that the United States was using brute 
force to advance its political agenda in Europe—over 
Russian objections.

Moscow saw itself as having strong historical ties 
with the Serbs. But Moscow had little interest in tying 
itself to the sinking ship of Slobodan Milosovic. When 
the opportunity arose to play the peacemaker in June 
1999, Moscow seized the chance. Ex-Prime Minister 
Chernomyrdin was sent to Belgrade to deliver the bad 

news—that NATO was preparing to launch a ground 
invasion, and Milosovic could not expect any more 
Russian support. If Milosovic agreed to withdraw his 
troops from Kosovo, he could preserve Yugoslavia’s for-
mal sovereignty over the province. In a curious footnote 
to the crisis, several hundred Russian peacekeepers 
drove down from Bosnia to seize the Kosovo airport 
before advancing British troops arrived. An armed 
clash was only averted thanks to the cool head of the 
British commander at the scene.

 ❑ The US decision to use military force against Yugoslavia 

met strong opposition from Moscow. The latter saw it 

as an unjustifi ed use of force in its sphere of infl uence, 

and felt embarrassment at its seeming impotence in the 

face of US military might.

KEY POINTS

The Kosovo crisis

The ‘Great Game’ in Eurasia

Th e USA had a clear strategic interest in securing the 
viability of the newly independent states and preventing 
their possible reabsorption into a revived Soviet Union. 
US advisers and aid fl owed into the region. Th e fi rst pri-
ority was securing the removal of nuclear weapons from 
the non-Russian states. With that task accomplished, the 
Clinton administration turned to promoting the same 
kind of transition to ‘market democracy’ that was being 
attempted in Russia. Th e task was straightforward in the 
three Baltic states, but was much more challenging in 

the other countries, which had weak states and weaker 
economies, and lacked a tradition of self-rule. Civil wars 
raged in Tajikistan, Moldova, Azerbaijan, and Georgia, 
confl icts in which Russia was heavily involved. Former 
Communist Party leaders stayed on as authoritarian 
presidents in every Central Asian country except Kyr-
gyzstan, where a reformist president came to power.

Th e oil and gas reserves of the Caspian basin were 
seen as the key to securing the region’s long-term devel-
opment. Building pipelines to export Caspian oil and 

membership in the G-8 in June 2002, one of the few 
Western organizations it was allowed to join. Th ere 
was no progress with Russia’s application to enter the 
World Trade Organization (WTO), which it submit-
ted in 1993. Russia did join the Council of Europe 
in 1996, where its actions in Chechnya were sharply 
criticized. It continued as a member of the Organiza-
tion for Security and Cooperation in Europe, which 

tried ineff ectively to resolve the ‘frozen confl icts’ in 
Moldova, Georgia, and Azerbaijan.

For Clinton, NATO enlargement was an insurance 
policy that protected US interests in case Russia ‘went 
bad’. Th e Kremlin eventually realized that it was pow-
erless to stop the process. US–Russian relations soon 
faced the most severe test of the entire post-Soviet peri-
od, the Kosovo crisis.
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gas through Georgia and Turkey would increase the 
fl ow of hydrocarbons to world markets, while contain-
ing the infl uence of Iran and Russia. Moscow regarded 
the region as part of its exclusive sphere of infl uence, 
and despite US assurances it saw the rivalry for Caspian 
oil as a zero-sum game in which US advances would 
come at Russian expense.

Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan opened the doors to 
Western investors. In 1993 Texaco (now Chevron) 
entered Kazakhstan to develop the giant Tengiz oil 
fi eld, and through the Caspian Pipeline Consortium 
built a new export pipeline to the Russian Black Sea 
port of Novorossiisk. In September 1994 BP signed ‘the 
contract of the century’ with Azerbaijan to develop off -
shore fi elds in the Caspian. Production started in 1997. 
BP wanted to build a 1100-mile oil export pipeline from 
Baku through Tbilisi to Ceyhan (BTC) on Turkey’s 
southern coast. A complicating factor was the 1992–4 
war over the disputed province of Nagorno-Karabakh, 
which left  15 per cent of Azerbaijan’s territory in Arme-
nian hands. Th e Armenian-American lobby persuaded 
the US Congress to enact section 907 of the Freedom 
Support Act in 1993, which barred direct US aid to 
the Azerbaijani government so long as it maintained 
a blockade and state of war with Armenia. (President 
Bush lift ed section 907 in 2002, in return for Azerbai-
jan’s cooperation in the war on terror.) Work started 
on the BTC pipeline in 2002 and it became operational 
in 2006.

Energy exports brought strong economic growth to 
Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan, although democracy is 
lacking in both countries, and Azerbaijan’s stand-off  
with Armenia remains unresolved. Th e west would also 
like to export Kazakh oil and Turkmen gas by building 
pipelines across the Caspian Sea to Baku. Russia used 
a dispute over the legal status of the Caspian to block 
plans for an undersea pipeline in a bid to maintain its 
monopoly over Central Asian oil and gas exports, all 
of which fl owed through Russian pipelines. Kazakhstan 

and Turkmenistan subsequently built new pipelines to 
China to export oil and gas, respectively, reducing their 
dependency on Russia.

Under the Partnership for Peace programme, NATO 
held joint exercises in Uzbekistan in 1998, followed by 
extensive military assistance programmes in Georgia 
and Azerbaijan. Th e latter countries looked to west-
ern help to regain control over breakaway regions that 
had established de facto independence with Russian 
military support. Incursions by Islamic guerrillas into 
Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan in 1999–2001 threatened 
the stability of those regimes. China was also becoming 
more active in Central Asia, through the Shanghai Five, 
a multilateral security framework that with the addi-
tion of Uzbekistan became the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization in 2001.

For most of the 1990s Ukraine showed enthusi-
asm for closer ties with NATO and the EU, but cor-
ruption and economic stagnation limited the scope 
for real reform. President Leonid Kuchma, who came 
into offi  ce in 1996, tried to follow a balanced course 
between Russia and the west, aware of Ukraine’s 
dependence on Russian gas imports and the pres-
ence of 12 million ethnic Russians in east Ukraine. 
Th e scandal which erupted in 2000 aft er the murder 
of crusading journalist Heorhy Gongadze damaged 
Kuchma’s credibility in the west.

 ❑ The United States was quick to establish a diplomatic 

and economic presence in the new states of the Cauca-

sus and Central Asia.

 ❑ Russia resented the projection of US infl uence into 

what it regarded as its own sphere of infl uence and tried 

to block US initiatives.

 ❑ The rise of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, a 

multilateral security framework including China and 

Russia, has expanded Chinese infl uence in Central Asia.

KEY POINTS

A new face in the Kremlin—and the White House

In August 1999 fighting again broke out in Chech-
nya, which had been de facto independent since the 

 withdrawal of Russian troops in 1996. Th at was followed 
by several terrorist apartment bombings in Moscow a 
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month later. To deal with the crisis Yeltsin appointed as 
Prime Minister Vladimir Putin, a seventeen-year KGB 
veteran who was heading the Federal Security Service. 
Putin launched a second full-scale invasion of Chech-
nya. Yeltsin resigned on New Year’s Eve and appointed 
Putin ‘acting president’. Th at cleared the way for Putin 
to win election as president in March 2000.

Th e United States watched these developments with 
resigned detachment. Washington no longer thought 
it could infl uence the outcome of Russian elections. 
Moscow was looking increasingly irrelevant to global 
aff airs, saddled as it was by economic instability, cor-
ruption, and political instability. Russia was seen as 
incapable of providing domestic order, still less project-
ing power abroad.

Putin was an unknown quantity to Western lead-
ers. His KGB background and ruthless prosecution of 
the war in Chechnya gave cause for concern. On the 
other hand, in personal meetings he impressed Euro-
pean leaders with his charm and intelligence. In his 
public statements, Putin signalled that he was well 
aware of Russia’s debilitated condition. While mov-
ing quickly to restore the Kremlin’s control over Rus-
sian society, Putin realized that integration within 

the global economy was essential to rebuild Russian 
state power.

Arms control was the main item on the agenda dur-
ing President Clinton’s farewell visit to Moscow in June 
2000. Th e USA pushed for modifi cations in the 1972 
Anti-Ballistic Missile Defense (ABM) treaty so it could 
begin testing a national missile defence system (NMD), 
intended to counter a possible nuclear strike from Iran, 
Iraq, or North Korea. Moscow was sceptical, fearing that 
successful deployment of NMD would lock in US global 
dominance. Th e US Senate approved the development of 
theatre missile defence in March 1999. In a bid to head off  
NMD, Putin persuaded the State Duma to ratify START 
II, signed in 1993, which they dutifully did in 2000.

Clinton could not off er deep cuts in strategic missiles 
in return for Russian approval of NMD: infl uential Sen-
ate Republican Jesse Helms made it clear that he would 
block approval of any such treaty. Clinton signed two 
minor agreements: to cut each country’s weapons-grade 
plutonium reserves and to create a joint early warning 
centre in Moscow to reduce the risks of an accidental 
nuclear launch. (Th e centre never opened.)

USA–Russia relations were not a prominent issue 
in the November 2000 election campaign, although 

The Clinton administration’s embrace of Yeltsin and those 

who were thought to be reformers around him has failed… 

Support for democracy and economic reform became 

support for Yeltsin. His agenda became the American 

agenda. The United States certifi ed that reform was tak-

ing place where it was not, continuing to disburse money 

from the International Monetary Fund in the absence of 

any evidence of serious change. The realities in Russia sim-

ply did not accord with the administration’s script about 

Russian economic reform… Frustrated expectations and 

‘Russia fatigue’ are direct consequences of the ‘happy talk’ 

in which the Clinton administration engaged… US policy 

must concentrate on the important security agenda with 

Russia. First, it must recognize that American security is 

threatened less by Russia’s strength than by its weakness 

and incoherence.

(Condoleezza Rice, Bush’s top foreign policy adviser, 

November 2000)

KEY QUOTES 14.5: Time for a new approach

I found a man who realizes his future lies with the West, not 

the East, that we share common security concerns, primarily 

Islamic fundamentalism, that he understands missiles could 

affect him just as much as us. On the other hand he doesn’t 

want to be diminished by America.

(President George W. Bush, talking of Vladimir 

Putin in July 2001)

KEY QUOTES 14.6: Bush’s impression of Putin
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the Republicans attacked the Clinton administra-
tion for its naive pro-Yeltsin policy. Th e Republican 
candidate Bush denounced Russia’s pervasive cor-
ruption—in one presidential debate he even charged 
former Prime Minister Chernomyrdin with pocket-
ing Western loan money. In an autumn 2000 essay 
in Foreign Aff airs Condoleezza Rice, Bush’s top for-
eign policy adviser, laid out a strongly critical assess-
ment of Clinton’s Russia policy, in which Democratic 
candidate Al Gore was deeply implicated, as Vice 
President.

US–Russian relations did not get off  to a good start 
with the new Bush administration. It appeared that 
Washington was not treating Moscow as a serious 
player on the global stage. Condoleezza Rice, Bush’s 
national security adviser, argued that ‘It would be fool-
ish in the extreme to share defenses with Moscow as 
it either leaks or deliberately transfers weapons tech-
nologies to the very states against which America is 
defending.’ In a February 2001 interview in Le Figa-
ro, Rice commented that ‘I believe Russia is a threat 
to the West in general and to our European allies in 
particular.’

As the USA was ignoring Moscow, Putin was fl ex-
ing his diplomatic muscles, making a fl urry of visits 
to countries in Europe and Asia. Iranian President 
Muhammad Khatami visited Russia in March 2001 to 
discuss arms sales, and Putin reiterated Russia’s inten-
tion to help complete the long-stalled Bushehr nuclear 
power plant. Putin stepped up military and political 
cooperation with China, and Russia’s economic recov-
ery meant it was no longer begging for extensions on 
its foreign debts, as it was throughout the 1990s. In 
2006 it paid down its entire $22 billion debt to the IMF 
ahead of schedule. A huge scandal erupted following 

the February 2001 arrest of FBI agent Robert Hans-
sen, who had spied for the Russians for fi ft een years. In 
response, the USA ejected fi ft y Russian diplomats: the 
largest number of expulsions since 1986. Th e Russians 
reacted by expelling an equivalent number of Ameri-
can offi  cials.

It was not until June 2001 that the two leaders 
finally met, in Ljubljana, Slovenia. President Bush 
famously ‘looked the man in his eye’ and ‘was able 
to get a sense of his soul’. Bush said, ‘I am convinced 
that he and I can build a relationship of mutual 
respect and candor’, and promised support for Rus-
sia’s entry into the WTO. Putin said he and Bush had 
forged a ‘very high level of trust’, and referred to the 
American president as a ‘partner’ and ‘a nice per-
son to talk to’. But the drama and sense of historical 
importance that characterized the past two presi-
dential relationships was gone; in the new century, 
Russia simply did not capture the focus of the US 
strategic mind. The Ljubljana summit did prepare 
the ground for closer US–Russian cooperation. And 
then came 9/11.

 ❑ The ailing economy, the war in Chechnya, and the 

weakness of the state were the priorities on Vladimir 

Putin’s agenda as he assumed power in 1999.

 ❑ President George W. Bush saw Russia as in a weakened 

state, and relations with Moscow were not a priority for 

the new administration.

 ❑ The United States and Russia attempted to fi nd com-

mon ground on arms control, but Putin was opposed to 

the US national missile defence effort.

KEY POINTS

We affi rm our determination to meet the threats to peace in 

the 21st century. Among these threats are terrorism, the new 

horror of which was vividly demonstrated by the evil crimes 

of September 11 . . . We have agreed that the current levels 

of our nuclear forces do not refl ect the strategic realities of 

today. . . . We support the building of a European–Atlantic 

community whole, free, and at peace, excluding no one, and 

respecting the independence, sovereignty and territorial 

integrity of all nations.

( Joint US–Russian statement after the presidential 

summit in Crawford, Texas, November 2001)

KEY QUOTES 14.7: Partners in the war on terror
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Th e terrorist attacks on the World Trade Towers and the 
Pentagon had a major impact on US–Russian relations. 
Putin was the fi rst leader to telephone Bush with con-
dolences. Still embroiled in the second Chechen war, 
Putin saw 9/11 as powerful vindication of his warnings 
about the threat of militant Islam.

Putin decided to share intelligence and aid Washing-
ton’s campaign against the Taliban regime in Afghanistan, 
despite opposition from some in the Russian military. 
According to some reports, Putin only agreed to US 
bases in Central Asia aft er Uzbek President Islam Kari-
mov said he would cooperate with the Americans what-
ever Moscow’s position. Still, Moscow was not pleased by 
the prospect of an indefi nite US military presence in the 
region. Aft er the defeat of the Taliban, Russia declined to 
send peacekeepers to Afghanistan, in light of its own role 
in the 1980s war. In August 2003 NATO took over the 
International Security Assistance Force in Afghanistan—
the alliance’s fi rst deployment outside Europe.

Putin’s visit to the presidential ranch in Crawford, 
Texas, in November 2001 symbolized the return of the 
feel-good factor in US–Russian relations, but failed to 
produce any specifi c rewards for Moscow. Th e lead-
ers released a joint statement declaring that ‘neither 
country regards the other as an enemy or threat’. Bush 
promised to ask Congress to lift  the 1974 Jackson–
Vanik amendment, which required annual vetting of 
Russia’s emigration policies to maintain normal trade 
relations with the USA. (But Congress did not budge.) 
However, the Crawford summit failed to produce a 
deal to bridge the gap between the two sides on NMD. 
In December 2001, Secretary of State Colin Powell 
travelled to Moscow to report that the USA would 
withdraw from the ABM treaty in six months’ time. 
Putin’s response was surprisingly muted: he merely 
stated that Russian security was not threatened by the 
development. In return for Putin’s acquiescence, in 
May 2002 Bush signed the Strategic Off ensive Weap-
ons Reduction Treaty (SORT) in Moscow, under which 
each side promised to cut its strategic weapons from 
6000 warheads to 1700–2200 over ten years. SORT, 
unlike START II, did not mandate the destruction of 
warheads and had no on-site verifi cation procedures. 

But it still looked as if a strategic partnership based 
on mutual security interests might be a realistic goal.

Th e May 2002 Rome summit saw the creation of a new 
NATO–Russia Council to give Russia a new voice in the 
alliance. Despite Moscow’s misgivings, NATO embarked 
on a new round of enlargement. In March 2004 Estonia, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Bulgaria, Romania, Slovakia, and Slov-
enia joined the alliance. Five of those countries subse-
quently entered the EU alongside Poland, Hungary, and 
the Czech Republic in May 2004. (Bulgaria and Romania 
joined the EU in January 2007.) Russia’s relations with 
Poland, Estonia, and Latvia remained fractious, but mem-
bership in NATO and the EU gave those countries more 
confi dence in their dealings with Moscow.

US business interests were also bullish. Since 1999, 
the Russian economy had been growing strongly, boost-
ed by the rise in the world oil price. Th e oligarchs who 
controlled most of Russia’s oil industry were looking 
for Western partners. In September 2003 the TNK oil 
company merged with BP, and Mikhail Khodorkovsky’s 
Yukos, Russia’s largest oil corporation, seemed to be pre-
paring for a merger with Exxon. Some argued that the oil 
oligarchs were a new, pro-western elite that would take 
control of Russia once Putin, a transitional post-Yeltsin 
fi gure, had stepped down. Khodorkovsky himself pro-
moted such a scenario, and he became a well-known 
fi gure in Washington. Th e USA saw Russia as a pos-
sible source of energy supplies. Russian oil output had 
recovered since 1998, accounting for half the increase 
in world oil supply between 1998 and 2004. In this new 
spirit of cooperation, a joint US–Russian Energy Work-
ing Group met in Washington in April 2002, and an 
energy summit convened in Houston in October 2002.

 ❑ Putin’s support for the USA in the wake of 9/11 revived 

hopes for a strategic partnership between Russia and 

the United States.

 ❑ Presidents Bush and Putin managed to strike up a warm 

personal relationship at their summit meetings in Slov-

enia and in Crawford, Texas, in 2001.

KEY POINTS

A strategy for a New World



Chapter 14 US foreign policy in Russia 251

Th e tide of USA–Russia relations turned decisively 
for the worse in the course of 2003, for three reasons: 
the US-led war in Iraq, Putin’s crackdown on political 
opposition, and the wave of ‘colour revolutions’ that 
brought regime change to three post-Soviet states.

Th e looming Iraq War was a major challenge for 
Putin. In November 2002 Russia reluctantly accepted 
United Nations Resolution 1441 forcing Iraq to accept 
weapons inspectors. On 5 March 2003 the leaders of 
France, Germany, and Russia publicly stated they would 
block UN approval for war against Iraq. Th e USA went 
ahead with the invasion anyway, and aft er the conquest 
of Baghdad Secretary Rice decided to ‘punish France, 
ignore Germany and forgive Russia’. Th e fact that the 
USA went ahead with the invasion despite the warn-
ings from international leaders was taken in Moscow as 
demonstration that the US administration was a loose 
cannon and an unreliable ally.

Revelations in 2002 of Iran’s secret nuclear enrich-
ment programme led to renewed pressure from the 
USA for sanctions against Tehran. Moscow agreed that 
Iran should not acquire nuclear weapons, but opposed 
sanctions and wanted to complete construction of Iran’s 
Bushehr reactor for commercial reasons. Since 2005 
Moscow has been pushing a compromise under which 
it would supply fuel for Bushehr but reprocess the spent 
fuel back in Russia.

In 2003 Putin moved against the ambitious oligarch 
Mikhail Khodorkovsky—the richest man in Russia, with 
an estimated net worth of $16 billion. Khodorkovsky 
was arrested in October and sentenced to eight years’ 
imprisonment on charges of tax evasion and fraud. 
Khodorkovsky’s arrest was connected to the upcoming 
December 2003 State Duma elections. Khodorkovsky 
was funding parties across the political spectrum, and 
was possibly planning to challenge Putin for the presi-
dency in the March 2004 election. Th e pro-Kremlin 
United Russia Party won a sweeping victory in the Duma 
election, thanks to the state-controlled mass media and 
use of ‘administrative resources’ to steer the election 
campaign. In September 2004, in the wake of the hor-
rifying siege of a school in Beslan by Islamic terrorists, 
Putin announced the abolition of direct elections for 

regional governors. A new law on political parties made 
it even more diffi  cult for opposition groups to enter 
parliament. Russia’s return to a centralized, authoritar-
ian system of power seemed complete. Th e US human 
rights group Freedom House downgraded Russia from 
‘free’ to ‘partly free’ that same year.

Meanwhile, Putin was moving to extend Kremlin 
control over the Russian economy. Yukos assets were 
seized for tax arrears and sold off  to state-owned Ros-
neft . Th e independent oil company Sibneft  was forced 
to merge with state-owned Gazprom. Putin oversaw 
the creation of a network of state-owned corporations 
in energy and engineering and appointed Kremlin 
offi  cials to chair their boards. Foreign oil companies 
were forced to give up majority control in the hand-
ful of joint ventures that had been allowed to start in 
the 1990s.

In November 2003 a US-backed opposition move-
ment swept Mikheil Saakashvili to power in Geor-
gia’s ‘Rose Revolution’. Th at set off  alarm bells in the 
Kremlin, which perceived a US plot to encircle Rus-
sia’s borders with pro-western governments. Th e same 
month a last-minute US intervention derailed a Rus-
sian plan for a settlement between Moldova and the 
breakaway province of Transnistria. In response, Putin 
dragged his feet in withdrawing troops from Georgia 
and Moldova.

In March 2004 veteran diplomat Sergei Lavrov 
replaced Igor Ivanov as Foreign Minister: he report-
edly had testy relations with Secretary Rice. In his May 
2004 State of the Union Address, Putin warned western 
groups not to meddle in Russia’s domestic politics. A new 
law was introduced in November 2005 cracking down on 
foreign-fi nanced non-governmental organizations. (Th e 
US Peace Corps had already been expelled from Russia in 
2002.) In an angry speech aft er the Beslan tragedy in Sep-
tember 2004, Putin publicly referred to western threats 
against Russia, for the fi rst time since 2001. ‘We showed 
weakness,’ Putin said, ‘and weak people are beaten.’

Putin’s clumsy eff orts to infl uence the Ukrainian pres-
idential election of November 2004 backfi red, helping 
to spark an ‘Orange Revolution’ that replicated the vic-
tory of pro-western forces in Georgia the previous year. 

A reversal of course



252 Peter Rutland and Gregory Dubinsky

Th at was followed by a ‘Tulip Revolution’ in Kyrgyzstan 
in March 2005, ousting President Askar Akayev. Rus-
sia’s testy reaction to these developments, and a sharp 
increase in Russian defence spending, were fodder for 
those who argued that Russian imperialism was once 
more on the march. Th e USA lost its military base in 
Uzbekistan aft er criticizing President Islam Karimov 
for the killing of hundreds of protesters in Andizhon in 
2005. In a memo to National Security Adviser Stephen 
Hadley in July 2006, Defense Secretary Donald Rums-
feld warned that the USA was ‘getting run out of Central 
Asia’ by the Russians.

Th e dramatic interruption of Russian gas sup-
plies to Ukraine in 2006 was a serious blow to Putin’s 
international image. Russia was selling natural gas to 
Ukraine for $47 per 1000 cubic metres while its Euro-
pean customers were paying $230. Ukraine rebuff ed a 
proposed price hike. Russia’s main gas export pipeline 
crosses Ukraine, so Moscow could not cut deliveries 
to Ukraine without interrupting supplies to Europe, 
which gets one-quarter of its gas from Russia. In Janu-
ary 2006 Gazprom closed the pipeline for two days, 
alarming its western customers. Aft er the Ukrain-
ian shutdown, and as oil prices climbed above $80 a 
barrel, commentators started talking of Russia as an 
‘energy superpower’. However, given that the USA 
imports no oil or gas from Russia, these actions are 
not of vital importance to US national security. A 
bipartisan Council of Foreign Relations task force 
issued a report in 2006 that expressed fears about Rus-
sia’s backsliding from democracy and its international 
assertiveness, but still urged the administration to 
continue engaging with Russia in order to deal with 
urgent issues such as the threat of nuclear prolifera-
tion in Iran and North Korea.

One positive development was the US acceptance 
of Russia’s bid for entry to the WTO in November 

2006. Th e USA had been holding out for Russian con-
cessions on food imports, liberalization of fi nancial 
services, and improved intellectual property rights. 
But with 150 countries now members of the WTO, 
Russia’s exclusion was increasingly anomalous. Rus-
sia had signed bilateral agreements with nearly all the 
other member countries: the USA was the main hold-
out. Aft er the two sides failed to close a deal at the G-8 
summit in Petersburg in June 2006, Russia’s patience 
was exhausted. Moscow slapped a ban on US chicken 
imports, citing sanitary concerns, and passed up a $3 
billion option to buy twenty-two Boeing 787 airlin-
ers. Th ese Russian actions triggered the shift  in the US 
government’s position.

But by the end of 2007, there were few advocates 
of a conciliatory course towards Russia in the USA. 
Republican Senator John McCain suggested that Russia 
should be barred from the G-8 because of its ‘diminish-
ing political freedoms’ and ‘eff orts to bully democratic 
neighbors, such as Georgia’. Referring to President 
Bush’s 2001 comment that he had ‘looked into Putin’s 
soul’, McCain said, ‘I looked into Mr Putin’s eyes and I 
saw three things—a K and a G and a B.’

 ❑ The US-led war in Iraq led to a sharp deterioration in 

US–Russian relations.

 ❑ Putin’s crackdown on political opposition, symbolized 

by the arrest of oil magnate Mikhail Khodorkovsky in 

October 2003, cast a shadow over his acceptability as a 

trusted partner for the United States.

 ❑ The ‘colour revolutions’ in Georgia, Ukraine, and Kyr-

gyzstan were seen by Moscow as part of an American 

plot to undermine Russian infl uence in the post-Soviet 

region.

KEY POINTS

Those who confront us need a weak and ill state. Regrettably, 

there are those inside the country who feed off foreign embas-

sies like jackals and count on support of foreign funds and 

governments, and not their own people. If these gentlemen 

return back to power, they will again cheat people and fi ll their 

pockets.

(President Vladimir Putin talking to an election rally, 

November 2007)

KEY QUOTES 14.8: Foreign jackals
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2008 saw the election of two new presidents: Dmitry 
Medvedev and Barak Obama. Both men were aware 
that US-Russian relations had reached a dangerously 
low point, and that their countries would benefi t from 
an improved relationship.

Many observers expected Putin to amend the con-
stitution in order to stay on as president for a third 
term. But Putin stepped aside and nominated his 
long-time aide Medvedev as presidential candidate of 
the United Russia party. Medvedev was easily elected 
in March 2008 and took offi  ce in May. Medvedev, 13 
years younger than Putin, had worked with Putin in 
the St Petersburg mayor’s offi  ce in the early 1990s. 
He moved to the Kremlin in 1999, rising to the post 
of chief of staff  and then fi rst deputy prime minister. 
Putin did not leave the political stage, however. He had 
himself appointed prime minister, inaugurating what 
was called the ‘tandem leadership’. Th ere was much 
speculation about how much power the new president 
really enjoyed.

Medvedev, a new and unfamiliar fi gure, tried to 
cultivate a progressive, modern image. He was Rus-
sia’s fi rst post-soviet leader: unlike Putin, he had not 
served in the KGB—or any other Soviet institution for 

that matter. Fluent in English, Medvedev was comfort-
able with the internet, starting his own blog and later a 
Twitter account.

However, there was no sign of a thaw in US-Russia 
relations for the remainder of 2008. Moscow responded 
angrily to NATO’s April 2008 Bucharest summit, which 
seemed to open the door to membership for Ukraine and 
Georgia. Russia continued to play a somewhat obstruc-
tionist role at the United Nations, using its veto or threat 
of veto to block possible UN intervention in Darfur, 
Burma, and Zimbabwe. Medvedev actually agreed to 
impose sanctions against Zimbabwe at the G-8 summit 
in Japan in July 2008—his fi rst major outing as president. 
But several days later Russia vetoed the corresponding 
resolution in the UN Security Council, raising questions 
about whether Putin or Medvedev was in charge.

In February 2008 Russia had opposed the decision 
by the USA and most European countries to recognize 
the independence of Kosovo in the former Yugoslavia, 
warning that it could be a precedent for Russian recog-
nition of Georgia’s breakaway regions. Th is issue erupt-
ed in the Georgian war of August 2008, which became 
the fi rst major test for Medvedev, just three months 
aft er he was inaugurated as president.

The artifi cial bipolar system is giving way to a more natural 

multi-centred international system . . . By overthrowing the 

Soviet system and rejecting its restoration, Russia has laid a 

basis for forming a state compatible with the rest of Europe. 

To use the words of John Le Carre, Russia has ‘come in from 

the cold’ after almost a century of isolation and self-isolation.

(President Dmitry Medvedev in a June 2008 

speech in Berlin.)

KEY QUOTES 14.9: Coming in from the cold

Two new leaders

The guns of August

Georgian troops attacked the breakaway region of South 
Ossetia on 7 August 2008. Moscow took the assault as a 
direct challenge to Russia’s credibility as a regional power, 
since many Ossetians had been given Russian citizenship 
and Russian peacekeepers patrolled the province’s border 

with Georgia. Russian forces poured into Ossetia and drove 
out the Georgian troops. Both sides had been preparing for 
war, though each denied responsibility for starting it.

Prime Minister Putin happened to be at the Olym-
pics opening ceremony in Beijing when the fi ghting 
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broke out. He immediately returned home and fl ew 
straight to North Ossetia. He was shown on TV, talk-
ing with troops and refugees, while Medvedev stayed in 
Moscow. Medvedev managed to regain some credibility 
with the arrival of a European peace mission in Moscow 
headed by French President Nicholas Sarkozy. Sarkozy 
dissuaded the Russians from advancing on Tbilisi and 
negotiated a cease-fi re, which was publicly announced 
on 12 August with Medvedev at his side.

European opinion tended to blame both sides for 
the confl ict: criticizing Georgian President Mikheil 
Saakasvili for launching the assault, but also chastis-
ing Russia for bombing cities and seizing territory in 
Georgia beyond Ossetia. Some blamed Moscow for 
provoking the confl ict by encouraging South Ossetian 
militants to shell Georgian positions. Th ere was also 
speculation that Russia’s true goals were not to protect 
the lives of its peacekeepers and Ossetian residents, 
but to prevent Georgia from joining NATO, or even 
to depose Saakashvili. Th e USA had been providing 
extensive economic and military aid to Georgia, so 
there was puzzlement why Secretary Rice—who had 
visited Georgia in July—had not been able to deter 
Saakashvili’s brinksmanship.

On 26 August Medvedev shocked the international 
community by announcing that Russia was recognizing 
the sovereignty of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. Russia 
was not able to persuade any of its allies to join them in 
recognizing the secessionist republics, with the excep-
tion of distant Nicaragua. Th is step dented Medvedev’s 
liberal reputation in the West.

Russia’s international image nose-dived in the wake 
of the Georgian war. On 20 August the Polish govern-
ment, which had previously been hesitating, signed up 
to a US plan to install missile batteries on Polish ter-
ritory, ostensibly to intercept missiles launched from 

Iran. In a September 2008 speech Secretary Rice con-
demned a ‘Russia increasingly authoritarian at home 
and aggressive abroad’. Back in May 2008 a civil nucle-
ar agreement had been signed, clearing the way for 
Russia to import thousands of tons of spent nuclear 
fuel from the US. But the accord needed Congression-
al approval, and it was withdrawn from consideration 
aft er the Georgian war.

Medvedev tried to clear the air in a speech in Sochi 
on 31 August 2008 in which he spelt out fi ve principles 
of Russian foreign policy:

1. the supremacy of international law
2. ‘unipolarity is unacceptable’
3. ‘Russia does not want isolation’
4. the protection of life and dignity of Russian citizens 

‘no matter where they live’
5. ‘Russia has areas of privileged interests’.

Th e fi ft h point was seen as a claim for a Russian 
sphere of infl uence in the ‘near abroad’, and attract-
ed widespread international criticism. During his 
years as president Putin had never used such a blunt 
formulation.

At a NATO summit in Brussels in December 2008 
France and Germany, wary of provoking Moscow, 
blocked a US proposal to off er a membership action 
plan to Georgia and Ukraine. In January 2009 Russia 
provoked the most severe natural gas crisis with Ukraine 
yet seen, shutting down supplies for 17 days in order to 
force Ukraine to pay European-level prices for its gas. 
Th is once again demonstrated Europe’s energy depend-
ence on Moscow. Th e election of the pro-Russian Viktor 
Yanukovich as president of Ukraine in February 2010 
meant NATO membership was no longer on the cards 
for that country.

A new beginning

Th e inauguration of President Barack Obama in Janu-
ary 2009 off ered a chance for a fresh start. Obama was 
primarily focused on domestic aff airs, especially given 
the ongoing fi nancial crisis. Although Russia was not of 

major importance for US foreign policy goals, Obama 
saw an opportunity to score some positive achieve-
ments in relations with Moscow and diff erentiate him-
self from the outgoing the Bush administration. (Th ere 
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was no scope for easy victories in more important 
realms, such as relations with China.) Obama saw Rus-
sia as a declining power, not likely to constitute a threat 
to US interests in the foreseeable future, thus saw little 
risk in reaching out to Medvedev.

Secretary of State Hilary Clinton met with Russian 
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov in Geneva in March 
2009 and promised to ‘reset’ USA–Russia relations. 
She presented Lavrov with a symbolic ‘reset button’. 
(Unfortunately, due to a mistranslation the Russian 
word on the button actually said ‘overload’.) Th e main 
fi gure shaping Obama’s Russia policy was National 
Security Staff  aide Michael McFaul, a Stanford profes-
sor who had criticized Russia’s democratic backslid-
ing under President Putin. Obama and Medvedev met 
for the fi rst time in London in April 2009, where they 
agreed to move ahead with a new nuclear weapons 
reduction treaty.

President Obama’s state visit to Moscow in July 2009 
was generally considered a success. He avoided lec-
turing his hosts on their democratic and diplomatic 
defi ciencies, while praising Russia as a ‘great country’ 
and ‘great power’. In an address to students, Obama 
said ‘America wants a strong, peaceful, and prosperous 
Russia’. A new Bilateral Presidential Commission was 
created with a dozen working groups addressing every-
thing from energy to civil society, but little was subse-
quently heard of this structure. Critics accused Obama 
of whitewashing Russia’s human rights record, while 
the administration’s strategy was to bet on Medvedev as 
the best hope for moderate liberalization.

Th e ambiguities of ‘tandemocracy’ surfaced during 
Obama’s visit. On the eve of his departure for Moscow, 
Obama told reporters that Putin has ‘one foot in the old 
ways of doing business and one foot in the new’, while 
praising Medvedev as a forward-looking leader. Most 
observers saw this as a diplomatic misstep by the US 
president, since there seemed little to be gained in try-
ing to boost Medvedev at Putin’s expense. Obama sub-
sequently praised Putin as someone who ‘has been a 
very strong leader for the Russian people’.

Obama won an important concession on his Mos-
cow trip: Medvedev announced that the USA would be 
allowed to fl y troops and ship supplies by land across 
Russian territory to Afghanistan, providing an alter-
native to the longer and more hazardous route across 

Pakistan. (By 2011 50 per cent of US troops and 20 
per cent of US equipment headed for Afghanistan 
was transiting Russia.) Obama failed to persuade 
Medvedev to sanction Iran because of its nuclear 
weapons programme. Medvedev in turn was unable 
to persuade Obama to abandon the planned missile 
defence in Poland, with radars located in the Czech 
Republic. Th e Polish missile defence plan was eventu-
ally shelved in September 2009—not as a sop to the 
Russians, but ostensibly because of a reassessment of 
the Iranian missile threat.

Th e most pressing item on the summit agenda was 
the extension of the START treaty limiting nuclear 
weapons, due to expire in December 2009. Th e new 
treaty would cut warheads on each side to 1500–1675, 
while delivery vehicles would be cut to 500–1100, 
down from the 1600 allowed under the existing agree-
ment. As of January 2009 the USA had 1198 missiles 
and bombers, capable of delivering 5576 warheads, 
while Russia had 816 delivery vehicles with 3909 war-
heads. Th e new treaty thus represented a halving of 
the nuclear weapons deployed by the two sides. In 
contrast to the 2002 SORT treaty, START II would 
allow for onsite inspection in both countries. Critics 
noted that the treaty did not mandate the destruction 
of removed warheads or deal with tactical nuclear 
weapons. Obama was interested in prolonging the 
START treaty not so much because he saw the Russian 
arsenal as a potential threat, but because he wanted to 
limit proliferation of nuclear weapons to third coun-
tries. Th e collapse of START would send the wrong 
signal to the rest of the world.

Aft er protracted negotiations over the fi ner points 
of warhead storage and telemetry encryption, the New 
START treaty was signed in April 2010 and sent to 
Congress. Republicans objected that the treaty might 
constrain the US NMD programme. Aft er some last 
minute changes to the preamble, the Senate approved 
the treaty in December 2010, handing Obama the most 
substantial foreign policy achievement of his fi rst term. 
Medvedev’s proposals for a joint ‘territorial missile 
defense’ with NATO at the Lisbon summit in November 
2010 fell on stony ground. Similar proposals had been 
made several times in the past, but neither side trusted 
the other suffi  ciently to engage in the kind of sharing of 
secrets that such a programme would require.
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In February 2009 Russia prevailed on President Kur-
manbek Bakiev to eject the Americans from their mil-
itary base in Kyrgyzstan by dangling a promise of $2 
billion of investments. Th e USA relied on the Manas 
base for the shipment of men and supplies for the war 
in Afghanistan. Washington off ered to raise the annual 
rent from $17 million to $60 million, with other aid 
money in the pipeline. In June 2009 Bakiev reversed 
course and agreed to allow the American base to con-
tinue in operation. Washington had outplayed Moscow 
in that particular round of the ‘great game’.

Still, one sign of the new warmth was that in May 
2010 US troops marched for the fi rst time in Moscow’s 
Second World War victory parade. On his fi rst offi  cial 
visit to the USA in June 2010 Medvedev toured Silicon 
Valley, and shared a burger with Obama in a Washing-
ton, DC diner. He showed new fl exibility with regard to 
possible sanctions on Iran. Russia’s patience with Iran 
was strained by Teheran’s rejection of Moscow’s off er to 
reprocess fuel for Iran’s research reactor, and by the US 
revelation of the uranium enrichment facility which the 
Iranians had secretly built at Qom. Russia also dropped 
plans to sell its advanced S300 air defence system to Iran.

In 2011, the Arab Spring caught both Moscow 
and Washington by surprise. While the USA came to 
embrace the changes, Russia stayed on the sidelines. 
Still, in the crucial March 2011 UN Security Coun-
cil vote authorizing military action in Libya, Russia 

abstained, along with Brazil, India, and China, and did 
not use its veto. Putin in contrast criticized the allied 
intervention as a medieval crusade, and the Russian 
ambassador to Libya was fi red aft er he spoke out against 
sanctions on Libya. However, Medvedev himself later 
backtracked, arguing that the UN resolution merely 
established a no-fl y zone and did not authorize NATO’s 
bombing campaign.

Overall the ‘reset’ was clearly a success. Th ere were 
no major confrontations between the two powers. Even 
incidents such as the arrest of Russian ‘sleeper spies’ in 
the USA in June 2010 or the extradition of arms dealer 
Viktor Bout from Th ailand to New York in November 
2010 were received fairly calmly. While the two sides 
showed they could work together on a pragmatic basis, 
there was still no agreement on long-run principles, from 
the role of NATO to the quality of Russian democracy.

Conclusion

A cautious partnership

 ❑ President Barack Obama set out to ‘reset’ relations with 

Russia, and found a willing partner in new President 

Dmitry Medvedev.

 ❑ Fruits of the new partnership included the New START 

nuclear arms reduction treaty and approval for US mili-

tary transit across Russia to Afghanistan.

 ❑ In the wake of the August 2008 Georgian war the USA 

backed off from efforts to spread NATO further east.

KEY POINTS

Th e past fi ft een years have seen the rise and fall of hopes 
for a breakthrough to partnership in US–Russian rela-
tions. Th e switchbacks in US policy refl ect the fact that 
Russia was in the throes of a major historical transition 
whose outcome was bound to be uncertain. Th e USA 
was slow to recognize the extent of Russia’s decline in the 
1990s, then slow to realize its rise aft er 1999. US policy 
cycled between exaggerated optimism and wary dismiss-
al. Both the Clinton and Bush administrations began with 
high expectations for a new understanding with Moscow, 

and then saw relations driven into a ditch. Strobe Talbott’s 
faith in Russia’s democratic transition foundered in the 
messy realities of post-Soviet Russia. Bush was deter-
mined to wage the war on terror according to American 
priorities, and Putin was not content to be a silent part-
ner. Obama seems to have broken with this pattern. He 
started off  with lower and more realistic expectations, 
and produced modest but satisfactory results.

One continuity through the whole period has been 
the tendency to personalize USA–Russia relations. 
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Clinton’s belief that he could understand and manage 
the mercurial Yeltsin came to dominate Washington’s 
relations with Moscow. A similar dynamic occurred, on 
a more limited scale, between Bush and Putin, and there 
are echoes in Obama’s reliance on Medvedev.

Th e fundamental problem is that USA still cannot 
really decide whether Russia is a potential friend or a 
future foe, and the same is true for Russia. Th ere are 
fundamental diff erences between the strategic perspec-
tives of Moscow and Washington. Th e United States 
refuses to grant Medvedev’s ‘area of privileged interests’ 
in the post-soviet states. Russia in its turn is unwilling to 
accept a permanent US military presence or support for 
‘colour revolutions’ in their neighbourhood.

Although the USA is smarting from setbacks in 
Iraq and the lingering recession, it still sees itself as the 

world’s leading power. In contrast, a decade of oil-fueled 
economic growth has not translated into a more power-
ful Russian presence on the world stage. On the contra-
ry, Moscow’s aggressive energy diplomacy has alienated 
many of its partners—both European customers and 
neighbouring transit countries. Moscow would prefer 
closer economic and political ties with Europe, but the 
Europeans are wary. Russia cannot decide whether to 
try to align with China against the USA or to maintain 
its distance from Beijing lest it be swamped by the Chi-
nese economic juggernaut.

Although Russia says it would prefer to develop 
multi-lateral relations with Europe and China, in 
some respects they still get some comfort from the 
traditional bilateral dealings with Washington. Old 
habits die hard.

Questions

 1. What were the priorities for US foreign policy during the break-up of the Soviet Union?

 2. Would it have served US national interests to launch a Marshall Plan-style aid programme for Russia in 1992?

 3. Was it wise for President Bill Clinton to tie US policy so closely to the fi gure of Boris Yeltsin?

 4. What were the main achievements of US policy towards Russia in the 1990s?

 5. Was it a good idea for the USA to pursue NATO expansion over Russian objections?

 6. How did 9/11 change US–Russian relations?

 7.  How did personal relations between the national leaders affect US–Russian relations in the Clinton and Bush 

administrations?

 8.  What should be the principles shaping US policy towards Russia after the shift to authoritarianism under 

President Vladimir Putin?

 9. What are the areas of common interest and confl icting interests between Russia and the United States?

 10.  What are the issues of cooperation and confl ict between the United States and Russia in the states of the former 

Soviet Union?
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Introduction
At the end of the Second World War the United States 
faced three historic tasks: one was to create or recreate 
the conditions that would over time lead to the reconsti-
tution of the world economy aft er many years of crisis, 
another was to limit, and if possible defeat, the ambi-
tions of those who aft er 1945 were pressing to push the 
world in a radically diff erent direction to that favoured 
by America, and the third was to incorporate old enemy 
states while balancing the rising power of others whose 
interests were diametrically opposed to those of the USA.

Nowhere in the world aft er the war did the challenge 
to the United States appear so great as it did in East Asia. 
Here the legacy of European colonialism, Japanese rule, 
brutal war, and rising nationalist aspirations combined 
together to make for an explosive situation—nowhere 

more critically than in China, where all the tensions 
within the region converged together to produce major 
convulsions, culminating in 1949 with communist rev-
olution. Whether communist success in China was the 
result of superior organization, social discontent, the 
successful manipulation of nationalist sentiment, or the 
backing of communist USSR has long been debated by 
diff erent generations of historians. Th ere has been very 
little debate, however, about the known consequences 
of the Chinese revolution. Most obviously, it made the 
region an epicentre of confl ict in an already dangerous 
Cold War. A year later it then contributed very directly 
to the Korean War itself. And over the longer term, it 
compelled the USA to commit itself to the security of 
the whole region. Europe may have been at the heart 
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of the Cold War for the United States, but it was in East 
Asia that it was actually fought out on the ground.

Th is chapter deals with several issues to do with the US 
role in Asia, including the role it began to carve out for 
itself long before the Cold War began. It looks at many 
diff erent issues but is framed by one very large question: 
how it was that a region wracked by insurgencies and wars 
over nearly forty years was transformed from being one 
of the most disturbed and contested in the second half of 
the twentieth century, into becoming one of the more sta-
ble and prosperous by century’s end? Th is is not how one 
might have expected things to have turned out. Indeed, 
even aft er the Cold War had come to an end in 1989 some 

were still predicting that the region was bound for con-
fl ict. Yet twenty years on many are now arguing that East 
Asia has not only become a zone of peace and prosperity, 
but because it has, it is beginning to have a marked impact 
on the world more generally. Indeed, more than a few an-
alysts today are now even suggesting that as we move for-
ward into the twenty-fi rst century it will be China and not 
the United States, the east and not the west, that will hold 
the key to the international system’s future.

In this chapter we will look at the region in its totality 
and try and asses the impact the United States has had 
upon it since it achieved total victory over Japan back in 
1945. In fact, precisely because it was war against Japan 

Fig. 15.1 Map of East Asia.
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that fi nally made the United States a serious player in 
the region, we will look in the fi rst section at the history 
of the US–Japan relationship. In the next section we go 
on to look at China, the deeper causes of its hostile rela-
tionship with the United States aft er 1949, and how and 
why the relationship underwent such a startling change 
from the 1970s onwards. In the third part we will exam-
ine some of the unresolved problems in the region, but 
most centrally that of a still divided Korea and a nu-
clear North Korea. Th en we will explain why earlier 
predictions about East Asia being primed for further 
confl ict aft er the Cold War have turned out to be wrong 
at worst and misleading at best. Finally, in the last sec-
tion, we will look at the future role of the United States 

and see whether or not its position is likely to remain 
secure in the region over the longer term. As I will seek 
to show, although it is easy to be seduced by a crop of 
contemporary writers predicting that a declining and 
overstretched America will one day have to withdraw 
from a region in which China is becoming increasingly 
infl uential because of its growing economic power, one 
has to maintain some semblance of balance. Th e US po-
sition will not remain what it was in the Cold War, to be 
sure, and China’s economic rise will undoubtedly pose 
a severe test. But in spite of all this, the US is likely to 
remain a key actor in East Asia, if for no other reason 
that no other state or regional organization either wants 
the job or could do it particularly well.

Japan, the United States, and the new Asian order

As an emerging world power in the nineteenth century 
whose western frontier ended where the Pacifi c Ocean 
began, it was almost inevitable that the United States 
would view the great stretch of shining water to its east 
as an American lake whose sea-lanes it should control 
and whose resources it should exploit to the full. At a 
very early date in its history therefore the United States 
pursued an expansionist eastward policy that brought 
it into confl ict with Japan by the middle of the nine-
teenth century and imperial China by the end. Cer-
tain in the knowledge that its own brand of muscular 
Christianity and robust enterprise were superior to 
anything on off er in Asia itself, Americans, like most 
‘normal’ imperialists, viewed the nations with whom 
they came into contact with a mixture of contempt—
the Chinese according to one American observer were 
‘cold, snaky, slow, cowardly, treacherous, suspicious, 
deceitful people’—laced with a large dose of nine-
teenth-century racism. Th e peoples of Asia off ered 
little by way of inspiration it seemed, and the best one 
could do was either convert them to the Christian faith 
(which might help explain why missionaries later fell 
foul of most Asian revolutionaries) or conquer them 
and hope that one day, aft er years of careful tutelage 
(as in the cases of Hawaii and the Philippines), they 
would become as civilized as Americans themselves.

If expansion and the declared policy of maintaining an 
open door defi ned the American purpose in East Asia, 

it was rising Japan as much as disintegrating China that 
shaped its long-term thinking. Initially, however, its view 
of Japan was by no means a hostile one. In fact whereas 
Americans generally tended to regard other Asians as 
being either inferior or quaint, they viewed Japan at fi rst 
with some regard. Indeed, like the Japanese themselves, the 
United States looked at this modernizing nation from the 
late nineteenth century onwards as being almost, although 
not quite completely, Anglo-Saxon in its outlook. Nor was 
Japan without its uses. Initially a bulwark against imperial 
Russia (whose powerful navy Japan had defeated in 1904), 
later a counter to the USSR (aft er the revolution of 1917), 
and in possession of an altogether more developed mate-
rial civilization than that of decadent (and, aft er the Boxer 
rebellion of 1900, collapsing) China, the country against 
which the United States later waged such a devastating war 
was for a while at least viewed with some respect.

All this was to change, albeit very slowly, as Japan 
began its own imperial conquest of Asia, beginning with 
its annexation of Korea in 1910 (about which the United 
States hardly protested at all), its invasion of Manchuria 
in 1931 (which again did not provoke much by way of 
a US response), and its attack on China six years later, 
through to its conquest of much of the rest of East Asia 
in 1941 followed shortly thereaft er by its attack on the 
US Pacifi c fl eet at anchor in Pearl Harbor. Th is ‘day of in-
famy’, as President Roosevelt was to call it, not only drew 
the United States into what turned into a bloody Pacifi c 
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war with deeply racist overtones, which only concluded 
with the use of nuclear weapons in August 1945, but led 
in time to the United States becoming a permanent part 
of the Asia-Pacifi c strategic landscape and a major actor 
in Japan itself. Indeed, for at least seven years aft er the 
Second World War the United States eff ectively governed 
Japan alone, and did so with a degree of political acu-
men—made all the more necessary by the onset of the 
Cold War—that left  an indelible and generally positive 
imprint on the minds of many Japanese.

Critical to the success of the post-war relationship was 
the making of a series of unspoken but well-understood 
bargains between the United States and Japan’s dominant 
ruling coalition for over half a century, the Liberal Dem-
ocratic Party. Th e fi rst was an acceptance by Japan that 
Japan would accept its subordinate position within an 
American-led Pacifi c order in exchange for an American 
guarantee of its security. Th is in turn assumed low military 
spending by Japan and a declaration that it would never 
possess, or even seek to acquire, weapons of mass destruc-
tion. Th e second part of the bargain was more specifi cally 
economic. Th is not only allowed Japan easy access to US 
markets (although Japan only really began its economic 
recovery because of American Cold War spending), it also 
placed Japan at the very heart of the East Asian economic 
region for the next forty years. Finally, underpinning the 
relationship was a recognition that while Japan might 
pursue certain external policies of its own, these would 
never be at the expense of the United States. Japan in eff ect 
would be a semi-sovereign state with only a limited capac-
ity to determine its own foreign policy choices.

No relationship remains entirely unchanged, and at 
times the very unequal ‘deal’ struck between the winner 
and loser of the Second World War in the Pacifi c came 
under some strain: fi rstly from the Japanese political left  
who railed against the United States and therefore against 
the loss of sovereignty, then increasingly from within the 
United States itself by those who had become increasingly 
frustrated by what they claimed were unfair Japanese 
trade practices, and then by a younger generation in Japan 
who felt that with the Cold War over by 1991, the country 
no longer needed such a close and dependent relation-
ship with the US. Marginalized for the most part during 
the 1990s and the period of the George W. Bush presi-
dency (Japan even sent 1000  military personnel from its 
own self-defence force to Iraq in 2003) these sentiments 

 ❑ Historically, the United States had interests in East Asia 

that predated the Cold War; in December 1941 these 

fi nally compelled it to respond to what Washington 

viewed as a Japanese bid for total hegemony in the 

region.

 ❑ Defeat by 1945 was followed by an American occu-

pation that integrated a reformed Japan into a US-led 

Asian Pacifi c security system; although politically moti-

vated by anti-communism, this system also underwrote 

a new Asian order that laid the basis for the region’s sub-

sequent economic take off.

 ❑ In spite of the loss of power of the pro-American Liberal 

Democratic Party in 2009, Japan still looks unlikely to 

become more independent of the United States. With 

China fast rising and North Korea still an unresolved 

issue, there are now more reasons than ever for Japan 

remaining close to the USA—and the USA remaining 

close to Japan. The bargain struck between the USA and 

Japan after the Second World War looks likely to endure 

for the foreseeable future.

KEY POINTS

never quite went away, however, and following the elec-
tion in 2009 of the fi rst non-Liberal Democratic govern-
ment since 1955, it actually looked for a while as if those 
now in power in Japan were ready to distance themselves 
(albeit most carefully) from Washington by becoming 
more ‘proactive’ in foreign aff airs and ‘independent’ of 
the United States. Momentarily alarmed by such rhe-
toric—one report even talked of it as being a ‘watershed’ 
moment (Konichi 2009)—in the end the arguments in 
favour of maintaining the relationship in its traditional 
form seemed to outweigh those advanced by those look-
ing for a ‘new deal’. In fact, by 2011 there were perhaps 
more powerful reasons than ever for sticking close to the 
United States. With China rising to its west, North Korea 
still an unresolved problem state, and its own economy 
in anything but robust health, many in Japan felt that in 
uncertain times working closely with and alongside the 
United States made more foreign policy sense than seek-
ing any other path. A relationship that had brought nearly 
forty years of sustained growth in Japan itself, had helped 
rehabilitate Japan in international society, and had acted 
as a stimulus for the economic rebirth of the wider East 
Asian region was not one to be dispensed of lightly.
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1945 Japan surrenders. 

1947 A new constitution establishes a parliamentary 

system. Japan renounces war and pledges not to 

maintain land, sea, or air forces for that purpose.

1951 Japan signs peace treaty with the USA and other 

nations.

1952 Japan regains its formal independence but the USA 

retains several islands for military use.

1955 Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) formed. Apart from a 

brief interlude in the early 1990s, the party governs 

almost uninterruptedly for the rest of the century.

1956 Japan joins United Nations.

1972 Japanese Prime Minister visits China and 

normal diplomatic relations are resumed. Japan 

subsequently closes its embassy in Taiwan.

1989 Emperor Hirohito dies, succeeded by Akihito.

1998 Keizo Obuchi of the LDP becomes prime minister.

2000 Obuchi suffers a stroke and is replaced by Yoshiro 

Mori. Obuchi dies six weeks later.

2001 A US submarine executes an emergency surfacing 

manoeuvre off Hawaii and collides with a Japanese 

training vessel. Nine Japanese are missing after the 

incident.

Junichiro Koizumi becomes new LDP leader and 

prime minister.

Trade dispute with China after Japan imposes import 

tariffs on Chinese agricultural products. China 

retaliates with import taxes on Japanese vehicles and 

other manufactured goods.

Koizumi visits Seoul and offers an apology for the 

suffering South Korea endured under his country’s 

colonial rule.

2002 Koizumi becomes the fi rst Japanese leader to visit 

North Korea. North Korean leader Kim Jong-il 

apologizes for abductions of Japanese citizens in 1970s 

and 1980s. Five Japanese nationals kidnapped by North 

Korea return home to emotional family reunions.

2003 Government announces decision to install ‘purely 

defensive’ US-made missile shield.

2004 Non-combat soldiers arrive in Iraq in the fi rst 

Japanese deployment in combat zone since the 

Second World War.

Japan launches an application for a permanent seat 

on the UN Security Council.

Dispute with North Korea over the fate of Japanese 

citizens kidnapped by North Korea during the Cold 

War. Pyongyang says any imposition of sanctions by 

Tokyo will be treated as declaration of war.

2005 Relations with Beijing deteriorate amid 

sometimes violent anti-Japanese protests in 

Chinese cities, sparked by a Japanese textbook 

which China says glosses over Japan’s Second 

World War record.

2006 Japan and China fail to reach a breakthrough at talks 

in Beijing over the issue of who controls oil and gas 

reserves in disputed areas of the East China Sea.
The last contingent of Japanese troops leaves Iraq.

Parliament approves the creation of a fully-fl edged 

defence ministry, the fi rst since the Second World War.

2007 Wen Jibao becomes the fi rst Chinese prime minister 

to address the Japanese parliament. Mr Wen says 

both sides have succeeded in warming relations.

2009 General Elections in Japan return the Democratic 

Part of Japan, thus deposing the Liberal 

Democratic Party of Japan, who have ruled since 

1955. The new party leader (Yukio Hatayana) 

announces he will seek greater independence from 

the United States.

2010 North Korea offi cially states that its nuclear 

programme is more advanced than it had previously 

admitted.

2011 In February it is announced that China has become 

the second largest economy in the world, relegating 

Japan to number 3.

BOX 15.1 Japan: chronology

China comes in from the cold

If the foundational building block of America’s post-
war position in Asia-Pacifi c was its relationship with a 
one-time enemy, its greatest challenge was a nation with 
whom it had been formally allied until the late 1940s. 

Th is challenge was partly ideological, partly strategic, 
and partly conditioned by American domestic politics 
following China’s entry into the Korean War against US 
forces on the Korean peninsula in the winter of 1950. 



264 Michael Cox

The United States’ long-standing alliance with Japan has been 

the pillar of US policy in the Pacifi c for over half a century.

(Calder 2006: 135)

As Japan extends its security profi le to become more of a glo-

bal player, it is doing so wholly within the context of a US–

Japanese alliance . . . This should be comforting to other states 

in the region.

(Cha 2007: 103)

Self-help and power politics are institutions, not essential fea-

tures of anarchy. Anarchy is what states make of it.

(Wendt 1992: 396)

The earthquake crisis has given relations an important ‘human 

security’ element that has often been missing from US–Japan 

dialogue. Proposals enabling enhanced cultural exchange 

and working holidays for students are gaining momentum, 

amplifying the broadening process.

(Dr Kent E Calder, CNN World, 23 March 2011)

KEY QUOTES 15.1: An alliance upon which the sun never sets?

Indeed, even as late as the 1960s many  Americans con-
tinued to view China through a distinctly Cold War lens, 
a perspective reinforced at the time by the sheer turmoil 
through which China itself was then passing—the so-
called Cultural Revolution—and by an increasingly des-
perate struggle America was waging in Vietnam against 
a communist enemy supported and armed in part by 
the Chinese. To complicate matters even more, Ameri-
can conservatives in particular remained closely allied 
with the Republic of China ( Taiwan), whose leaders had 
every interest in continuing to foster distrust between 
policy makers in Washington and political leaders in 
mainland China.

Th e great strategic shift  that initially broke the dip-
lomatic deadlock and subsequently saw the United 
States open up formal relations with Beijing has been 
described in great detail by both historians and stu-
dents of international politics, including some of those 
who were involved in this most remarkable of diplo-
matic reversals. It has also given rise to a lively debate 
as to why it happened. Th us, according to one school of 
thought, the new deal was the product of Chinese and 
American recognition that their greatest enemy was less 
each other and more the USSR. Others have stressed 
America’s eff ort to decamp as quickly as possible from 
Vietnam, using China’s diplomatic clout as at least one 
way of covering its retreat. Some have even suggested a 
longer-term American goal of opening up China and 
by so doing enticing it back into the Western fold. No 
doubt all these factors played a role, although what now 
seems to have been near inevitable looked anything 
but at the time. Indeed, it is just possible that if Mao 

Tse-Tung had not died in 1976, or if the Chinese econ-
omy had not been so weakened by his earlier policies 
(or indeed if the USSR had not acted with such inepti-
tude in the late 1970s by invading Afghanistan and thus 
increasing Cold War tensions), the new relationship 
might have taken much longer to mature or might not 
have happened at all. But in the end it did, transforming 
the international scene and drawing China closer to its 
former ‘imperialist’ enemy.

Th e US rapprochement with Beijing, followed in 
close order by China’s implementation of important 
economic reforms and ready acceptance that its own 
modernization required an ever closer association 
with the global economy, set China on a course that 
over the next twenty-fi ve years would have a major 
impact on the rest of the world and the United States. 
For the USA the benefi ts were of course tremen-
dous. First, by abandoning the path of revolution in 
Asia, China helped reinforce America’s temporarily 
weakened international position in Asia following 
its defeat in Vietnam. China also played a signifi cant 
role in helping contain America’s main Soviet rival 
(some would even argue that by playing the China 
‘card’ the USA accelerated the end of the Cold War 
itself). Lastly, by helping ease China’s move towards 
the market and away from state control of the econ-
omy, the United States opened up a new chapter in 
the history of world capitalism. Certainly, China’s 
adoption of the market was to have a huge ideolog-
ical impact. As the well-known American theorist 
Francis Fukuyama later noted in 1989, the global 
‘crisis of socialism’ in the 1980s occurred for several 
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important reasons, including its own failure to pro-
duce effi  cient economies that could compete under 
world market conditions. However, it was the eff ec-
tive abandonment of planning in China that did as 
much as anything else to undermine Marxism as a 
global political project.

Yet for reasons more to do with ideological stability 
than economic reality, the Chinese leadership contin-
ued to proclaim its own Marxist credentials, all the time 
arguing that it was not taking China down the once 
denounced ‘capitalist road’ but was, rather, building its 
own form of socialism with ‘Chinese characteristics’. 
Even Chairman Mao was not rejected in his entirety 
(the offi  cial line now was that he had been 70 per cent 
correct and 30 per cent wrong). Nor of course did China 
dissolve the Communist Party, which Mao had led to 
victory back in 1949. Indeed, while communist parties 
began to collapse in Eastern Europe and the USSR—
thus bringing the Cold War to an end in one part of the 
world—in China at least its position was enhanced fol-
lowing the Tiananmen Square crackdown in June 1989. 
Very much fearing that what had happened to one part 
of the old communist camp could very easily happen to 
another, the leadership in Beijing—even those keenest 
on economic reform, like Deng Xiaoping—were deter-
mined to hold on to power and guarantee stability in 
China. Assuming (correctly as it turned out) that the 
United States would in the end do very little or noth-
ing to punish China, following Tiananmen they pro-
ceeded to strengthen their own control at home with 
a powerful patriotic educational campaign, all the time 
hoping that as the Chinese people began to enjoy the 
fruits of the reform programme they would exchange 
material security for freedom, rising livings standards 
for the right to protest in public against the state. In this 
the party leadership appeared to have got the balance 
more or less right, and as the 1990s gave way to a new 
millennium the position of the Communist Party—
now largely legitimized by a steady rise in China’s in-
ternational position and a marked improvement in the 
economic situation within China itself—seemed to be 
more secure than it had been for a generation. Draw-
ing upon a mass of foreign capital, a steady supply of 
cheap Chinese labour, ready access to Western markets, 
large infl ows of investment from the region itself, not to 
mention a system of very tight political controls, within 

twenty years of the Tiananmen Square crisis China now 
looked to be achieving economically what had taken 
many countries in Europe two or three generations.

For the United States, and indeed for the West more 
generally, all of this presented something of an intel-
lectual puzzle and a political conundrum. On the one 
hand what China was doing clearly did not fi t into 
the normal liberal western model of development 
whereby economic success was intimately associated 
with the expansion of political pluralism. On the other 
hand, China’s economic rise was not only transform-
ing China and the region, thus giving both a major 
stake in the current international order, it was doing 
all this within a foreign policy framework that found 
many supporters in the west as well within China itself. 
Th e notion or theory of the ‘peaceful rise’ was fi rst 
formulated around 2000. It was premised in the fi rst 
instance on the important and challenging argument 
that history by defi nition did not have to repeat itself. 
Making the strong case that China was not like other 
rising powers in the past, the theorists of the peaceful 
rise insisted that China had every interest in working 
within the pre-existing international order and not 
against it. Th is in part was because China had decades 
of economic development still to undergo. But it was 
also a function of learning the terrible lessons from 
what had happened to other states which had sought 
to challenge the existing international order before. 
Th is taught one terrible lesson: namely that far from 
enhancing their security these other rising powers 
had, in eff ect, undermined it by mobilizing an even 
more powerful coalition against it. It had happened to 
Napoleon. It had happened to Hitler. And of course it 
had happened to its still highly distrusted neighbour 
just across the China sea.

Joining the existing economic system therefore 
(although all the time guarding against the dan-
gers of western liberal infection) made much more 
sense than seeking to undermine it. It not only sup-
ported China’s growth strategy while reassuring its 
still nervous neighbours that its intentions might be 
benign, it also seemed to reassure the west and the 
United States too. Indeed as China rose, and then 
negotiated the economic crisis of 2008 with much 
greater skill than the Americans themselves, the 
 United States found itself in the rather unnerving 
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position of becoming increasingly dependent on 
China buying America’s burgeoning debt. Indeed, 
as China rose it became increasingly clear to Ameri-
cans—George W. Bush as much as Barack Obama—
that the United States would have to treat China less 
as an object of its own hegemonic foreign policy, and 
more as a partner with whom it was now bound to 
consult over a whole host of international issues. 
Optimists could of course claim—and did—that an 
increasingly integrated and dynamic Chinese econ-
omy was good for the  American consumer (cheap 
imports), good for the American economy, and good 
for regional economic growth (critically important 
following the Asian fi nancial crisis of 1998). Th ey 
could also point to China’s willingness to support the 
USA on a number of big strategic issues such as the 

war on terror. All this though could not allay some 
deeper American worries, and there were more than 
just a few in Washington who wondered where all this 
might lead one day. One did not have to be an alarm-
ist. Nor was it necessary to assume that all great com-
petition was inevitably going to lead to war. It had not 
done so during the Cold War when the USSR and the 
USA had had few economic connections, and it was 
even less likely to happen now that both countries had 
so many overlapping economic interests. Yet, as more 
than one observer was to note, the real issue was not 
whether China could rise peacefully; but rather what 
would happen once it had fi nally achieved its ascent. 
As the fi rst decade of the twenty-fi rst century drew to 
an end, few Americans seemed to have a clear answer 
to this diffi  cult question.

 ❑ The rapprochement between China and the United States 

in the 1970s not only altered the relationship between 

Beijing and Washington but transformed world poli-

tics while making economic reform in China itself much 

easier.

 ❑ China’s economic transformation has not been based on a 

liberal model of development. On the contrary, the model 

it has used to achieve the success it has, has combined 

communist political control and western style capitalism.

 ❑ China’s peaceful rise has largely reassured its neighbours 

and the United States that it remains a status quo power. 

However, as it has risen, there are some (perhaps an 

increasing number) who predict this will lead to increased 

regional and global competition.

KEY POINTS

China is a threat, China is a customer, and China is an oppor-

tunity. . . . You cannot ignore it.

(Kenichi Ohmae, quoted in Friedman 2005: 117)

China cannot rise peacefully and if it continues its dramatic 

economic growth over the next few decades, the United 

States and China are likely to engage in an intense security 

competition with considerable potential for war.

(Mearsheimer xxxx)

The challenge is going to be how to create a framework 

where successful models different from the United States’ can 

be incorporated . . .The future institutions are going to have to 

deal with the fact that China may be rich and non-democratic.

(Donald C. Hellmann, director of the Institute for 

International Policy at the University of Washington, 

quoted in Zissis 2007)

China is at a turning point bigger than any since the late 1970s, 

and that some of the policies that have worked quite success-

fully for the past 30 years will not work for the next thirty. 

Continuing with ‘peaceful rise’ is going to get more diffi cult.

(Buzan 2010).

KEY QUOTES 15.2: The China puzzle
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1949 Communist victory, founding of the People’s 

Republic of China. Nationalists retreat to the island 

of Taiwan and set up a government there.
1950 China intervenes in the Korean War on the side of 

North Korea. Tibet becomes part of the People’s 

Republic of China.
1953 Eisenhower ends US naval blockade of Taiwan.
1954 First Taiwan Straits crisis.
1955 US signs mutual defence treaty with Taiwan.
1958 ‘Great Leap Forward’.
1959 Chinese forces suppress large-scale revolt in Tibet.
1962 Brief confl ict with India over disputed Himalayan 

border.
1964 China’s fi rst atomic test.
1969 Differences with USSR culminate in border 

skirmishes.
1972 US President Richard Nixon visits China. Both 

countries declare a desire to normalize relations.
1976 Mao dies.
1979 Diplomatic relations established with the USA.
1989 Troops open fi re on demonstrators in Tiananmen 

Square, killing 200. International outrage leads to 

sanctions.
1992 Russia and China sign declaration restoring friendly 

ties.
1993 Clinton policy of ‘constructive engagement’ 

launched at summit with President Jiang Zemin.
1994 China abolishes the offi cial renminbi (RMB) 

currency exchange rate and fi xes its fi rst fl oating 

rate since 1949.
1995 China tests missiles and holds military exercises in 

the Taiwan Strait, apparently to sway Taiwanese 

voters against pro-independence presidential 

candidate Lee Teng-hui. Lee wins by a large 

margin.
1997 Hong Kong reverts to Chinese control.
1999 NATO bombs the Chinese embassy in Belgrade. 

Macao reverts to Chinese rule.
2000 US Congress grants permanent normal trade 

relations.

2001 Diplomatic stand-off over the detention of an 

American spy plane and crew after a mid-air 

collision with a Chinese fi ghter jet. China joins the 

World Trade Organization.
2003 China and India reach de facto agreement over 

status of Tibet and Sikkim in landmark cross-border 

trade agreement.
2004 China signs a landmark trade agreement with 

ten South-East Asian countries; the accord 

could eventually unite 25 per cent of the world’s 

population in a free-trade zone.
2005 New law on Taiwan calls for use of force should 

Taipei declare independence from mainland China. 

China and Russia hold their fi rst joint military 

exercises. Taiwan’s National Party leader Lien Chan 

visits China for the fi rst meeting between Nationalist 

and Communist Party leaders since 1949.
2006 China–Africa summit in Beijing results in the signing 

of business deals worth nearly $2bn and China 

promises billions of dollars in loans and credits.
2007 Reports say China has carried out a missile test in 

space, shooting down an old weather satellite. The 

USA, Japan, and others express concern at China’s 

military build-up.
2008 The US fi nancial crisis generates panic in the west 

followed by an economic slow down.
2009 Goldman Sachs predicts that China’s economy will 

grow faster than previously predicted.
2010 China and six other South-East Asian countries 

toasted the inauguration of the biggest free trade area 

in the world, when the Association of South East Asian 

Nations, or ASEAN-6, is formally launched. Covering 

nearly 2 billion people in Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, 

Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand, along with 

China, the stated aim of ASEAN-6 is to eliminate tariffs 

on almost all traded goods between its members.
2011 The French fi nance house BNP Paribas announces 

that China will become the biggest economy in the 

world by 2020.

BOX 15.2: China: chronology

The United States, Korea, and the legacy of the Cold War

If the Chinese leadership revealed a shrewd appreciation 
of how eff ectively a formally communist state could take 
advantage of the global economy without conceding any 

of its power at home, its neighbour and formal ally North 
Korea demonstrated an equally shrewd—although to 
some irrational—understanding of how to survive under 
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conditions where the tide of history was moving against it 
following the collapse of communism in Europe. Indeed, 
like South Korea, the North drew some very important 
lessons from the collapse of one very special communist 
state in particular, East Germany. However, whereas 
the leaders in the South drew what seemed at the time 
the not unreasonable conclusion that the regime in the 
North was destined to change (its policy then being how 
to ensure this occurred without causing instability) those 
in the North concluded that everything had to be done 
to ensure that the communist state they had built at such 
cost since 1945 did not change at all.

Th e method adopted by the regime to ensure its sur-
vival in a post-Cold War world was a crude but simple 
one: to use nuclear brinkmanship and its controversial 
nuclear programme as a way of extracting concessions 
from its various opponents—most obviously South 
Korea—while forcing the wider international commu-
nity to come to terms with the North. Fearful that its 
very survival was now in doubt, North Korea—whose 
nuclear programme had been raising some very real 
concerns in Washington since the late 1980s—began to 
act in an increasingly aggressive way, such that by 1993 
it was even threatening to withdraw from the Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). Not surprisingly, this 
set a series of loud alarm bells ringing in Washington 
which forced policy makers to look at their very limited 
options, including the appalling (and impossible) one of 
conventional war. Aft er much soul searching a decision 
was arrived at: the so-called Framework Agreement 
of 1994, a compromise solution that made a series of 
concessions to the communist regime—including de-
livery of large amounts of oil and aid—in exchange for 
a promise that they would remain party to the NPT. 
Few believed the agreement was perfect. But hardly 
anybody could see any serious alternative, including a 
highly nervous South Korea whose leaders by now were 
desperately keen to maintain some kind of relationship 
with a regime whose rhetoric they seemed to fear a good 
deal less than its collapse.

Th e adoption of what many in the United States regard-
ed as a fl awed policy forced upon them by North Korean 
intransigence on the one hand and a South  Korean desire 
to maintain a détente-style relationship with the North 
on the other soon came under attack within Washington. 
Th e 1994 deal, it was now regularly argued by critics on 

the right, was little more than a modern-day form of ap-
peasement whose only consequence would be to preserve 
a regime already doomed by history by allowing it to play 
a game of divide and diplomatic rule between the United 
States and its once steadfast South Korean ally. It also did 
very little in the opinion of critics to slow down the North’s 
nuclear programme. Th us the Agreement was a failure in 
nearly every conceivable way. Naturally, no serious policy 
maker wanted confrontation for its own sake. But there 
had to be a more robust approach to the North Korean 
problem, one that weakened this hideous regime rather 
than strengthening it, that punished it rather than reward-
ing it for its various transgressions, only one of which was 
having a highly destabilizing nuclear programme.

It was perhaps only a matter of time before there was 
a serious policy review, and this fi nally came in 2001 
following the election of a more conservative president, 
George W. Bush. Initially, North Korea was not a policy 
priority and little was done. Th e attack of 9/11, how-
ever, followed by President Bush’s announcement of an 
altogether tougher policy towards all ‘rogue’ regimes, 
quickly changed all that. Indeed, by early 2002 Bush 
was already counting North Korea as part of a wider 
‘axis of evil’, stating that the policy of the United States 
towards it could be nothing less than regime change. In-
evitably this provoked a response by the North Koreans, 
who once more threatened to withdraw from the NPT 
(which they then did in 2003) while pushing ahead once 
more with their stalled nuclear programme. Th us began 
what looked to many observers like a rather dangerous 
diplomatic game conducted between all the interested 
parties (going under the offi  cial title of the Six-Party 
talks). It was a game, however, that failed to prevent 
the North acting in an increasingly aggressive fashion, 
which was exemplifi ed in 2006 when it conducted its 
own missile tests and confi rmed that it had, at last, ex-
ploded a small nuclear device. Th is provocation had the 
intended eff ect of once more forcing its enemies to the 
negotiating table and in 2007 nuclear inspectors were 
once again admitted into North Korea while Pyongyang 
committed itself—yet again—to the NPT. Finally, in 
November 2007, North and South Korea’s prime min-
isters met for the fi rst time in fi ft een years.

Th e situation, however, remained distinctly fl uid, and 
given the past behaviour of the North Koreans themselves 
there was no telling what was likely to happen next. Th e 
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deteriorating economic situation in North Korea, the con-
tinuing economic success of its South Korean neighbour, 
and the total secrecy in which decisions were made at the 
highest level in North Korea in eff ect meant that there 
was no easy way of predicting the regime’s actions. It thus 
came as no great surprise when in March 2010 the North 
Koreans sank a South Korean ship and eight months later 
launched a limited, but deadly, barrage against a small 
South Korean island near the North Korean border. 
Worse was predicted to follow according to some Korean 
sources, and as one year gave to another the situation on 
the peninsula could not have been less certain.

North Korea thus posed many signifi cant challenges 
for US foreign policy. Indeed, according to many ana-
lysts there was no challenge more serious in a region 
that otherwise was showing enormous economic and 
political potential now that the Cold War had come to 
an end. Tragically in North Korea, this last bastion of 
primitive Stalinism, there seemed to be no indication at 

all that life was in any way getting better. Indeed, while 
the rest of Asia, including of course China, was becom-
ing more secure, North Korea behaved as if the world 
was full of enemies—the most dangerous one being a 
United States ready to destroy it if given half a chance. 
From an American perspective this was a most unwel-
come distraction; one which if not handled with the 
utmost care could easily escalate out of control. It might 
even lead to something the US feared perhaps more 
than anything else: other non-nuclear powers in the 
region choosing to go nuclear as a hedge against North 
Korea. Th e stakes could not have been higher. Th ere 
was, however, one compensation to be had: as long 
North Korea continued to threaten its Asian neighbours 
while seriously embarrassing its only Asian ally China, 
nobody was likely to want to see an end to the American 
presence in the region. While North Korea remained 
the threat that it did, there would be few players in Asia 
calling for a US withdrawal.

 ❑ While the end of the Cold War in Europe saw the over-

coming of the division of Germany, it did not lead to the 

same outcome on the Korean peninsula.

 ❑ North Korea has consciously used nuclear weapons as 

a bargaining chip in order to ensure the survival of the 

regime in an increasingly hostile economic and political 

environment.

 ❑ US policy has found it diffi cult to devise a consistent policy 

towards a highly unpredictable regime like North Korea. 

But the threat posed by North Korea remains a very pow-

erful argument for a continued American presence in East 

Asia.

KEY POINTS

What must be avoided is to leave a beleaguered nuclear 

nation convinced that it is permanently excluded from the 

international community, its existence threatened, its people 

suffering horrible deprivation and its hard-liners in total con-

trol of military and political policy.

(Carter 2006)

Despite two and a half years of diplomacy, two conspicuous 

obstacles remain: the commitment or trust problem, and the 

sequencing of deliverables in any negotiated settlement. Since 

many North Korean offi cials probably believe the Bush adminis-

tration is determined to topple Kim Jong-Il and the Korean Work-

ers Party, the commitment problem might be insurmountable 

until Washington undergoes regime change in January 2009.

(Daniel Pinkerton, North Korea’s Nuclear Weapons Pro-

gramme and the Six Party Talk, NTI Issue Brief, James 

Martin Center for Nonproliferation Studies at the 

Monterey Institute of International Studies, 2007)

US support for South Korea’s defense is unequivocal, and 

the president has directed his military commanders to coor-

dinate closely with their Republic of Korea counterparts to 

ensure readiness and to deter future aggression.

(President Obama, 24 May 2010).

US President Barak Obama warned Chinese President Hu Jin-

tao that if China did not increase its pressure on North Korea 

the US would be forced to redeploy its forces in Asia.

( January 2011)

KEY QUOTES 15.3: North Korea and nuclear weapons
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1945 The end of the Second World War leaves Korea 

divided between communist North and pro-Ameri-

can South.

1948 Anti-communist Syngman Rhee elected President 

of the Republic of (South) Korea in UN-sanctioned 

elections and assumes control of the South; in the 

North, Kim Il-Sung is installed as President of the 

Democratic Republic of Korea.

1949 US troops depart from South Korea, leaving only a 

small military advisory force.

1950 North Korean troops cross the border on 25 June, 

initiating the Korean War. The United Nations pro-

vides the United States with a mandate to assist in 

the defence of the Republic of Korea.

1953 A 27 July armistice brings fi ghting to a halt and 

restores the previous border along the 38th paral-

lel. US troops remain stationed in Korea and will 

contribute to signifi cant military build-up along the 

demilitarized zone at the border.

1957 The United States begins deployment of nuclear 

weapons to the Korean peninsula.

1968 North Korean vessels capture the surveillance ship 

the USS Pueblo.

1969 US EC-121 surveillance aircraft shot down over the 

Sea of Japan.

1972 North and South Korea announce an agreement 

to seek cooperation and eventual unifi cation. This 

agreement breaks down in the following year and 

initiates a decade-long suspension of relations 

between the two countries.

1976 Two US offi cers serving with the United Nations 

Command mission in Korea are killed by North 

Korean soldiers following an altercation at the DMZ.

1985 North Korea joins the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 

Treaty (NPT).

1988 The United States places North Korea on the list of 

state sponsors of terrorism on 20 January follow-

ing the involvement of North Korean agents in the 

in-fl ight destruction of Korean Airlines Flight 858 in 

November 1987.

1991 The United States withdraws the last of its nuclear 

weapons from South Korea, prompting an agree-

ment between North and South Korea to denuclear-

ize the peninsula. Both countries join the UN.

1993 The International Atomic Energy Authority (IAEA) 

refused access to inspect nuclear site; North Korea 

threatens to withdraw from the NPT.

1994 North Korea announces its withdrawal from the 

IAEA. Kim Il-Sung dies and is succeeded by his son, 

Kim Jong-Il. Agreement between North Korea and 

the United States establishes the Agreed Framework. 

1995 Korean Peninsula Energy Development Organization 

(KEDO) formed—North and South Korea, the United 

States, and Japan are its founding members.

1996 Talks between North Korea and the United States 

end with US sanctions and the deployment of US 

warships to Japan following North Korean declara-

tion that it will conduct missile tests. North Korea 

announces its abandonment of the 1953 armistice 

and sends troops into the DMZ.

1998 South Korean President Kim Dae-Jung reveals his 

Sunshine Policy to seek improved relations and 

reconciliation with Pyongyang.

1999 USA–North Korea talks produce a suspension of mis-

sile testing by North Korea.

2000 Progress towards a normalization of relations contin-

ues as sanctions are reduced; North and South Korea 

agree to ‘resolve’ the issue of reunifi cation.

2001 President Bush makes statements implying a new, 

tougher policy towards North Korea, and a repudia-

tion of Kim Dae-Jung’s Sunshine Policy, provoking an 

angry reaction from Pyongyang and cancellation of 

reconciliation talks in South Korea.

2002 President Bush labels North Korea part of an ‘axis of 

evil’ and implies the regime has the desire and inten-

tion to support terrorism. USA announces that North 

Korea admitted to having a nuclear weapons pro-

gramme, in violation of the 1994 Agreed Framework. 

Pyongyang denies having made such an admission 

but admits to possession of a uranium enrichment 

programme.

2002 Ship carrying North Korean-made Scud missiles 

bound for Yemen is intercepted by US and Spanish 

forces but released due to lack of legal authority to 

seize its cargo.

North and South Korean naval vessels wage a gun 

battle in the Yellow Sea, the worst skirmish for three 

years. Thirty North Korean and four South Korean 

sailors are killed.

2003 North Korea withdraws from the NPT, hints at a 

resumption of long-range missile testing, and declares 

it has enough plutonium to start making nuclear 

bombs. North Korea withdraws from the 1992 agree-

ment to denuclearize the Korean peninsula.

BOX 15.3: Korea: chronology
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2005 Six-Party talks initially produce an agreement for 

North Korea to rejoin the NPT and cease all nuclear 

activity, but then break down.

2006 UN Security Council approves sanctions in response 

to North Korean missile tests. North Korea detonates 

what it claims to be a nuclear weapon, and US intel-

ligence offi cials confi rm that the test was in fact of a 

small nuclear device.

2007 Inspectors readmitted to North Korea; Pyongyang 

commits to disable three nuclear facilities and 

declare all its nuclear programmes by year-end. In 

November, North and South Korea’s prime ministers 

meet for the fi rst time in fi fteen years.

2008 In February, widespread food shortages are reported 

in North Korea.

2009 In May, North Korea conducts its second under-

ground nuclear test.

2010 In March North Korea sinks South Korean vessel.

In spring, North Korea announces it will sever all 

links with South Korea.

In April, former US President Jimmy Carter visits 

the North Korean capital in an effort to lower 

tensions.

BOX 15.3: (continued)

Asia-Pacifi c: primed for rivalry?
Th e continued division of Korea and the many problems 
it has posed for the United States over several decades 
points to something more general about East Asia: that 
the region as a whole appears to contain within it many 
serious fault lines that are not easily amenable to sim-
ple diplomatic solution. Here the contrast with Europe 
could not be more pronounced, as scholars of interna-
tional relations have been quick to point out. As they 
note, whereas Europe aft er the Second World War man-
aged to create some form of a ‘liberal security commu-
nity’, East Asia for a whole host of reasons did not. More 
worryingly, there was little chance that it would be able 
to do so now. In fact, according to at least one school of 
infl uential American thought, East Asia, far from being 
primed for peace aft er the end of Cold War, was becom-
ing ever ‘ripe’ for new rivalries. As Aaron Friedberg 
noted in an infl uential and much quoted article pub-
lished in 1993, Europe’s very bloody past between 1914 
and 1945 could easily turn into Asia’s future. Uncer-
tainty about the future of North Korea, unresolved ten-
sions between China and Taiwan, Japanese suspicion of 
China, China’s historical dislike of Japan, and the more 
general legacy of history, taken together meant that the 
world in general and the United States in particular 
should remain deeply concerned abut East Asia.

Th is pessimism (inspired as much by philosophical 
realism as by a deep knowledge of the region itself) 

has over the past few years given way to an altogether 
less bleak assessment by American analysts and policy 
makers. Few think that Asia-Pacifi c will be without its 
fair share of diffi  culties in the twenty-fi rst century. Th at 
said, there is probably now more to look forward to 
than dread. Th ere are four reasons why.

First, the region has turned into one of the most ma-
terially dynamic in the world. Indeed, in global terms, 
Asian Pacifi c countries now account for well over 30 
percent of world economic production. Nor does there 
seem much likelihood that they will slip backwards any 
time soon. On the contrary, the region overall appears 
to be economically ‘blessed’, not so much in terms of raw 
materials but with other, more intangible, but impor-
tant assets, including a culture of hard work, a system 
of entrepreneurial values, a plentiful supply of labour, a 
huge reservoir of capital, and a set of political and eco-
nomic structures that allow the state to play a critical 
role in engineering successful economic outcomes. Nor 
in this lengthy list should one ignore the part played by 
the United States itself. Indeed, by opening up its mar-
ket to East Asian goods while providing the region with 
security on the cheap, the USA has played what some 
would see as a very important part in generating growth 
throughout the region.

Secondly, although many states in the region con-
tinue to have powerful and emotionally charged 
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memories of past conflicts, in and of themselves 
these are not enough to generate new conflicts in the 
present, especially in circumstances where regional 
trade and investment is rapidly rising. Asia-Pacific 
certainly carries more than its fair share of historical 
baggage. The fact remains that economic pressures 
and material self-interest are increasingly driving 
countries in the region together rather than apart. 
The process of East Asian economic integration may 
have been slow to develop. ASEAN after all was only 
formed in 1967. Nor has integration been accompa-
nied by the formation of anything like the European 
Union. However, since regionalism began to take off 
during the 1990s it has showed no signs of slowing 
down.

A third reason for greater optimism is Japan itself. 
Unwilling to apologize unambiguously for past mis-
deeds, Japan nonetheless has played a most positive 
role in the region. Indeed, having adopted its famous 
peace constitution while renouncing force as a means 
of achieving its goals abroad (Japan still remains one the 
strongest upholders of the original NPT) it has dem-
onstrated no interest at all in upsetting its suspicious 
neighbours by acting in anything other than a benign 
manner. Furthermore, by spreading its not inconsid-
erable economic largesse in the form of aid and large-
scale investment it has gone a very long way to fostering 
better international relations in the region. Even its 
old ideological rival China has been a signifi cant ben-
efi ciary and by 2003 was home to over 5000 Japanese 
companies.

Finally, there is China itself. As we have already 
indicated, much American ink has already been spilt 

worrying about China. Once again, however, there 
may be more cause for optimism than pessimism. 
China aft er all has not only theoretically committed 
itself to rising peacefully (something we have dis-
cussed earlier in this chapter) but has in fact taken 
several concrete measures to ensure the status quo is 
not undermined in any serious way. Th is has not only 
involved maintaining a good diplomatic relation-
ship with the United States—even as tensions rose 
in 2010—but constructively engaging with the East 
Asian region as a whole, fi rst and foremost econom-
ically but also in other ‘soft er’ ways such as working 
responsibly within regional institutions. Th e strategy 
seems to be paying off . Indeed, whereas in the 1990s 
there was deep concern about China in East Asia, this 
has now given way to a more positive view of its role. 
As a more recent study has pointed out, what China’s 
neighbours now seem to fear more is not so much a 
confi dent China actively cooperating with others 
from a position of economic strength but a weak and 
insecure China whose economy can no longer act as 
the motor of the region.

 ❑  As a region East Asia is quite different from Europe and 

has never formed a genuine ‘security community’.

 ❑  According to one school of thought East Asia is likely to 

remain a highly disorderly region.

 ❑  The evidence over the past fi fteen years, however, sug-

gests that several factors—including China’s economic 

rise—are leading towards a more stable Asia.

KEY POINTS

In the long run it is Asia that seems far more likely to be the 

cockpit of great power confl ict . . . for better or for worse, 

Europe’s past could be Asia’s future.

(Friedberg 1993–4)

Most of the structural features . . . [that have been] identifi ed 

as promoting instability in East Asia actually point in the other 

direction towards greater regional stability. The balance of 

power favours the maintenance of the status quo. Economic 

interdependence is on the rise. here has been a steady growth 

of international institutions of all sorts.

(Berger 2000)

Asia’s share of the world economy has risen from 18% in 1980 

to 27% in 1995 to 34% in 2009.

(East or Famine, The Economist, February 27, 2010, p. 77)

KEY QUOTES 15.4: Asia-Pacifi c: bound for confl ict?
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Conclusion: the United States—hegemonic still?

As we have shown in this chapter the United States has 
been a major actor in the Pacifi c region for a very long 
time, indeed ever since 1941—a tipping-point year 
if ever there was one, when in February the famous 
American publisher Henry Luce announced the onset 
of an ‘American Century’, and a few months later Japan 
launched a do-or-die attack that four years on left  the 
US as the most powerful state in the Pacifi c region. 
Powerful though it may have been, however, its posi-
tion was never entirely secure. Indeed, as new leader 
of the western world, it was to come under sustained 
attack throughout most of the Cold War: fi rst when it 
fi nally lost out to the Chinese communists in 1949, then 
in Korea in 1950 when it was sucked into a three-year 
war, and fi nally in Vietnam where it committed itself 
fully to the defence of the ‘free world’ only to be ejected 
ignominiously in the 1970s. Meanwhile, in other parts 
of Asia, insurgencies from Indonesia to the Philippines, 
Malaya to Laos, constantly threatened to undermine its 
position. In fact, it was only very late in the day, and 
then only with the end of the Cold War itself in 1989, 
that Washington could fi nally breathe some sigh of 
relief and conclude that its policies were fi nally bearing 
fruit.

Two decades on and the debate about the future of 
the United States in Asia has taken on a quite diff erent 
colouration. Now the discussion focuses less on what 
ideological challenges there are and more on whether 
or not the United States any longer has a role in a part 
of the world where China is now increasingly shaping 
the region’s future. Nor is it just a question of China. 
What looks in Asia to be America’s fi xation with the 
Middle East, its more general loss of standing as result 
of its long war on terror, and, perhaps most important 
of all, the economic fall out from the fi nancial crisis 
of 2008 have all raised questions about the leadership 
role of the US in a region in which it was once the truly 
 ‘indispensable nation’.

Th at such questions are now being asked is perhaps 
inevitable. However, asking diffi  cult questions is hardly 
the same thing as always coming up with the same 
answer concerning America’s future decline as a major 
Asian power. Not only are predictions diffi  cult enough 

to make at the best of times, in Asia there are still very 
strong reasons for suggesting that the US will remain 
a major factor there for some time to come. Th ere are 
three fairly obvious reasons why.

One relates to the constellation of forces within Asia 
itself. Many states in the region may resent the US 
presence, but few, as I have already tried to show, are 
seriously keen in wanting to see it disappear altogether. 
China certainly views a continued US role as being 
critical to East Asia’s stability and its own peaceful rise 
within the region, Japan meanwhile continues to look 
to Washington for guidance and protection, South 
Korea remains dependent on the USA for its protec-
tion, and a host of other states maintain important 
bilateral ties with Washington that they have shown 
little inclination of giving up. Nor are there any serious 
players or organizations in the region who are willing, 
or indeed capable, of playing the wider role America 
plays. Japan of course cannot play such a role because 
of its history; China is unable to do what America does 
because it remains wedded to a form of political rule 
that has too many echoes of Asia’s authoritarian past. 
Indeed, given its communist political character, few 
in the region can ever bring themselves to completely 
trust China.

Th e second reason why the United States will remain 
fi rmly embedded in East Asia has to do with something 
even more fundamental: its own role as a global hege-
mon and a continuing desire in Washington to manage 
this vitally important area of the world in a way that 
conforms to its perception of itself as a ‘superpower’ 
while protecting its very real interests in the region 
itself. Th e Cold War might have come to an end and the 
region overall may now have achieved a degree of sta-
bility that would have once been seen as unthinkable. 
But that does not mean the United States has any reason 
to pack up its bags and go home. Indeed, by remaining 
precisely where it is, it not only protects its own consid-
erable economic interests—which are growing as the 
twenty-fi rst century moves forward—but it is also able 
to shape the policies of other states and thus ensure that 
they remain more or less within an American sphere of 
infl uence.
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Finally, the position of the United States is likely to 
endure because many in Asia-Pacifi c have fewer doubts 
about its intentions than they do about their most of 
their neighbours. Asia-Pacifi c may be in the process of 
shedding part of its bloody history, but the legacy of the 
past lives on in many concrete ways. Th us so long as 
Taiwan worries about China, China about Japan, Japan 
about China, and South Korea about its other northern 
half, there are few in the region willing to contemplate a 

future without the United States. Many may denounce 
the United States as being an ‘empire’ like any other. 
But even if it is, for the time being at least it is an empire 
that remains a more or less welcome guest in nearly 
every capital in most countries in the region. Th e days 
when the USA was the sole focus of activity might have 
gone, but for the foreseeable future it will remain—as 
one observer has noted—the ‘number one’ player in 
the region.1

The Pacifi c Century has not arrived and is not likely any time 

soon… the American century that Henry Luce fi rst pointed to 

in 1941 has not yet run its course.

(Foot and Walter 1999)

The rush to proclaim the Asian century and to lump America 

together with failed imperial giants of the past like Britain in 

the mid-twentieth century may be rash.

( Joshhua Kurlantzick, January 2011)

KEY QUOTES 15.5: East Asia and the end of the American Century?

Questions

 1. For how long and why has the United States had interests in East Asia?

 2. What impact did the Second World War have on the US position in the region?

 3.  How did the Chinese revolution of 1949 impact on US foreign policy?

 4.  How would you characterize the post-war relationship between Japan and the USA?

 5.  Why were the Korean and Vietnam Wars important for the United States?

 6.  Why did the United States and China re-establish a diplomatic partnership in the 1970s?

 7.  What is the connection between nuclear weapons and the end of the Cold War in North Korea?

 8.  Should the United States fear or welcome China’s rise?

 9.  Is East Asia the prisoner of its past?

 10.  Can the United States remain hegemonic in East Asia for ever?
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Introduction

Th is chapter surveys the historical evolution of US rela-
tions with Latin America. Th e contemporary geopolit-
ical balance of power within the western hemisphere is 
highly asymmetrical. US policy has usually been deter-
mined under various doctrines and was only partly 
 aff ected by the Cold War, so the post-Cold War period 
has seen only some changes to the historical pattern. 
Th e second section surveys that historical background 
from the Monroe Doctrine and manifest destiny, which 
sought to contain European expansion and to jus-
tify that of the USA under an ethos of hemispherism. 
Th e third section covers the projection of US power 
beyond its frontiers in the early  twentieth century. 

Direct intervention in Central America and the Carib-
bean was common until the depression of the 1930s, 
when a less unilateral approach was adopted. Aft er 1945 
the implementation of policy was oft en routed through 
the multilateral institutions set up aft er the Second 
World War. However, the Cuban Revolution prompt-
ed an aggressively ideological approach. Th e chap-
ter traces policy towards the left  in Central  America, 
where armed confl ict prevailed in the 1980s, and that 
for South America, where the Washington Consensus 
brought an end to the anti-European aspects of the 
Monroe Doctrine by promoting globalization. Th e 
failure of this freetrade platform to provide sustained 
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growth contributed to regional disenchantment and the 
emergence aft er 2001 of a political current unsympa-
thetic to Washington’s renewed unilateralist tendencies.

Immediately aft er his inauguration, President 
George W. Bush declared, ‘Th e best foreign policy 
starts at home. We’ve got to have good relations at 
home.’ He meant relations inside the western hemi-
sphere, and particularly with the twenty-one countries 
of Latin America and the thirteen independent states 
of the Caribbean. Latin America has sometimes been 
referred to as the ‘backyard’ of the United States—an 

inferior section of ‘home’. Th is attitude has prompted 
an uncomfortable coexistence of attitudes in Anglo 
and Latin America, the former exhibiting a presump-
tion of hegemony (Lowenthal) or the assumption of 
overwhelming superiority. Latin Americans, by con-
trast, have oft en adopted a geographical fatalism in 
recognition of their proximity to a state of far greater 
resource and ambition. For no other part of the world 
has the term ‘US empire’ been employed for longer or 
with greater justifi cation. Yet, Latin America, almost 
by virtue of ‘being at home’, has also been overlooked 
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and sidelined by US policy makers, except in second-
ary disputes or as proxy forces for antagonistic extra-
hemispheric powers, which is the principal way in 
which the Cold War aff ected hemispheric relations.

On 6 September 2001 President Bush had invited 
Mexican President Fox to a joint session of Congress, 
declaring that Mexico ‘is our most important relation-
ship’. Within a week the attacks of 9/11 meant that 
this relationship was downgraded for over fi ve years. 
According to Michael Shift er, ‘at least in the short term 
no other country in the world was as defl ated [as Mexi-
co] by the new confi guration brought about by Septem-
ber’ (Shift er 2002: 52). Latin America as a whole felt the 
shift  nearly as acutely.

Although Bush dutifully attended several of the reg-
ular regional summits for heads of states aft er 9/11, he 
did not give them priority and he undertook no tour 
of Latin America until March 2007. By then a third 
of the governments of the region had been elected on 
platforms which questioned the US invasion of Iraq, 
its enthusiasm for free trade, and its approaches to 
the environment, the International Criminal Court, 
energy, drugs control, and immigration. Led by the 
long-term but ailing Cuban leader Fidel Castro and the 
energetic Venezuelan President Hugo Chávez, the new 
movement refl ected Washington’s failure to retain the 
considerable initial sympathy over 9/11.

Th is new reality was not substantially reversed under 
the new Democratic administration of Barack Obama, 
despite the president’s personal and diplomatic suc-
cess at the April 2009 Organization of American States 
(OAS) summit at Port of Spain, Trinidad, at which he 
committed himself to a much more open, consultative 
style in regional aff airs. Indeed, the high expectations 
of a change in US–Latin American relations in the peri-
od up to the 2010 mid-term elections in the US never 
recovered from Washington’s ambivalent stance over a 
coup in Honduras in June 2009, its clumsy response to 
the Haitian earthquake of January 2010, the controver-
sial and semi-secret negotiation of new military bases 
in Colombia, Washington’s failure to address the issue 
of immigration so important to its neighbour Mexico, 
which was also affl  icted by widespread killings by nar-
cotrafi cantes mostly with weaponry freely purchased 
in the USA, and then the revelation of internal State 
Department concerns in the Wikileaks scandal, in 

which about a tenth of the 252,000 leaked cables related 
to Latin America.

Bush’s tour of 2007 to six countries of South and 
Central America proved less of a failure than some had 
anticipated in view of the fact that only seven of the 
regional states had supported the invasion of Iraq (all of 
them had been in the midst of trade negotiations or, in 
the case of Colombia, in receipt of annual military aid 
of $600 million). Th e tour was less triumphant than the 
famous visit to South America by Franklin Roosevelt 
in 1936, when non-intervention and a new-found sense 
of good neighbourliness were at its peak. On the other 
hand, Bush’s presence never excited the popular venom 
provoked by Richard Nixon’s visit of 1958, when the 
physical safety of the Vice President was put at risk. 
Unsurprisingly, given his treatment, Nixon told Donald 
Rumsfeld in 1971, ‘Latin America doesn’t matter… Peo-
ple don’t give a damn about Latin America now’ (Reid 
2007: 1). Even during the Cold War, Washington has 
seen the region as one of limited costs and risks.

Since the Second World War the emergence of global 
and multilateral institutions has broadened the chan-
nels for the development of US policy towards the rest 
of the hemisphere. Th is has reduced the image of the 
unilateralism of the early twentieth century, and it has 
provided Latin American states with some subordinate 
voice in hemispheric aff airs.

One result of this asymmetry has been the wide-
spread conviction within the region that development 
policies promoted by Washington and its allies have 
yielded, at best, very modest results. Although two-
thirds of foreign direct investment in Mexico is of US 
origin and the USA is Mexico’s largest trading partner, 
every year a million Mexicans migrate to the USA. Th is 
raises doubts as to the qualities of contemporary glo-
balization and how far the formal bilateral relations 
between the two states matter in the lives of ordinary 
Mexicans. Many of these immigrants are returning to 
territory that was Mexican before 1848, and the issue 
of national sovereignty and pride remains a key issue in 
popular culture as well as public policy on both sides of 
the border.

Brazil, the region’s only Portuguese-speaking coun-
try and a state of semi-continental proportions, has had 
no tradition of anti-Americanism. However, since the 
onset of democratic government in the 1990s, Brazil 
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has increasingly sought to develop a South American 
bloc of states and to negotiate over Washington’s free 
trade policies on a regional basis rather than the indi-
vidual bilateral basis preferred by the USA. For the Bra-
zilian foreign ministry there is no such thing as ‘Latin 
America’ because Mexico’s membership of NAFTA 
since 1994 has placed that country fi rmly within the 
North American economic circuit. At the 2003 World 
Trade Organization (WTO) summit at Cancún, Mex-
ico, Brazil took the regional lead in contesting the US 
and European limited versions of free trade, particular-
ly over agricultural production and intellectual prop-
erty. Brazil, by virtue of its size and regional role, has 
avoided the need of many states to seek out ‘the greatest 
and most powerful ally’ or to accept that ‘the USA is our 
best friend, whether we like it or not’. Yet, even under 
the Workers’ Party governments led by the radical Lula 
da Silva, Washington has generally found Brasilia to be 
a reasonable regional partner with which diff erences 
over distinct policies have not descended into ideologi-
cal confl ict.

Cuba, along with Puerto Rico, remained a colony 
of Spain throughout the nineteenth century. Despite 
frequent US eff orts to purchase the prosperous slave-
based plantation island up until the Civil War, it was 
not overtly threatened by the Monroe Doctrine, which 
was aimed at new European colonies. Although in 1898 
Washington invaded Cuba, it did so with the explicit 
objective of halting the brutal Spanish campaign against 
the Cuban independence movement. As a result of this 
and the domestic anti-colonial lobby, it proved impos-
sible to annex the country, which in 1902 acquired the 
status of an independent republic. However, the Platt 
Amendment to the US Army Appropriations Act of 
1901 restricted Cuba’s freedom to trade or form mili-
tary alliances as well as permitting US intervention 
should its citizens or their property be threatened. An 
example of both conditionality and the use of Congress 
to formulate foreign policy, the Amendment eff ectively 
reduced Cuba to informal colonial status until it was 
withdrawn in 1934 following a revolution in the island.

Th e Cuban Revolution, which took state power 
in 1959 and remained in force nearly fi ft y years later, 
sealed that country’s exceptional status on a number of 
grounds. It became and long remained the sole commu-
nist state in the western hemisphere; for thirty years it 

was a highly dependent client of the USSR and so drew 
the region more tightly into Cold War strategic culture 
than would otherwise have been the case. Th roughout 
that period Cuba was subject to a US embargo, wide-
spread diplomatic isolation, and exclusion from many 
regional organizations. Th e Missile Crisis of October 
1962 was a moment of huge international consequence 
in the nuclear age, and Washington understandably 
formulated policy towards Cuba with its eyes set on 
eastern Europe before the rest of the hemisphere. How-
ever, within Latin America Cuba increasingly came to 
stand as a symbol of nationalist resistance, small-state 
solidarity, and a Spartan critique of the North American 
consumerist ethos that many Latin American govern-
ments had sought and failed to emulate.

From the abortive Bay of Pigs invasion of April 1961 
onwards US administrations have both openly called 
for and covertly planned ‘regime change’ in Havana 
(although aft er the Missile Crisis they pledged not to 
enforce this unilaterally). In the wake of the collapse of 
the USSR in the early 1990s and with Castro’s severe ill-
ness in 2006 such change seemed close at hand, but it 
did not come about. Nor, indeed, was it broadly sup-
ported in a region long suspicious of interventionism. 
Many Latin Americans who harboured little sympathy 
for communism recognized the prophecy of Simón 
Bolívar in 1830 that the United States ‘seems destined 
by providence to plague America with torments in the 
name of freedom’. Familiar with the core US policy 
motifs of promoting freedom and democracy, the Latin 
American response has oft en been to accept this idealist 
rhetoric as a constant and to question its practical appli-
cation in discrete cases on realist grounds. In the case 
of Cuba, even the pro-US and quite conservative OAS 
Secretary General José Miguel Insulza felt constrained 
to advise Condoleezza Rice, ‘Th ere is no transition, and 
it is not your country.’

Jorge Domínguez has argued that the Cold War did 
not in many respects aff ect US–Latin American rela-
tions: ‘Th e United States had faced military, political 
and economic competition in the Americas from extra-
continental powers before the Cold War, just as it did 
during the Cold War’ (Domínguez in Bulmer-Th omas 
and Dunkerley 1999: 33). However, he also shows that 
the Cold War did introduce a strong ideological ele-
ment that sometimes disturbed Washington’s ‘normal’ 
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interest-based or realist approaches, and this contin-
ued to be the case for Cuba even aft er 1991. So, despite 
strong evidence that the embargo fortifi ed Castro, the 
hard-line policy of antagonism was retained. Th is was 
in good measure because the vocal and electorally 
powerful Cuban émigré communities of Florida and 
New Jersey were able to hold all administrations to 
account over commitments made from the 1960 elec-
tion campaign and during the Kennedy administration. 
Nowhere else—not even in Mexico during the revolu-
tion or in Nicaragua under the Sandinistas—has such 
an unbending policy been sustained for such a time. 
For this reason it is best seen as exceptional and not 
representative.

Although Brazil, Cuba, and Mexico may be treated as 
exceptional in certain key aspects, they have still been 
subject to the broad conditions of US policy making 
towards the region described by Lars Schoultz:

“For nearly two centuries, three interests have determined 

the content of US policy toward Latin America: the need 

to protect US security, the desire to accommodate the 

demands of US domestic politics, and the drive to pro-

mote US economic development. Each generation’s 

specifi c policies have changed with the times and the cir-

cumstances, as one year’s fear of communist adventurism 

yields to next year’s dismay over human rights violations, 

as the Big Stick transmutes into Dollar Diplomacy and 

then Good Neighborliness, as democracy and free trade 

vie for attention with drug traffi cking and immigration . . . 

(Schoultz 1998: 367)    ”

Within these parameters we can identify three 
unique and enduring features. First is the prominence 
of the doctrinal format, from Monroe, through Th eo-
dore Roosevelt’s ‘Corollary’, F. D. Roosevelt’s ‘Good 
Neighbour Policy’, and John F. Kennedy’s ‘Alliance for 
Progress’, to a doctrine that seemed almost ashamed of 
its status—the Washington Consensus.

Th e second feature is the cultural tension between 
the two sectors of the hemisphere, and particularly the 
frequent Anglo-American disparagement of Hispanic 
Catholic tradition. We shall return in the fi nal section 
to this theme with respect to the exceptionalist claims 
about Latin America’s present ‘threat’ to the social and 
moral fabric of the USA (Box 16.9). We should also 
note the more prevalent commitment to a moderniza-
tion theory within US policy circles, non-governmental 
organizations, and development agencies. Th is perspec-
tive oft en assumes that the USA’s own path of devel-
opment provides the natural model for the rest of the 
continent, overlooking signifi cant historical diff erences. 
US policy makers frequently misunderstand indigenous 
cultures or the outlook of poor peasants, who are oft en 
key constituents in Latin America but never formed 
part of the mainstream historiography of the USA.

Th e third special feature is the degree to which 
US–Latin American relations have impacted upon the 
territory and population of the USA itself, from the 
Louisiana Purchase, through the annexation of half of 
Mexico’s territory in the 1840s, to the mass immigration 
from the 1990s.

Latin America and the formation of the modern USA

‘Latin America’ is a term that fi rst appeared in the 1850s 
and was in regular use before the 1930s. In 1783, when 
the thirteen colonies had won independence from 
Great Britain as the United States, Spain controlled a 
very great part of what would become over the follow-
ing century the modern, continental USA

Map 16.2 shows how confl icts involving European 
powers enabled Washington to expand its new ‘empire’, 
most notably through the Louisiana Purchase of 1803, 
when Napoleon, facing defeat at the hands of the  ex-slaves 
of St Domingue (Haiti) turned his attentions back to 

European expansion and sold the Spanish-administered 
mid-section of North America to the USA. Napoleon’s 
subsequent invasions of Portugal (1807) and Spain 
(1808) removed their monarchies, the fi rst relocating to 
Brazil, which declared itself an independent empire in 
1822, and the second going into exile. As a result, Spain’s 
American colonies began to agitate for self-government.

Th e Latin American experience of national libera-
tion and decolonization had no precedent other than 
that of the USA itself from Great Britain. Following 
the Treaty of Vienna (1814–15), London had sought 
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to restore its ties with Washington and to distance 
itself from the resurgent absolutism of the European 
monarchies of the Holy Alliance. As a result, in mid-
1823—when Mexico, Central America, and much of 
South America were free of Spanish rule but unrecog-
nized by the major powers—Foreign Secretary Can-
ning inquired of the Monroe administration whether 
it would consider a joint statement on policy towards 
the region. What became known as the Monroe Doc-
trine was Washington’s response to that overture. How-
ever, its twin precepts of non-colonization (including 
the ‘non-transferability’ of colonies between European 
powers) and ‘two spheres’ (the Americas and Europe) 
proved to be far more consequential than the initial 
pragmatic rationale for the diplomatic recognition of 
the ex-Spanish colonies as republics.

Within fi ft een years it was plain to the new Latin 
American states that Washington would not detain its 
rising and highly mobile population from moving west 
and south. On the one hand, this involved the dispos-
session of the traditional lands of the Native American 
peoples and their relocation to the western territories. 
On the other, it embodied the idea of manifest destiny, 
whereby providential powers were invoked to justify 
expansion into lands held both by indigenous tribes 
and the successor states to the Spanish empire.

Although fought 160 years ago, the Mexican– 
American War is still sharply recalled south of the 
new border established in 1848–53. Mexican national 
pride was assaulted by a series of defeats infl icted by US 
troops. Th e idea that the USA might simply conquer 
new territory from other republics was anathema to 
some sections of opinion in New England, whilst many 
in the slaveholding South felt that Catholic, Spanish-
speaking peoples could not be incorporated into the 
USA without damaging its constitutional balance over 
the institution of slavery. Today those millions of Mexi-
cans who have migrated to US states west of the Missis-
sippi are moving to lands that were held for far longer by 
Madrid than they have been by Washington. From one 
perspective, ‘the United States came to us, not we to it’.

If the Mexican War contributed to the origins of the 
US Civil War, that country also suff ered sharply through 
the collapse of the Union—an experience which served 
to revive the apparently moribund Monroe Doctrine. 
With the USA unable to sustain its foreign ambitions in 

the early 1860s, the European powers returned momen-
tarily to regional aff airs, most notably in the eff ort to 
administer Mexico under the European Prince Maxi-
milian, sponsored by the French Emperor Louis Napo-
leon. Th at tragic adventure presaged the European 
‘Rush for Africa’ over the following decades, but it was 
already an anachronism in a western hemisphere where 
the culture of colonialism had been comprehensively 
repudiated.

Maximilian’s nemesis, Benito Juárez, the fi rst indig-
enous head of an American state, showed some signs 
of forming with Abraham Lincoln the kind of ‘special 
relationship’ sought by Presidents Fox and Bush. How-
ever, assassination and the unforgiving course of Mexi-
can political life meant that whilst US Reconstruction 
was accompanied to the north by self-government in 
Canada, to the south it coexisted with the long-term 
dictatorship of Porfi rio Díaz (1876–1910). For dec-
ades, US talk of democracy in Mexico was rare and 
empty, and a steep price would be paid for that ‘benign 
neglect’ in the revolutionary era that followed. But a 
pattern was emerging—Washington favoured political 
stability and economic opportunity in Mexico above 
all else, including political freedom, for reasons of 
national security.

With the construction of the trans-continental rail-
road in 1869, the wars against the Native Americans 
of the Plains states over the following decades, and the 
simultaneous intense industrialization, the USA was 
reaching the limits of a ‘home-based’ policy towards 
the rest of the hemisphere. Washington’s rising inter-
est in the potential of a Pan-American strategy failed 
to develop into an enduring hemispheric initiative 
until the start of the 1890s, when trade and investment 
had grown to such a level that fi nancial arrangements, 
particularly currency exchange rates, and the rules of 
international commerce required agreement on a con-
tinental scale.

Th e 1898 intervention in Cuba occurred, then, at a 
time when the US frontier had been closed for almost 
a decade, when Washington was concerned about 
European economic competition rather than colonial 
expansion in the rest of the hemisphere, and when 
overseas opportunities for trade and investment were 
being avidly sought. Now pledged to a ‘two ocean’ strat-
egy involving the capacity to operate simultaneously in 
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the Atlantic and Pacifi c, Washington was industriously 
building up its naval strength. Extra-continental pro-
jection of force had become imaginable by dint of intra-
hemispheric supremacy (see Box 16.2). Nonetheless, 
this fi rst real experience of regional asymmetry brought 

fast in its wake the problems of confl ict management 
in constitutionally and culturally foreign settings. Th e 
unilateral deployment of great power resources proved 
necessary but insuffi  cient for maintaining prolonged 
and legitimate leadership.

 ❑ The Monroe Doctrine was not a charter for US expansion 

but for containing European territorial intervention in the 

Americas.

 ❑ ‘Manifest destiny’ was a popular ideology that justi-

fi ed expansion and assumed the cultural superiority of 

Anglo-America.

 ❑ Aside from the Mexican War, the USA was primarily 

involved in expansion within continental North America 

until 1898.

 ❑ US—Latin American relations in the nineteenth cen-

tury were much stronger in Central America than South 

America.

KEY POINTS

A reluctant superpower

If the United States truly became an ‘empire’ in 1898, 
it certainly did not do so in the European manner of 
acquiring colonies. Not only was Cuba retained on a 
protectorate basis under the Platt Amendment but the 
Supreme Court ruled in 1901 that Puerto Rico ‘was for-
eign to the United States in the domestic sense’. (US citi-
zenship was granted to the population of Puerto Rico 
in 1917, and the island became a self-governing com-
monwealth in 1952. Puerto Ricans may travel freely in 
and out of the USA.)

In 1905 Th eodore Roosevelt declared that ‘the 
United States has not the slightest desire for territorial 
aggrandizement at the expense of any of its southern 
neighbors’. Th is was no mere rhetoric: Washington 
wanted not more land but markets. Between 1870 and 
1900 Great Britain had added 4.7 million square miles 
to its empire and France 3.5 million, but US territo-
ries grew by only 125,000 square miles. Yet Roosevelt 
feared European intrusion in the hemisphere. When, 
in 1902–3, Germany and Britain tried through naval 
strength to enforce fi nancial claims on Venezuela, Roo-
sevelt sought to clarify strategy by issuing a ‘corollary’ 
to the Monroe Doctrine. He recognized that Europe-
an intervention would now probably take the form of 
enforcing commercial agreements and that the failure 
of Latin American states to meet their international 

obligations was the most likely cause of such intrusion. 
In a December 1904 message to Congress, Roosevelt so 
qualitatively expanded the meaning and application of 
the 1823 message that many saw it as a total break with 
the original Monroe Doctrine.

Roosevelt’s ‘corollary’ retained the notion of the two 
spheres, but these were now between ‘civilized’ and 
‘uncivilized’ states. Whereas Monroe had eff ectively 
been supporting revolutions, Roosevelt was resolutely 
opposed to them, and while Monroe had urged non-
intervention, Roosevelt reserved that right to the USA, 
assuming US control over markets, wherever they were 
located. Above all else, the Roosevelt corollary repre-
sented a declaration of conditionality of US policy 
upon the behaviour of regional states as much as it was 
a manifesto towards Europe.

Th e corollary was encouraged by the accelerated and 
confl ictive manner in which Washington had acquired 
the rights to build an inter-oceanic canal through Pana-
ma. Until 1903 Panama had been a province of Colom-
bia, but the Senate of that country refused to ratify the 
treaty with the USA over the canal since it surrendered 
so much sovereign power. As a result, Washington sup-
ported a Panamanian revolution, recognized the new 
country’s independence in record time, and over the 
following decade undertook a quite remarkable piece 
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of civil engineering for strategic purposes, allowing 
two-oceanic naval planning and providing an awe-
some example of North American industrial vision and 
capacity.

However, it was precisely in the fi rst three decades 
of the twentieth century, when the USA secured such 
manifest superiority over both the local states and its 
European competitors, that it intervened most oft en, 
and to widespread criticism at home and abroad. Roo-
sevelt, always disposed towards belligerence, started 
this process, but his successors Taft  and Wilson failed 
to replace ‘the big stick’ with non-violent ‘dollar diplo-
macy’ (Taft ) and ‘peace between equals’ (Wilson).

Between 1898 and 1930 US gunboats were sent into 
Latin American ports more than 6000 times, marines 
were deployed in Cuba, Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras, 
Dominican Republic, Nicaragua, Haiti, and Panama, 
elections were supervised in six states, anti-government 
rebels actively supported in four countries, loans oblig-
atorily renegotiated in six states, and governments in 
fourteen countries refused diplomatic recognition 
(Grandin 2006: 3; Dunkerley in Bulmer-Th omas and 
Dunkerley 1999: 10). Almost all this activity occurred 
in Central America and the Caribbean, and most was 
undertaken under governments which insistently repu-
diated intervention as their preferred policy.

What happened? Basically, US economic ties with 
Latin America had widened and deepened to such an 
extent that it was no longer possible for an adminis-
tration to determine precisely how it would respond 

to  circumstances driven by market forces beyond its 
direct control. US investment overseas had risen from 
$700 million in 1897 to $3.5 billion in 1914, over half of 
it in Latin America. With the First World War severely 
reducing European trade and capital fl ows, the USA 
had by the 1920s come to dominate the commercial and 
fi nancial life of the Caribbean basin. Such economic 
dominance brought with it political complications, and 
not all of them were readily negotiable.

In the 1890s criticism of ‘the northern colossus’ had 
taken a largely literary or cultural form—in the cam-
paigning journalism of the Cuban martyr José Martí or 
the essays of the Uruguayan José Enrique Rodó, whose 
polemic Ariel depicted the USA as a vulgar, materialist 
democracy dominated by the mob and counterposed to 
the classical tradition. By the 1920s, anti-Americanism 
was taking a more activist form, with calls for the inter-
nationalization of the Panama Canal and widespread 
support for Augusto César Sandino, who from 1928 
led an eff ective guerrilla campaign against US military 
occupation of Nicaragua. By 1933 this opposition con-
tributed not only to the withdrawal of the marines but 
also to a major shift  in US policy to the region as a whole.

In Mexico the economic, strategic, and diplomatic 
issues were of a greater order since US interests in the 
neighbouring country were the largest in the region 
and so placed in considerable jeopardy by the revolu-
tion (1910–20). Aft er the prolonged and highly prof-
itable US alliance with the pre-revolutionary Díaz 
regime, the prominent role of US ambassador Henry 

Today the United States is practically sovereign on this conti-

nent, and its fi at is law upon subjects to which its confi nes its 

interposition. Why? It is not because of the pure friendship or 

good will felt for it. It is not simply by reason of its high char-

acter as a civilized state, nor because wisdom and justice and 

equity are the invariable characteristics of the dealings of the 

United States. It is because, in addition to all other grounds, 

its infi nite resources combined with its isolated position ren-

der it master of the situation and practically invulnerable as 

against any or all other powers.

(Secretary of State Richard Olney to Thomas Bayard, 

18 May 1895)

Chronic wrongdoing, or an impotence which results in a gen-

eral loosening of the ties of civilized society, may in America, 

as elsewhere, ultimately require intervention by some civ-

ilized nation, and in the western hemisphere the adhesion 

of the United States to the Monroe Doctrine may force the 

United States, however reluctantly, in fl agrant cases of such 

wrongdoing or impotence, to the exercise of an international 

police power.

(President Theodore Roosevelt to Congress, 

9 December 1904)

KEY QUOTES 16.1: The rights and responsibilities of the mighty: Olney and Roosevelt
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Lane Wilson in the assassination of President Madero 
in 1913 became infamous and set the two countries 
on a twenty-year course of tense contestation. In 1914 
US forces attacked and occupied Veracruz for several 
months, reviving memories of the 1847 war. Two years 
later General Pershing invaded the state of Chihuahua 
in pursuit of the rebel leader Pancho Villa.

In 1917 the new Mexican Constitution reserved to 
the state all rights over the subsoil, raising doubts over 
the property rights of US mining and oil companies. 
However, it was only in 1938 that Mexico fi nally expro-
priated all foreign oil companies, and then it promised 
compensation. Even before the Second World War this 
nationalist attitude was being extended to manufactur-
ing, the larger Latin American states adopting policies 
of import-substituting industrialization in order to 
reduce what would later be termed dependency on the 
advanced northern economies.

By the time of the 1932 presidential election, a 
dictatorship in Cuba was enjoying US patronage by 
default under the Platt Amendment, and this demand-
ed that Washington rethink and eventually repudiate 
the Roosevelt corollary. Th e fall in 1933 of the Mach-
ado regime in Cuba gave the new administration of 
F. D. Roosevelt (FDR) a good opportunity to proclaim 
the Good Neighbour Policy, reversing the Roosevelt 
corollary, reducing tariff s, and making a virtue out of 
what many saw as the necessity of isolationism in the 
Great Depression.

Designed to be high-minded and restore the legiti-
macy squandered through thirty years of ‘gunboat 
diplomacy’, the Good Neighbour Policy did not sur-
render US national interest. Th e tariff  reductions that 
revived trade were conditional upon reciprocity from 
Latin American states. However, the policy did suspend 
the ‘Americanist’ vocation to promote freedom abroad. 
When it was enunciated, of the twenty-one states of the 
region only Colombia was ruled by a government that 
had come to power through an open election. Now the 
policy of non-intervention—or what some would call 
‘benign neglect’—eff ectively endorsed the existence of 
the many dictatorships installed in the wake of the 1929 
Crash. In Brazil, Washington’s closest ally, party politics 
was suspended and the authoritarian Estado Novo set 
up by Getúlio Vargas in 1935–7 in emulation of Sala-
zar’s Portuguese dictatorship.

Th e outbreak of the Second World War in Europe 
in September 1939 found the republics of the western 
hemisphere less politically invigilated than for fi ft y 
years but also tied to the US market to an unprec-
edented degree. War between European powers posed 
the long discussed issue of a regional defence treaty 
that would make the Monroe Doctrine both practi-
cal and pluralistic. Although agreements on recipro-
cal defence were signed in 1940, it was only with the 
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941 that 
regional states were obliged to take hard decisions. Very 
few themselves upheld FDR’s four freedoms—of speech 

The so-called ‘Roosevelt corollary’ was to the effect, as gen-

erally understood, that in case of fi nancial or other diffi -

culties in weak Latin American countries, the United States 

should attempt an adjustment lest European Governments 

should intervene, and intervening should occupy terri-

tory—an act which would be contrary to the principles of 

the Monroe Doctrine . . . it is not believed that this corollary 

is justifi ed by the terms of the Monroe Doctrine, however 

much it may be justifi ed by the application of the doctrine 

of self-preservation . . . So far as Latin America is concerned, 

the Doctrine is now, and always has been, not an instru-

ment of violence and oppression, but an unbought, freely 

bestowed, and wholly effective guaranty of their freedom, 

independence, and territorial integrity against the imperial-

istic designs of Europe.

(Undersecretary of State Reuben Clark, to Secretary 

Frank Kellogg, December 1928)

The essential qualities of a true pan Americanism must be the 

same as those which constitute a good neighbour, namely, 

mutual understanding, and, through such understanding, a 

sympathetic appreciation of the other’s point of view . . . the 

independence of each republic must recognize the indepen-

dence of every other republic.

(President Roosevelt, speech to Pan 

American Union, April 1933)

KEY QUOTES 16.2: Burying the big stick: the Clark memo and Good Neighbour Policy
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and  religion, from want and fear—but fewer still could 
rely on extra-hemispheric alternatives to trade with 
the USA. Authoritarian Brazil provided troops which 
engaged with Nazi forces in Italy, but most of Latin 
America had only to confront the diplomatic and eco-
nomic consequences of the confl ict. All the Caribbean 
and Central American republics immediately followed 
Washington in declaring war on the Axis. However, the 
bi-oceanic nature of the confl ict, caution, and ideologi-
cal sympathies meant that several countries remained 
neutral until weeks before the end of the war: Chile, 
Venezuela, Uruguay (February 1945), Argentina, and 
Paraguay (March 1945).

Th e prominent anti-fascist profi le of the Allied cam-
paign restored a long suspended ideological element 
to hemispheric politics, and this would feed fi ercely 
into the Cold War era. Yet in the immediate post-war 
years the region underwent an intense transitional 

experience whereby the populist Argentine govern-
ment led by General Perón was targeted as fascistic and 
intent upon expanding its infl uence throughout South 
America. Perón, however, positively fl ourished on the 
nationalist backlash against ill-judged accusations, 
survived, and came to fi nd a sober modus vivendi with 
Washington based on shared anti-communism.

Th e confl ict with Perón presaged policy issues 
that would dominate US—Latin American relations 
until the 1990s. How was Washington to distinguish 
between state-based development policies and ‘crypto-
communism’? How could it promote liberal capitalism 
through social reform without undermining anti-com-
munist allies? How were the NATO and traditional 
hemispheric security needs to be reconciled in the con-
text of ideological challenges from Moscow, Beijing, 
and the third world movements against imperialism 
and colonialism?

Cold War coexistence

 ❑ The Roosevelt corollary of 1904 made US policy condi-

tional upon the behaviour of Latin American states—a 

 signifi cant shift from the Monroe Doctrine.

 ❑ The growth of US economic interests in the region not only 

surpassed its European competition but also complicated 

a foreign policy based purely on political considerations.

 ❑ US interventionism in Central America and the Caribbean 

was extensive in the early twentieth century, although Wash-

ington preferred to avoid deployment of military forces.

 ❑ The Good Neighbour Policy introduced by F. D. Roosevelt 

in 1933 consolidated prior efforts to reduce direct US inter-

vention but also suspended the promotion of democracy.

KEY POINTS

The Cold War had a partial and uneven effect on 
US policy towards Latin America. Sometimes ide-
ological aggression and interventionist impulses 
were given full rein (Guatemala, 1954; Cuba, 1961; 
Dominican Republic, 1965; Chile, 1970–3; Nicaragua, 
1979–90; Grenada, 1983; Panama, 1989), but some-
times a more circumspect policy was applied (Ven-
ezuela, 1945–8; Bolivia, 1952–64; Peru, 1968–75; 
Honduras and Panama, 1972; Mexico, throughout). 
 Washington could tolerate high levels of commerce 
with the USSR (Argentina) or even extensive arms 
purchases from it (Peru), provided a fundamental 
anti-communism was sustained at home. Equally, 

agrarian reform was encouraged in some countries 
(Bolivia, Venezuela, Chile, and El Salvador) for its 
counter-insurgency potential, whereas it was deemed 
anathema in others (Guatemala, Cuba, Brazil) where 
it was seen to encourage popular radicalism. On 
occasion, such as the Falklands War of 1982, even a 
staunch anti-communist ally would be deserted for 
an older alliance (although forces within the Reagan 
cabinet resisted this).

Grandin suggests that one reason for this mixed 
record was that Washington used the hemisphere as a 
laboratory for testing the techniques of neo-colonial 
anti-communism in the third world. Domínguez, on 
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the other hand, uses the destabilization of the Allende 
government in Chile to question the logic and true 
usefulness to US national interest of such activity (in 
Bulmer-Th omas and Dunkerley 1999).

Two factors stand out in this period. First is the regu-
lar use by Washington of the new multilateral treaties 
and organizations. Of particular importance were the 
regional defence agreement signed at Rio in 1947 and 
the OAS in 1948. Sometimes described as a ‘meeting of 
pigeons presided over by a cat’, the OAS was preferred to 
the UN for its malleability—it proved unproblematic to 
suspend Cuba’s membership in 1962—but by the 1970s 
it had become more independent.

As befi tted an era of competition between liberal 
and collectivist development models, the institutions 
set up at Bretton Woods in 1944, such as the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund (IMF) and related bodies like 
the World Bank, also became valuable channels for 
imposing economic discipline and making loans con-
ditional upon fi scal austerity. By the 1980s such poli-
cies were no longer enforced in the unilateral manner 
of the Roosevelt corollary and were accepted as part 
of a capitalist regime that extended beyond narrow US 
national interests.

Th e second distinctive feature of late twentieth-
century regional relations has already been noted—
the importance of the Cuba revolution. Before 1959 
regional anti-communism had either, as Grandin sug-
gests, to experiment or to draw its repertoire of fears, 
soft -power, and counter-insurgency techniques from 
extra-hemispheric experiences. Once the rebels took 
power in Havana, US policy was transformed by a 
tangible foe occupying state power. Containment was 
not enough since Cuba initially urged emulation of its 
example, creating ‘two, three Vietnams’ in Che Gue-
vara’s provocative phrase, which did nothing to per-
suade Washington that domino theory was neater in 
theory than practice.

Havana, viewed throughout as a loyal but erratic cli-
ent of Moscow, preferred supporting guerrilla groups 
to communist parties, several of which it helped to 
split. By the 1970s Castro displayed greater pragma-
tism and urged caution on the Sandinistas aft er they 
took power. Oft en Washington recognized these fea-
tures but under the Reagan administration (1981–9) 
its invective was virulent. Moreover, the existence of 

a communist regime in the hemisphere sharpened 
the anti-communism of Latin American conservative 
forces, which increasingly embraced the ideology of the 
national security state, militarizing political power and 
suspending all civil liberties, which sometimes led to 
the mass murder of citizens by their own states (par-
ticularly Chile and Argentina in the 1970s, Guatemala 
and El Salvador in the 1980s).

Th e destabilization of the reformist government 
of Jacobo Arbenz in Guatemala was approved at the 
highest levels of the Truman and Eisenhower admin-
istrations, orchestrated by the CIA, and favoured the 
interests of the United Fruit Company, whose lands had 
faced expropriation. Arbenz had been elected president 
in a fair poll and had adopted a modest programme of 
reforms. Yet Washington put his close ties to the coun-
try’s small Communist Party at the heart of a propagan-
da campaign designed for its deterrent eff ects elsewhere 
as well as to destabilize a state that lacked the resources 
to match its radical rhetoric. Th e June 1954 overthrow 
of Arbenz by a band of US-trained rebels was not seri-
ously opposed in the OAS, although it was recognized 
as Washington’s work. Th at success encouraged a repeat 
of the combination of diplomatic isolation with covert 
action by local proxy forces against the Sandinistas in 
the 1980s.

Th ere was scant criticism of the Guatemalan opera-
tion in the USA at the height of the McCarthy era, but 
when the rebels took power in Cuba fi ve years later the 
debate over how Washington should respond was sharp-
er. In the 1960 election campaign Kennedy attacked 
Nixon as weak on the issue, and his new  government 

That the domination or control of the political institutions 

of any American state by the international communist 

movement, extending to this hemisphere the political 

system of an extra-continental power, would constitute a 

threat to the sovereignty and political independence of all 

the American states, endangering the peace of America, 

and would call for appropriate action in accordance with 

existing treaties.

(Draft US resolution on Guatemala, OAS Conference, 

 Caracas, Mar. 1954)

BOX 16.1: The case against Guatemala
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readily accepted plans for a Guatemalan-style invasion 
by counter-revolutionaries at the Bay of Pigs in April 
1961. Th at operation was a disaster that helped to radi-
calize the Castro government, which not unreasonably 
supposed that it needed a superpower patron if it was to 
survive for long and so assiduously developed an alli-
ance with a sceptical but enticed Moscow. Within eight-
een months this process had led the world to the verge 
of a stand-off  between the world’s leading nuclear pow-
ers. Kennedy opted for a naval blockade to prevent the 
USSR from siting missiles within 100 miles of the North 
American mainland, and Moscow stepped back once 
promises were secured that Cuba would not be invaded.

Again, criticism was slight since Kennedy’s policy 
upheld the Monroe Doctrine, anti-communism, and 
regional security. However, by 1962 it was plain that 
the USA needed more than reactive policies to deal 
with the infl uence of Cuba. Military aid rose, counter-
insurgency operations were continuously developed 
and planned—in 1965 the Johnson administration 
did not hesitate to invade the Dominican Republic—
but they were now accompanied by North American 
calls for agrarian reform, institutional modernization, 
increased foreign investment, and political liberaliza-
tion, all under the mantle of an Alliance for Progress.

Very much moulded in the idealistic style of the 
Kennedy government, the Alliance was driven more 
by rhetoric than hard cash. Once Kennedy was gone, 
the policy lost priority, and by the end of the 1960s 

 Washington had relegated reformist responses to radi-
calism. Johnson and Nixon welcomed a clutch of right-
wing military dictatorships in South America without 
great concern for their anti-democratic character.

Th e rapid shift  away from encouragement of liberal 
modernity back towards a threat-driven anti-communist 
strategy was most marked in the case of Chile. Although 
President Allende was a socialist and Santiago had diplo-
matic relations with both Havana and Moscow, the Chil-
ean government was a weak constitutional coalition and 
did not seek ties with the Soviet bloc like those held by 
Cuba. Yet beneath a now familiar veil of secrecy, Nixon 
and Kissinger authorized the CIA to stop Allende’s elec-
tion and then, when that failed, to destabilize his govern-
ment. Th e eventual coup of September 1973, in which 
Allende died, needed no direct US intervention, but the 
sixteen-year dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet owed 
much to Washington’s support.

Washington’s role in destabilizing the Allende gov-
ernment aroused controversy at home, prompting a 
congressional investigation into US covert operations in 
the region. In the wake of defeat in Vietnam, this current 
of criticism helped to reanimate support for the multi-
lateral approach developed by the Carter White House. 
Carter’s deliberate adoption of a ‘low profi le’ included 
negotiating return of the canal to Panama and criticiz-
ing the violation of human rights violations of the dic-
tatorships, which, in a new form of conditionality, lost 
military aid. Th is was most telling in Central America.

1952 Batista seizes power and establishes dictatorship.

1953 Castro launches abortive assault on Moncada bar-

racks, Santiago.

1954 Che Guevara observes overthrow of Arbenz govern-

ment in Guatemala.

1955 Castro and other surviving rebels amnestied, go into 

Mexican exile.

1956 Rebel yacht Granma lands in southern Cuba; guerrilla 

operations begin.

1957 Second guerrilla column set up under Che Guevara.

1958 Raúl Castro establishes new front in north. Washington 

imposes arms embargo on Batista government following 

human rights violations; Batista removed in military coup.

1959 January: rebels take Havana after a general strike 

brings down military junta; Fidel Castro takes control; 

agrarian reform starts (May).

1960 May: Cuba establishes diplomatic relations with USSR.

June: US oil companies nationalized; further expro-

priation of foreign-owned property.

October: US imposes trade embargo.

1961 January: US breaks diplomatic relations with Cuba. April: 

abortive counter-revolutionary landing at Bay of Pigs.

1962 October (22–8): Missile Crisis.

BOX 16.2: The Cuban Revolution



290 James Dunkerley

Th e radical movements of Central America in the 
1980s have been described as ‘inevitable revolutions’ 
(LaFeber 1983) because they sprang out of prolonged 
poverty and political oppression. Th e movement was 
most advanced in Nicaragua, where the FSLN (Sandi-
nistas) challenged the sixty-year rule of the Somoza 
family. When, late in 1978, the FSLN threatened to take 
power, Washington sought OAS support for multilat-
eral intervention but this was rejected, not least because 
several dictatorships wanted to avoid a precedent that 
might be used against them. Carter had to harden his 
policy, but he came under fi erce criticism. Reagan’s 1980 
election campaign made much of the ‘loss’ of Central 
America, and his government subsequently adopted 
the ideas and services of the Democrat academic Jeane 
Kirkpatrick, who defended the ‘moderate repression’ of 
the Argentine dictatorship (under which at least 15,000 
people disappeared) as far more acceptable than the 

communist alternatives that she saw Carter’s policies as 
encouraging.

Once in offi  ce, Reagan sought not just to contain the 
Sandinistas but to ‘make them say Uncle’. At the same 
time, he provided military aid to El Salvador, where 
the FMLN guerrillas were strong. Th ese forces were 
certainly supported by Managua and Havana, but their 
resilience owed more to popular support, strategic abil-
ity, and the unpopularity of the regimes they were fi ght-
ing. Washington recognized this, held back from close 
association with the Guatemalan regime, which had a 
particularly bad record of repression, and forced the 
Salvadorian government to accept agrarian reform and 
elections as key counter-insurgency tactics.

Yet Reagan’s Central American policy rested on vocal 
accusations of communist conspiracy. Domestic con-
cern at the renewed threat of covert operations against 
the government of Nicaragua led to congressional 

Human rights is the soul of our foreign policy.

(President Jimmy Carter, 1978)

What did the Carter administration do in Nicaragua? It 

brought down the Somoza regime… acted repeatedly and 

at critical junctures to weaken the government of Anastasio 

Somoza and to strengthen his opponents… hurried efforts to 

force complex and unfamiliar political practices on  societies 

lacking the requisite political culture, tradition, and social 

structures not only fail to produce the desired outcomes; if 

they are undertaken at a time when a traditional regime is 

under attack, they actually facilitate the job of the insurgents.

(Kirkpatrick 1979)

Many of our citizens don’t fully understand the seriousness 

of the situation, so let me put it bluntly: There is a war in 

Central America that is being fuelled by the Soviets and 

the Cubans. They are arming, training and supplying, and 

 encouraging a war to subjugate another nation to com-

munism, and that nation is El Salvador. The Soviets and the 

Cubans are operating from a base called Nicaragua. And 

this is the fi rst real Communist aggression on the American 

mainland.

(Reagan 1983: 1044)

KEY QUOTES 16.3: The Cold War revived in Central America

 ❑  The Cold War did not have a uniform impact on US—Latin 

American relations after 1947.

 ❑ Washington retained a pragmatic or ‘realist’ approach 

to the region where it did not perceive a serious radical 

challenge.

 ❑ The Cuban Revolution changed US—Latin American rela-

tions, introducing the only communist regime in the west-

ern hemisphere.

 ❑ Although Cuba initially sought to encourage other revo-

lutions and was always sympathetic to radical causes, after 

1973 it displayed a quite pragmatic policy in the western 

hemisphere.

 ❑ After the Cuban Revolution US policy alternated between 

hard-line, military-led approaches ( Johnson/Nixon/Rea-

gan) and those that included a signifi cant  element of ‘soft 

power’ (Kennedy/Carter/Bush Sr./Clinton).

KEY POINTS



Chapter 16 US foreign policy in Latin America 291

amendments which aimed to avert a repetition of the 
Chilean experience. However, the CIA and offi  cers of 
the National Security Council sought to circumvent 
constitutional restrictions imposed by Congress. 
Th ey clandestinely raised cash to fund their counter-
revolutionary forces based in Honduras and Costa Rica 
by selling missiles to Iran, then at war with Iraq. When 
this doubly illegal operation was revealed, a major 
political scandal—the Iran-Contra Aff air—broke out.

Th e guerrilla wars in Guatemala and El Salvador 
were eventually settled by UN- and European-
brokered peace accords in the 1990s. Th e Sandinistas 
were removed from offi  ce in 1990, but by the Nicara-
guan electorate. Th e Reagan policy had yielded some 
success—it had certainly stopped national confl icts 
combining into a Central American regional war, but 
it did so at very high costs to its support and legitimacy 
elsewhere.

The Washington Consensus questioned

In August 1982 Mexico eff ectively went bankrupt by 
defaulting on its sovereign debt. Other countries had 
likewise sought to subsidize national industries and 
welfare systems by borrowing on the international mar-
kets in the wake of the oil crises of the 1970s; they were 
barely less vulnerable. Th e governments and the private 
banks that had lent so generously to them in uncertain 
times now faced demands from the IMF for stabiliza-
tion of trading accounts and strictly balanced budgets, 
which usually meant a substantial reduction in ‘public 
goods’ such as health and education—all with the objec-
tive of securing growth, and with the alleviation of pov-
erty a strictly secondary issue. Under this ‘neo-liberal’ 
agenda, the economies were to be opened up as much as 
possible to international trade since this would, accord-
ing to the classical economic theories dominating the 
multilateral institutions, produce growth, and the 
results of growth would, sooner or later, ‘trickle down’ 
to the benefi t of the poor.

In fact, the poor of Latin America grew in number, 
as did income inequality as a whole. Th e only tangi-
ble benefi t of neo-liberalism for the millions under 
the poverty line was the severe reduction in infl ation. 
Everywhere, the post-war ‘boom’ was over, and mul-
tilateral institutions were enforcing orthodox capi-
talist policies and management. Almost everywhere 
public spending was slashed, companies went broke, 
and employment fell. What failed to follow for over a 
decade was sustained growth and renewed investment 
in the public services. Even private foreign investment 
was cautious, aft er an upsurge in the late 1990s proved 
short-lived.

As the larger economies opened up under what 
became known as the Washington Consensus, they 
became exposed to the erratic movements of inter-
national fi nance, with the result that Mexico suff ered 
a severe monetary crisis in 1994–5, Brazil in 1998–9, 
and Argentina in 2001–3. Liberalization had brought 
its own problems, even if it had lessened the problems 
of import-substituting industrialization, mixed econo-
mies, and unorthodox fi scal policies. What had been 
sold in the early 1980s as a foolproof ‘one-size-fi ts-all’ 
solution was shown to be very uneven. Even in Chile, 
where the Pinochet regime introduced an early 
adjustment programme designed with advice from the 
University of Chicago, it proved necessary to bale out 
banks and limit the movement of foreign fi nance.

Elsewhere, in a very poor country like Bolivia or 
a medium-sized oil state such as Venezuela, ‘stabili-
zation’ sparked mass unemployment and enduring 
social discontent. Th e most modern form of ‘condi-
tionality’ had proved to be an insensitive instrument 
in itself and Washington was not always able to micro-
manage a controversial ‘consensus’ founded in its own 
name. Only in the case of the Mexican crisis of 1994–5 
did the Clinton administration act directly to bale out 
its neighbour—for fear of the consequences for the 
USA of a second hemispheric debt crisis south of the 
border.

Th e free trade policy that stood at the heart of the 
Washington Consensus attracted much controver-
sy, but one relatively neglected consequence of this 
endorsement of globalization was its opening of the 
region to all markets, including those of Europe. In 
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a post- colonial age, this may represent the true ter-
mination of the Monroe Doctrine, especially since 
Washington and the European Union were alike 
reluctant to allow the opening up of their own more 
protected markets to competition from the south.

As a result of the recession of the 1980s and the 
free competition of the 1990s the ‘informal economy’ 
of Latin America grew, and nowhere more so than in 
the illegal production of drugs, overwhelmingly des-
tined for the US market. Drugs policy became a leading 
policy item from the early 1980s, particularly aff ecting 
the Andean countries producing the coca plant used to 
manufacture cocaine and the Central American and 
Caribbean countries, used as conduits into the USA. 
From a Latin American perspective, US drug policy was 
consistently ‘supply led’ in that it prioritized eradication 
at source and interdiction over reducing demand, pro-
viding few real economic alternatives to the poor farm-
ers who supplied the mafi a with their illicit goods. From 
the US perspective reduced supply increased the costs 
and so shrank demand; the imposition of conditionality 
was reasonable, given the aid that Congress was fi nanc-
ing. However, Washington did move in the 1990s to 
reduce the attention given to government ‘certifi cation’ 
of compliance by Latin American states since this plain-
ly wounded pride and was counterproductive. Whether 
judged by the state of bilateral relations or fl ows of con-
traband narcotics from the region, the policy was not a 
success.

When President Fox visited Washington in Septem-
ber 2001, he did so in search of a solution to the mutual 
problem of mass and rising immigration to the USA. 
When President Bush visited Mexico City in March 
2007 he had the same issue at the top of his agenda. 
In the intervening period some fi ve million Mexicans 

had crossed the border, there being nearly 50 million 
people of Hispanic descent living in the USA. One in 
six babies now born in the USA has a Hispanic mother, 
and the total Hispanic population is projected to be 
100 million in 2050.

Th ere is a positive side to this new reality. Hispanic 
GDP within the USA is now $700 billion—bigger than 
those of Spain and Mexico—and a signifi cant amount 
of it is returned to the region in the form of private 
remittances. However, it is arguable how economically 
effi  cient and equitable this is. Moreover, many immi-
grants are undocumented—both illegal and unable to 
secure the support of the US welfare system. Within 
the USA Hispanics are disproportionately poor and 
overly represented in the armed forces, even if they 
have avoided the poor health and crime profi les of 
the African-American population they overtook as 
the largest minority group early in the twenty-fi rst 
century.

For some conservative thinkers, such as Harvard 
Professor Samuel Huntington, this Hispanic diaspora 
posed a uniquely acute threat to the traditional US 
‘melting pot’ and represented a ‘clash of cultures’ within 
the very borders of the USA.

Others expected this fast-developing scenario to 
provide a benefi cial impact on both sides of the bor-
der: Hispanic middle-class employees of the State 
Department would introduce knowledge and sensi-
tivity into bilateral relations, and US politicians would 
be more responsive to the rising Hispanic electorate. 
But progress has only been patchy, since those His-
panics who have not grown up in Latin American 
countries speak the same language but oft en under-
estimate the power of nationalist sentiment. Equally, 
many Hispanics in the USA are not on the electoral 

[Bolivian President Evo Morales] is right to complain about 

American imperialists criminalizing a substance that’s been 

used for centuries in the Andes. If gringos are abusing a prod-

uct made from coca leaves, that’s a problem for America to 

deal with at home . . . America makes plenty of things that 

are bad for foreigners’ health—fatty Big Macs, sugary Cokes, 

deadly Marlboros—but we’d never let foreigners tell us what 

to make and not make. The Saudis can fi ght alcoholism by for-

bidding the sale of Jack Daniels, but we’d think they were crazy 

if they ordered us to eradicate fi elds of barley in Tennessee.

( John Tierney, New York Times, 23 September 2006)

KEY QUOTES 16.4: The ‘drugs war’: asymmetry or inequity?
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registers, and their political profi le refl ects neither a 
blanket poverty—there is a distinct Hispanic mid-
dle class—nor the traditional social sensibilities of a 
society unused to Catholic values, which, for example, 
promote with equal energy the right to life and the 
right to join a trade union.

In the meantime, the new, independently minded 
governments elected in the fi rst years of the new cen-
tury showed every sign of moving away from the Wash-
ington Consensus, choosing which of its economic 
instruments they wished to maintain—largely control 
of infl ation—and which they repudiated—largely open 
access for foreign companies to strategic resources. 
Th ey had few extra-hemispheric options with which 
to test Washington, and whilst the Chinese market 
helped to underpin economic recovery, it did not rep-
resent an enduring alternative to the USA. So, even 
the more radical regimes recognized the continuing 
continental asymmetry, but they refused to accept the 
existing political terms—and particularly the presump-
tion of hegemony—through which this had long been 
expressed.

Despite the considerable enthusiasm in Latin America 
and amongst US Latinos for the 2008 election cam-
paign of Barak Obama—an enthusiasm not seen 
since John F. Kennedy’s nearly half a century earlier— 
expectations of a radical improvement in regional rela-
tions were soon dashed. Apart from the predictable 
fact that there was minimal space for the region on 
Washington’s war-led foreign policy agenda, Obama’s 
appointment of Hillary Rodham Clinton as Secretary 

of State, and the eventual appointment of Professor 
Arturo Valenzuela as Assistant Secretary of State for 
the Americas ensured a highly cautious, risk-averse, 
and low-profi le defence of the status quo. At the same 
time, even despite the substantial Republican losses 
in the 2008 election, some Senators, most notably Jim 
DeMint (R-S.C.) used the right-wing coup in Honduras 
in June 2009 as a pretext to hold up Valenzuela’s nomi-
nation, underscoring the important role of the upper 
house in foreign relations. Equally, the US pursuit of a 
Colombian site for alternatives to the military base at 
Manta, closed by the new radical government in Ecua-
dor, sharpened confl ict with Venezuela. More impor-
tantly, it showed how far Washington was distanced 
from Brasilia, which criticized the security agreement, 
strongly denounced the Honduran coup, and used 
its temporary position in the UN Security Council to 
defend Iran’s right to develop a nuclear power poten-
tial, opposing the US policy of sanctions. In every case, 
the Obama administration responded with less aggres-
sive rhetoric than had the Bush government, but not 
in any substantially diff erent manner. Aft er the 2010 
US mid-term elections, and the loss of the House of 
Representatives to the Republicans, the likelihood of a 
signifi cant new initiative lessened still. Even the long-
delayed January 2011 decision to restore US academic 
visits and fi nancial remittances to Cuba was imple-
mented on a Friday aft ernoon, when Congress was not 
sitting and the news agenda was at its lowest ebb. Th e 
embargo remained in place as one of the last vestiges of 
a Cold War now over twenty years passed.

Americans, to varying degree, have defi ned the substance of 

their identity in terms of race, ethnicity, ideology and culture. 

Race and ethnicity are now largely eliminated: Americans 

see their country as a multiethnic, multiracial society. The 

‘ American Creed’, as initially formulated by Thomas Jefferson . . . 

however, was the product of a distinct Anglo-Protestant cul-

ture of the founding settlers of America in the 17th and 18th 

centuries. Key elements of that culture include: the English 

language; Christianity; religious commitment; English con-

cepts of the rule of law, the responsibility of rulers, and the 

rights of individuals; and dissenting Protestant values of in-

dividualism, the work ethic, and the belief that humans have 

the ability and the duty to try to create a heaven on earth, a 

‘city on a hill’ . . . In the late 20th century, however, the salience 

and substance of this culture was challenged by a new wave 

of migrants from Latin America and Asia, the popularity in 

intellectual and political circles of the doctrines of multi-

culturalism and diversity, the spread of Spanish as a second 

language and the Hispanization trends in American society . . .

(Huntington 2004: pp. xv—xvi)

KEY QUOTES 16.5: The great fear: Latin America within the USA
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Conclusion

 ❑ The Washington Consensus was a set of orthodox liberal 

policies designed to stabilize the performance of Latin 

American economies and open them to international 

markets after the debt crisis of the early 1980s.

 ❑ The Consensus was a doctrine supported by the US gov-

ernment but practically implemented by multilateral 

organizations such as the IMF and World Bank, so it repre-

sented an end to the ‘hemispherism’ of both the Monroe 

Doctrine and the Roosevelt corollary.

 ❑ Aside from Central America, the Consensus replaced 

anti-communism as Washington’s prime concern in Latin 

America.

 ❑ The economic recession of the 1980s and 1990s, in part 

prompted by the Consensus, prompted a regional rise in 

drug production and emigration to the USA, issues that by 

2000 had fi rmly displaced ideology as the key US concerns 

relating to Latin America.

KEY POINTS

If in 1803 Th omas Jeff erson was seeking to develop the 
USA into a truly continental power by expanding into 
lands occupied by Native Americans and Mexicans, in 
2003 George W. Bush was concerned to limit the arrival 
of Latin American people in the assured continental 
power that the USA had been for over a century. Mar-
kets and jobs had replaced land. Th e colonization feared 
in the early nineteenth century had not occurred. Large 
parts of Mexico were annexed aft er the war in 1846–8, 
but the Monroe Doctrine was not exploited to extend 
direct US control and administration of the Latin 
American republics. When this was sought aft er 1898 
in order to secure and guarantee commercial advan-
tage, it caused a backlash at home and abroad, embar-
rassed governments formally pledged to the principles 
of non-intervention and sovereignty, and it yielded 

insuffi  cient economic advantage to justify the political 
and diplomatic costs. By 1930 the USA had already out-
competed the European economies and readily domi-
nated the political economy of the hemisphere. FDR’s 
Good Neighbour Policy restored an earlier attachment 
to non-intervention, and it was only moderated in the 
Second World War in terms of the need for logistical 
cooperation. Th e onset of the Cold War saw a return to 
a much more ideological and interventionist approach, 
which was strengthened by the Cuban Revolution. Yet 
under the Kennedy and Carter administrations, some 
important variation of approach and style was under-
taken. At no time was anti-communist language more 
virulent than under Reagan, but aft er the Cold War 
equally pressing problems of economic failure, drugs, 
and immigration proved just as diffi  cult to manage.

Questions

 1.  Has US policy towards Latin America been consistent over the nineteenth and twentieth centuries?

 2.  To what degree has Europe determined the pattern of US—Latin American relations?

 3.  Is the USA an empire based on neo-colonialism in the western hemisphere?

 4.  What have been the main consequences of the Monroe Doctrine?

 5.  To what degree has the Latin American policy of the USA been ‘idealist’ in the twentieth century?

 6.  Have Latin American countries consistently been the passive subaltern states of the western hemisphere?

 7.  To what extent have multilateral organizations affected US—Latin American relations since 1945?

 8.  Has there been a consistent Latin American anti-Americanism?

 9.  To what degree is Cuba as ‘exceptional’ as the USA itself?

 10.  Has globalization fi nally ended the era of the Monroe Doctrine?
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Introduction

Despite historic ties with the continent, US policy 
toward Africa, in the words of the current US Assistant 
Secretary of State for African Aff airs, has oft en ‘been 
overlooked as a top priority for the US Government’ 
(Carson 2010a). Th roughout the Cold War, Africa was 
treated as a pawn in the battle between the USA and 
the Soviet Union, as both sides attempted to limit the 
infl uence of the other. Since the end of the Cold War, 
Africa has been increasingly racked by internal confl ict, 
state failure, famine, poverty, and disease. Despite ini-
tial hopes for a USA-led ‘New World Order’ aft er the 
Cold War, in which the international community could 
work together to tackle such issues, the withdrawal of 
US troops from Somalia in 1994 marked a period of 
considerable disengagement from the continent. While 

limited re-engagement occurred during the second half 
of the 1990s, it was the events of 9/11 and the fear of 
state failure in Africa, acting as a breeding ground and 
safe haven for terrorists, that triggered a fresh  American 
strategic focus on Africa. Emerging Chinese infl u-
ence in Africa, growing international competition for 
 African resources, and the determination of the Obama 
administration to promote good governance in Africa 
has further stimulated and expanded the parameters 
of American engagement (Obama 2009). Nevertheless, 
it is proving diffi  cult for the Obama administration to 
realize the goal of ‘a more peaceful, stable, and prosper-
ous Africa’ (Carson 2010a).

US policies toward Africa, particularly since the end 
of the Second World War, exemplify many of the themes 
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already discussed throughout this book. American 
 exceptionalism, the foreign relations of a global hegem-
on, Cold War dealings with periphery states, the Amer-
ican post-Cold War search for a new foreign policy 
purpose, the post-9/11 war on terror, and reinvigorating 
American leadership through partnerships and institu-
tions are all themes which have been played out in the 
relationship between the USA and Africa.  Th roughout 
the Cold War, Africa was an ‘active bystander’—on 
the one hand peripheral to the confl ict, and yet on the 
other a stage on which the USA and the Soviet Union 
could play out their global struggle while minimizing 
the risk of nuclear confrontation. In the early post-Cold 

War period, President George H. W. Bush’s New World 
Order meant a change in policy toward Africa as the 
USA went in search of a new mission, yet this quickly 
changed as humanitarian intervention in the Somali 
confl ict led to the loss of American lives. However, 
the early twenty-fi rst century has seen another sharp 
change in policy. Th e events of 9/11, the recognition 
that Africa is ‘a fundamental part of our interconnected 
world’ (Obama 2009), and China’s increasing challenge 
to the USA’s interests in Africa, are all driving a new 
‘forward looking’ American approach to the continent.

Th is chapter proceeds in four stages. Th e fi rst part 
considers US engagement with Africa in historical 
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terms, particularly during the Cold War era of US–
Soviet Union superpower rivalry. Th e second part 
examines the immediate post-Cold War era, in which a 
New World Order—a vision in which the USA and the 
UN could combine to establish freedom and respect 
for all nations—held out the possibility of positive 
US involvement in Africa. Th is section also assesses 
the post-Somalia period when US policy retreated to 
a more realist approach that linked America’s engage-
ment to perceived strategic or national interests. Th e 
last part of the second section outlines the renewal of 
limited US engagement between 1996 and 2001. Th e 
third section considers US Africa policy aft er 9/11. 

Consideration is given to President Bush’s eff orts to 
incorporate Africa into Washington’s global strategic 
network as part of the new war on terror, and the fun-
damentally diff erent approach of the Obama adminis-
tration, which insists that strong institutions in Africa 
are the key to resolving both development and secu-
rity challenges in ‘our interconnected world’ (Obama 
2009). Finally, the concluding section contends that 
while President Obama’s call for political transforma-
tion in Africa is an ambitious long-term policy, its 
sustainability, at least in the near term, will depend on 
indications that the democratization process is deep-
ening on the continent.

USA–Africa relations: history and the Cold War
Despite deep historic linkages between the USA and 
Africa, there is general agreement that US Africa policies 
from the founding of the Republic in 1789 to the present 
have been marked by indiff erence at worst, and neglect 
at best. Africa has very oft en been treated as marginal in 
offi  cial foreign policy-making circles, compared to the 
time and resources allocated to  other regions considered 
to be of greater concern ( Schraeder 1993: 776).

However, as Box 17.1 makes clear, US engagement 
with Africa did inc rease with the onset of the Cold War. 
Th e Cold War broug ht about a fundamental change in 
American foreign policy. In a policy of ‘selective engage-
ment’, Washington essentially treated African countries 
as pawns in a global strategic contest with the Soviet 
Union (Keller 2006: 3–4). Republican and Democratic 
administrations alike supported American allies on the 
African continent and sought to undermine African 
countries that were friendly towards Moscow. Econom-
ic and military assistance was directed to key allies, such 
as President Mobutu Sese Seko of Zaire, the apartheid 
regime in South Africa, and Emperor Haile Selassie 
of Ethiopia, as well as anti-communist rebel organiza-
tions, like Jonas Savimbi’s UNITA in Angola.

But while US engagement in Africa was largely 
defi ned by Cold War competition, developments in 
Africa did play a part in actually shaping Washington’s 
containment policy, aimed at preventing the spread of 
communism. Nowhere was this truer than in the Horn 
of Africa, on the east of the continent, comprising the 
states of Ethiopia, Djibouti, Eritrea, and Somalia. Having 

been displaced in Ethiopia by the Soviet Union, the USA 
(under President Jimmy Carter) was left  as a bystander 
as Moscow launched a massive military intervention to 
determine the outcome of the Ethiopian–Somali war of 
1977–8 (Patman 1990: 204–54). Th at experience helped 
to end the era of superpower détente, a short period in 
which tensions had eased and exemplifi ed by the sign-
ing of the Strategic Arms Limitation treaties (SALT) 
aimed at reducing nuclear arsenal build-ups.

Th e new strategic signifi cance of Africa during the 
Cold War period received some institutional expres-
sion in Washington. In 1958, the State Department 
created a separate Bureau of African Aff airs (Schraeder 
1994: 16). Th en, in 1960, the CIA established its own 
separate  Africa Division within the Deputy Directo-
rate of  Operations (DDO), which had responsibility for 
mounting covert actions throughout the globe. How-
ever, the Defense Department was relatively late among 
the national security bureaucracies in acknowledging 
the importance of Africa. In 1982, the Offi  ce of Inter-
national Security Aff airs (ISA) appointed a Deputy 
Assistant Secretary of Defense to head the newly cre-
ated Offi  ce of African Aff airs (Schraeder 1994: 18). At 
the same time, a number of other executive agencies 
became involved in the making of US Africa policy. 
Th ese included the United States Agency for Inter-
national Development (USAID), the Departments 
of Treasury and Commerce, and the US Information 
Agency (USIA). Sitting on top of this constellation of 
loosely allied organizations was the president.
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Bush’s New World Order and Africa
Th e end of the Cold War in the late 1980s seemed to off er 
an extraordinary opportunity for a policy of positive US 
engagement with Africa. At the beginning of the new 
era, the George H. W. Bush and Bill Clinton adminis-
trations appeared confi dent about constructing a New 
World Order. For many observers, the decisive military 
victory of the US-led coalition in the Persian Gulf War of 
1990–1, during which the coalition successfully repelled 
Iraq’s  invasion of Kuwait, seemed to affi  rm the reality of 

this new order. Th ree elements appeared central to Bush’s 
new vision (Sloan 1991: 21–2). First, the conviction that 
the new order should guarantee security, defend freedom, 
promote democracy, and enforce the rule of law. Second, 
the belief that the key diplomatic and political institution 
for operating and managing the new order was the UN. 
It should be noted that the UN was the forum in which 
international opinion against Saddam Hussein’s invasion 
of Kuwait was mobilized. Th ird, the Bush administra-
tion anticipated an active leadership role for the USA, 
in partnership with the UN, in creating and maintaining 

As in other areas of foreign policy, the president has been the 

dominant infl uence on US policy towards Africa. At least four 

variables have affected presidential interest in Africa:

1. Low level of attention paid to African issues. Although con-

tacts between the USA and Africa have expanded in both 

quantity and quality during the post-Second World War 

period, presidents from Harry Truman to George W. Bush 

traditionally have been the least interested in, and subse-

quently have paid the least amount of attention to, Africa, 

relative to other regions of the world. But the Obama 

administration has attempted to break this pattern by clas-

sifying Africa as a top US foreign policy concern.

2. American assumption of European responsibility for Africa. 

Most presidents (although in varying degrees) traditionally 

have looked upon Africa as a special area of infl uence and 

responsibility of the former European colonial powers. This 

perception has sometimes manifested itself in relatively 

slow American responses to some African confl icts, such 

as Somalia (1988–91), Rwanda (1994), and Sierra Leone 

(1999). Again, President Obama has challenged this trend 

by saying it is high time that Africa took responsibility for 

shaping its own future.

3. East–West dimension of the Africa situation. The Cold War 

dimension was another element that infl uenced presiden-

tial attention to African issues. The threat posed by the 

Soviet Union and its allies to US interests in Africa was of 

concern to presidents from Truman to Bush Sr. Although 

there were variations in the assessment of the Soviet 

threat, all presidents during this period sought to limit 

 Soviet infl uence in Africa.

4. African-based threats to US national security. After 9/11, 

the Bush administration publicly acknowledged that weak 

or failed states in Africa could provide a sanctuary for ter-

rorist groups, like al-Qaeda, that seek to target the USA. 

The Obama administration agreed there was a threat but 

argued such states are not simply African problems—they 

are global security challenges that affect America, Africa, 

and the world.

(Adapted from Schraeder 1994: 12–15)

BOX 17.1: Presidential leadership

 ❑ Historically the USA has had little interest in Africa, despite 

the deep historical linkages shared.

 ❑ During the Cold War US engagement with Africa increased, 

as the USA attempted to stop the spread of Soviet infl uence 

on the African continent, while increasing US infl uence.

 ❑ During the Cold War incidents in Africa also helped to 

shape the USA’s policies towards the Soviet Union.

 ❑ A number of US departments set up divisions focused on 

Africa during the Cold War.

KEY POINTS

The USA and Africa in a post-Cold War world
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this new order. Th e model of the Persian Gulf crisis was 
one of strong US leadership, albeit one underpinned by 
UN-authorized coalition diplomacy.

During the period 1989–92, Africa featured in 
 Washington’s vision of a New World Order. In the area 
of confl ict resolution, the USA, Russia, Portugal, Cuba, 
and South Africa began working together to broker a 
negotiated settlement to the Angolan civil war  (Lawson 
2007: 1). At the same time, the USA and Russia worked 
closely through the UN to bring an end to the civil war 
in Mozambique and facilitate the independence of 
Namibia. Political reform was also emphasized. Aft er 
Mengistu Haile Mariam’s exit from Addis Ababa in May 
1991, Washington played a crucial role in establishing 
transitional arrangements in Ethiopia by backing an 
Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front 
(EPRDF) takeover of the country and endorsing the 
Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF) proposal for 
a UN-supervised referendum to decide the issue of Eri-
trean independence (Dagne 1991: 3). Meanwhile, the 
USA, Britain, and France each announced that future 
foreign aid to Africa would be contingent on democ-
ratization. Between 1990 and 1992, the USA delivered 
on this pledge by cutting off  assistance to long-time 
Cold War allies, like Zaire, Liberia, and the Sudan, 
which resisted political liberalization, and redirecting 
its resources to countries such as South Africa, Ethio-
pia, and Mozambique that were actively engaged in the 
democratization process.

Intervention in Somalia
However, the most visible expression of a new  American 
approach to Africa was the 1992–3 humanitarian 
 intervention in Somalia. In 1992, constant civil war and 
drought had combined to produce a catastrophic fam-
ine killing an estimated 300,000 Somalis. On 3 Decem-
ber 1992, the UN Security Council, in its capacity to 
decide on matters of international peace and security, 
recognizing that the situation in Somalia had become 
‘intolerable’, authorized a US-led Unifi ed Task Force 
(UNITAF) to use ‘all necessary means to establish as 
soon as possible a secure environment for humanitar-
ian relief operations’ (UNSCR 794, 3 December 1992).

Th e intervention was a landmark decision for both 
the UN and the USA. It was the fi rst time the Security 

Council had sanctioned a major enforcement action 
under Chapter VII of the UN Charter, which legally 
binds all members in a theoretically sovereign state. 
For the USA, the off er by an outgoing administration 
of President George H. W. Bush to lead a UN-backed 
force in Somalia was an abrupt departure from previ-
ous American policy. Th e turnaround followed a ‘heat-
ed debate’1 within the US government and President 
Bush’s (belated) recognition in July 1992 that ‘some-
thing must be done’2 about Somalia. In any event, the 
US decision was virtually unprecedented. It was the fi rst 
time in recent memory that the USA explicitly justifi ed 
sending its troops to a foreign country, not to safeguard 
US strategic interests, but to perform a humanitarian 
mission. At the same time, Bush’s decision to intervene 
in Somalia marked a major change in US policy toward 
UN peacekeeping. Th e administration indicated before 
the humanitarian intervention even began that a size-
able portion of US forces deployed in Somalia would 
stay on to serve as full members of the UN peacekeep-
ing force that would replace the US-led coalition. Th us, 
in a clear break from the past, the USA was prepared in 
principle to allow its forces to operate under UN mili-
tary command.

Th e Somali crisis highlighted seven key features of 
the emerging post-Cold War security environment. 
First, weak or failed states—that is states with little to 
no legitimate or functioning government and/or a 
government with little to no control over its territo-
ry—were now the main source of threat and instabil-
ity in the world; second, these new civil confl icts were 
typically characterized by the absence or inadequacy 
of legitimate governance; third, many of the ‘new wars’ 
were driven by issues of identity and oft en involved the 
mobilization of movements along ethnic, tribal, racial, 
and religious lines; fourth, civil confl icts such as Soma-
lia served to stimulate calls for higher standards of 
governance, including the spread of democracy; fi ft h, 
the globalized mass media now had the ability—the 
so-called ‘CNN eff ect’, the ability to use their infl uence 
through raising awareness—to help internationalize 
internal confl icts; sixth, the potential for economic and 
military overspill from intrastate confl icts challenged 
the old sovereign distinction between domestic and 
external policy in the fi eld of security; and fi nally, the 
capacity of the international community to respond to 
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major security  challenges was largely determined by the 
stance of the USA, the sole superpower.

The retreat to ‘the Mogadishu line’
But if Somalia was a paradigm for post-Cold War secu-
rity, the Bush and Clinton administrations struggled to 
come to terms with it. Th e US-led UN operation ran into 
problems almost immediately and ultimately proved to 
be a profound disappointment. Nation building was not 
written into the Unifi ed Task Force’s (UNITAF) man-
date and instead of striving to stabilize Somalia through 
political reform, UNITAF concentrated largely on 
short-term humanitarian needs.

When its successor mission, the United Nations Ope-
ration in Somalia (UNOSOM II), became embroiled 
in major hostilities with the warlord General Aideed’s 
faction, Clinton’s handling of the Somali crisis was sin-
gled out for fi erce criticism by Republicans, like John 
Bolton and Charles Krauthammer, and conservative 
Democrats, such as Senator Robert Byrd. Th ey claimed 
the Clinton administration had abandoned the hard-
headed approach of former President George Bush, 
and taken a multilateralist line that had ‘no conceivable 
connection to the US national interest’ (Bolton 1994: 
56–66). Th ese observers simply did not believe that the 
typical failed or failing state was geostrategically impor-
tant to the USA.

Having warned it would be ‘open season’ on Ameri-
cans all over the world if the USA pulled out of Soma-
lia in the wake of the Black Hawk Down episode on 

3 October 1993, President Clinton nevertheless pro-
ceeded to quickly announce a scheduled withdrawal 
of US troops by March 1994. Th at decision eff ectively 
ended the US–UN experiment with peace enforce-
ment in Somalia and eventually led to the humiliating 
withdrawal of all UN troops from the country in March 
1995 (Patman 2001: 59).

Reeling from the Somali fi asco, President Clinton 
sought to quell domestic unease over US participa-
tion in future UN operations. In May 1994, the Clinton 
administration passed Presidential Decision Direc-
tive (PDD) 25. Th is directive said the USA would only 
participate in UN peacekeeping missions if they were 
in the US national interest. Moreover, PDD 25 listed 
seven factors that American offi  cials would review 
before approving UN operations to be carried out by 
non-Americans. PDD 25 signalled a clear shift  away 
from Bush’s New World Order vision and what Clinton 
called ‘assertive multilateralism’ towards a more unilat-
eral, state-centred approach to international security 
(Lawson 2007: 2).

Th us, in the wake of the unsuccessful US–UN ope-
ration in Somalia, there was a determination in Wash-
ington not to cross ‘the Mogadishu line’ and engage 
in peace operations that had the potential to expand 
into armed nation-building actions containing the 
attendant risk of US casualties. Th e fi rst major test of 
the new policy would be genocide in Rwanda, which 
began to unfold as PDD 25 was released. Reluc-
tant to do anything that might draw the USA in, the 
Clinton  administration blocked the idea of an early 

No other continent has been so consistently ignored by our 

policy-makers, and yet none but Europe has been so con-

tinually connected to important developments in America, 

from the founding of the Republic in the era of the Atlantic 

slave trade to the inauguration of training exercises for the 

new Rapid Development Force.

( Jackson cited in Schraeder 1994)

Africa does not fi t into the national security interest.

(George W. Bush cited in Cameron 2002)

The fi rst concern, of course, would be to make sure that 

Somalia does not become an al-Qaeda safe haven, it doesn’t 

become a place from which terrorists can plot and plan.

(George W. Bush cited in Aljazeera.Net 2006)

I see Africa as a fundamental part of our interconnected 

world, as partners with America on behalf of the future 

we want for all of our children. That partnership must be 

grounded in mutual responsibility and mutual respect.

(Barack Obama, Ghana, 2009)

KEY QUOTES 17.1: Africa and the US national interest
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By the early 1990s a wave of brutal internal confl icts was envel-

oping much of eastern Europe and the developing world. In 

reaction a challenge to state sovereignty soon arose—the 

 responsibility to protect citizens facing brutal oppression, in-

surgency, state failure, and genocide was seen by many as giv-

ing the right to undertake humanitarian interventions in such 

countries. International humanitarian law, scholarly opinions, 

and infl uential leaders all had a role to play. However, this 

concept was not without detractors: many in the developing 

world saw the doctrine of the responsibility to protect as a 

direct threat to their sovereignty, and for this reason the idea 

has never been universally accepted. The obligation to pro-

tect has been applied in US policies toward Africa in a very 

on-again off-again fashion. While Somalia was a humani-

tarian intervention, its consequences led to PDD 25, and in 

the aftermath the Tutsi population of Rwanda suffered geno-

cide. Many other instances across Africa have shown that the 

 responsibility to protect is a doctrine which is accepted but 

not often applied by the developed world (see International 

Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty 2001).

MAJOR DEBATES AND THEIR IMPACT 17.1:  The responsibility to protect?

deployment of UN troops in Rwanda in the Security 
Council (Johnston and Dagne 1997: 191). Requests 
from General Romeo Dallaire, the commander of UN 
forces in Rwanda, to oversee the implementation of 
the Abuja Accords ending the war between the gov-
ernment and the Rwandan Patriot Front, for rein-
forcements to forestall the prospect of genocide were 
declined, and when the genocide duly began all UN 
forces were quickly withdrawn. But while the Clin-
ton administration could use PDD 25 to reject pleas 
for humanitarian intervention, there was the prob-
lem of the obligation to act against genocide under 
the Geneva Conventions, which govern the laws of 
war and the treatment of civilians. Consequently, the 
Clinton administration refused to classify the slaugh-
ter in Rwanda as genocide until events had taken 
their course, and 800,000 people had been killed in 
the most barbaric circumstances. Th e only response 
from the international community to the Rwandan 
genocide was a very late UN-authorized intervention 
by France.

US concerns about confl icts in Africa, and the per-
ceived risk of becoming involved when no American 
national interests were deemed to be stake, had sev-
eral other consequences. PDD 25 called for regional 
organizations to take on more of the peacekeeping 
burden, with UN Security Council endorsement. 
Th is move served to reduce US engagement in Africa, 
where many of the UN peacekeeping missions were 
deployed. Th e USA and the UN were already support-
ing the peacekeeping eff orts of the Economic Com-
munity of West African States (ECOWAS) in Liberia. 

US direct support to the ECOWAS Monitoring Group 
(ECOMOG) between 1991 and 1996 averaged about 
$15 million annually. Th e costs of the operation, 
around $1 billion, were largely shouldered by Nigeria 
(Malan 1999).

Th e period of retreat from Africa also aff ected US 
support for democratization on the continent. While 
the Clinton administration did apply some serious 
pressure on the autocratic regimes in Sudan and Nige-
ria to move towards political reform in 1995, there was 
a tacit recognition in Washington that political liber-
alization was associated with security problems in sev-
eral countries in the mid-1990s. Th ese included the 
Central African Republic, Congo-Brazzaville, Lesotho, 
and most strikingly Rwanda’s neighbour Burundi. In 
July 1996, the democratic government in Burundi was 
overthrown in a military coup which returned former 
president Major Pierre Buyoya to power. But the Clin-
ton administration supported the new military govern-
ment in the expectation that Buyoya would be able to 
establish greater security in the country.

Furthermore, US assistance to Africa continued to 
decline. Th e decline had begun in the late 1980s with 
the virtual elimination of Security Assistance and Eco-
nomic Support Funds to former Cold War allies. In 
1995, the US Congress sought to re organize and sub-
stantially trim the existing US foreign assistance pro-
grammes. Some members of Congress questioned the 
logic of assisting Africa in the post-Cold War era. But 
congressional supporters of African aid opposed the 
restructuring initiative and managed to limit the sever-
ity of the proposed new cuts (Copson 2004).
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The renewal of limited US 
engagement in Africa
A period of renewed but limited US engagement in Africa 
began in the fi rst year of Clinton’s second term of offi  ce. It 
refl ected the gradual recognition that in a globalizing world 
the USA could not aff ord to strictly condition its involve-
ment in Africa according to PDD 25 criteria. Th e lessons 
of Somalia, Rwanda, and Liberia were that the civil wars of 
the 1990s could be major international security problems; 
the USA could not be seen to do nothing in the face of 
such challenges; and the USA could not realistically expect 
 African states to contain instability entirely on their own.

Re-engagement in African security
In its second term, the Clinton administration followed a 
two-pronged approach to Africa that occupied a middle-
ground position somewhere between the narrow confi nes 
of PDD 25 and a broader conception of human security 
that sought to reconcile the security and welfare of the 
individual (including their economic well-being) with 
more traditional security concerns. First, the Clinton 
administration sought to address security threats emanat-
ing from Africa, including confl icts between and within 
states, terrorism, the HIV/AIDS pandemic, traffi  cking 
in drugs, and illicit arms. Confronted with the possibil-
ity that Burundi would follow Rwanda’s descent into civil 
war, the Clinton administration proposed in October 
1996 the establishment of an African Crisis Response 
Force (ACRF) (Howe 2001: 248–51). It was proposed that 
ACRF would consist of a standing force of 5000 African 
troops, trained and equipped by Western countries, which 
would be capable of rapid deployment for UN-authorized 
peacekeeping operations. But the plan received a very cool 
reception from virtually all quarters in Africa. To countries 
like South Africa and Nigeria, ACRF seemed to be a case 
of the Clinton administration seeking to exercise power 
in Africa without accepting responsibility in the process.

Consequently, the ACRF concept was replaced in late 
1996 by the African Crisis Response Initiative (ACRI). 
Th is new initiative was essentially a bilateral training pro-
gramme, which was intended to improve the capabilities 
of African forces participating in peacekeeping. While 
South Africa and Nigeria showed little interest, other 
countries, starting with Malawi, Senegal, and Uganda, 
agreed to accept US training and equipment. However, 

critics charged that ACRI-provided equipment was oft en 
used against internal and external adversaries rather than 
in peacekeeping. During the transition from the Clinton 
to the George W. Bush administration, ACRI evolved into 
the African Contingency Operations Training and Assist-
ance (ACOTA) programme. Th e latter focuses on ‘train-
ing the trainer’, delivering programmes to meet the needs 
of specifi c recipient countries, and training for peace 
 enforcement as well as peacekeeping. Between 1997 and 
2005, the USA spent $121 million to train 10,000 troops 
from Benin, Botswana, Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, 
Mali, Mozambique, and Senegal (Lawson 2007: 4).

Despite these measures, the security threats faced 
by Africa, and the USA in Africa, worsened. In August 
1998, the US embassies in Tanzania and Kenya were 
bombed by al-Qaeda terrorists, killing 253 people. 
Th e al-Qaeda terrorists suspected of involvement 
were believed to have had links with Somalia and the 
Sudan (Rothchild 2006: 250). Furthermore, a bloody 
border dispute between two US allies, Ethiopia and 
Eritrea, erupted in 1998 and killed more than 70,000 
people over the next two years. Th e civil war in Angola 
resumed; and a civil war in the Democratic Republic 
of Congo (DRC) escalated, killing more than one mil-
lion people and eventually involving seven African 
countries supporting the government of the DRC or its 
opponents. Moreover, in 1999, at a time when the Clin-
ton administration endorsed a humanitarian interven-
tion by NATO in Kosovo, Sierra Leone endured a brutal 
civil war involving rebel groups opposed to a demo-
cratically elected government. Eventually, the British, 
not the USA, intervened militarily to re-establish some 
semblance of order in Sierra  Leone (Keller 2006: 7–14).

Re-engagement in poverty,  trade, and health
As Box 17.2 shows, President Clinton’s administration 
was crucial in bringing the AIDS pandemic in to the glo-
bal political arena. However President Clinton’s policies 
in re gard to the socio-economic plight of the African 
continent went beyond this. Th e Clinton administration 
sought to accelerate Africa’s integration into the global 
economy. A key political initiative in this area was the 
Africa Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA). Th is was 
passed in 2000 despite opposition from domestic constit-
uencies in the USA that feared increased textile exports 
from Africa. AGOA provided $500 million in support of 
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economic development to African countries embracing 
free market principles, the rule of law, and political plural-
ism. It also provided preferential access to the US market 
for African countries deemed eligible. Both Presidents 
Clinton and Bush designated most African countries as 
AGOA eligible. As a policy instrument, AGOA was the 
embodiment of the ‘trade not aid’ rhetoric of the mid- to 
late 1990s in which American and African leaders, such 
as Yoweri Museveni of Uganda, agreed that enhanced 
access to the American market would prove more eff ec-
tive in facilitating economic growth and development in 
Africa than decades of foreign assistance.

While the Offi  ce of the US Trade Representative 
hailed the success of AGOA aft er its implementation, 
critics charged there was little cause for celebration. Th e 
provisions of AGOA included numerous protections for 
American producers who might be harmed by compe-
tition from Africa. At the same time, oil exports have 
always accounted for the majority of African exports 
to the USA. Although the USA has a clear interest in 
increasing its international market share in African oil 
exports, the oil sector by itself is unlikely to stimulate 
more broad-based economic growth and development 
in Africa, especially when non-oil African exporters 
fi nd it so hard to break into the American market. In 
other words, critics argue that AGOA served more than 
anything as a vehicle for the USA to consolidate its own 
strategic interests around Nigeria and South Africa, two 
of the bigger economic players in Africa, and, to a lesser 
degree, mineral-rich countries like Angola, Uganda, and 
the Sudan (Cheru 2006: 219–22). To a degree, the num-
bers back up such claims. Records show a remarkable 
rise in US imports of products from four African nations 
in particular since the implementation of AGOA, with 
only slight changes for the remainder of the conti-
nent. Th e total value of imports from Nigeria, Algeria, 
Angola, and South Africa almost tripled between 2000 
and 2006. For Algeria alone imports increased almost 
sixfold, while Nigerian imports make up well over one-
third of all US imports from Africa as of 2006 (source: 
US Department of Trade and Commerce).

Re-engagement on an offi cial level
Another sign of renewed American interest was the 
fl urry of visits to Africa by high-level offi  cials from 
Washington. President Clinton spent two weeks in 

Africa in August 1998, Madeleine Albright, the Secre-
tary of State, visited the continent three times between 
1997 and 2000, Richard Holbrooke visited the conti-
nent in December 2000 in his capacity as US Ambas-
sador to the UN, and Colin Powell, the Secretary of 
State for the fi rst George W. Bush administration, 
paid an offi  cial visit to Africa within fi ve months of 
assuming his new position in January 2001. To some 
extent, the increased political engagement with Africa 
refl ected the lobbying eff orts of the congressional Black 
Caucus and other African-American groups. Indeed, 
Clinton took several members of the Caucus with him 
on his 1998 trip to Africa when he made a major eff ort 
to build bridges with the continent (Cameron 2002: 
170). He was the fi rst US president to publicly admit 
that ‘the United States has not always done the right 
thing by Africa’, and in a brief visit to Rwanda, Clin-
ton apologized for American inaction during the 1994 
massacres, implying that US military power could be 
deployed to prevent future genocides (Schabas 1999: 
6–7). It should be added that the Clinton administra-
tion had fi rmly supported the establishment of a UN 
tribunal charged with the indictment and prosecution 
of individuals accused of crimes against humanity and 
genocide in Rwanda.

Despite the increased US involvement in Africa, 
there was little sign that President George W. Bush 
would carry on where the Clinton administration 
left off. US national interests were central to Clin-
ton’s policies in Africa after the Somali fiasco, but 
he demonstrated, particularly in his second admin-
istration, a certain flexibility to balance US needs 
and objectives with an African environment that 
had been profoundly changed by the end of the Cold 
War. But while Bush appointed African-Americans 
as his main foreign policy advisers, he did not seem 
to see Africa as a priority for US foreign policy. 
 Initially, President George W. Bush strongly rejected 
the notion of ‘nation building’, embraced the tradi-
tional view that security was fundamentally deter-
mined by the military means of sovereign states, and 
advocated ‘a distinctly American internationalism’. 
In 2001, the US Congress authorized $1.6 billion in 
aid to Africa which, as Fraser Cameron points out, 
was less than Americans spend each day on health 
care (Cameron 2002: 170).



306 Robert G. Patman

Presidents Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack Obama 

have all taken a proactive role in combating HIV/AIDS, 

a disease which has decimated the African continent. 

According to a report produced by the National Intelli-

gence Council (NIC) in 2000, sub-Saharan Africa accounted 

for four-fi fths of the 22 million deaths from AIDS since the 

beginning of the epidemic around 1980. The report added 

that AIDS was devastating African countries, depriving 

them of the educated and skilled individuals required to 

build democratic governments, professional militaries, and 

free market economies.

The Clinton administration was instrumental in moving 

the HIV/AIDS pandemic onto the international agenda. AIDS 

in Africa was the focus of the US presidency of the UN  Security 

Council in January 2000. Vice-President Gore emphasized 

that ‘AIDS is not just a humanitarian crisis. It is a security cri-

sis—because it threatens not just individual citizens, but the 

very institutions that defi ne and defend the character of a 

society’ (Al Gore in Cameron 2002: 168). Before Clinton left 

offi ce, he signed the Global AIDS and Tuberculosis Relief Act.

President Bush announced in September 2001 a $200 mil-

lion contribution to the UN AIDS campaign and committed 

the USA to an active role in fi ghting the disease (Cameron 

2002: 168–9). Prior to his 2003 visit to Africa, Bush announced 

the President’s Emergency Plan For AIDS Relief (PEPFAR) a 

commitment of $15 billion over fi ve years to fi ght this disease. 

Then, in May 2007, Bush requested a doubling of funding to 

fi ght AIDS, with up to an extra $30 billion being invested over 

the next fi ve years (Offi ce of the US Global AIDS Coordina-

tor 2007). The Obama administration has built on the efforts 

of the Bush team by pledging in 2009 $63 billion over six 

years to continue PEPFAR and combating other public health 

challenges in Africa such as malaria, TB, and polio. Accord-

ing to President Obama, America is ‘is called to act by our 

conscience but also by our common interest’ (Obama 2009) 

in halting the spread of disease in an interconnected world.

BOX 17.2: Presidential initiatives on HIV/AIDS

 ❑ The end of the Cold War gave rise to the opportunity to 

drastically reassess US policy toward Africa.

 ❑ At the beginning of the 1990s President George H. W. Bush 

envisioned a New World Order, in which the UN (with 

strong leadership by the USA) would take a more proactive 

role, particularly in confl ict resolution and peacekeeping.

 ❑ This New World Order came to a dramatic halt after the 

USA’s disastrous intervention in Somalia, and President 

Clinton’s issuing of PDD 25.

 ❑ By President Clinton’s second term (1996–2000) the USA 

began to re-engage with Africa as it became clear that 

failing states were a threat to international security. Dur-

ing this time a series of training programmes for African 

troops was undertaken by the USA, and the AGOA Act was 

implemented in the hope of integrating Africa into the 

world economy.

KEY POINTS

The USA and Africa after 9/11

From Bush’s war on terror to 
Obama’s democratization push
Aft er the terrorist attacks of 9/11 the Bush administra-
tion revised its approach towards Africa and acknowl-
edged that the continent was a major strategic concern 
for the USA in the war on terror, in which the USA 

and its allies sought to reduce the ability of terrorist 
organizations to function and carry out terrorist activi-
ties. Previous opposition to nation building was quietly 
 de-emphasized as the Bush administration now recog-
nized that weak or failing states could be a security threat 
to the USA. Such societies were perceived as poten-
tial safe havens for terrorist groups to plan, prepare, 
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and launch attacks against Western targets. Th e 2002 
National Security Strategy (NSS) asserted that ‘America 
is now threatened less by conquering states than we are 
by falling ones’ (Bush 2002: 1–31). Africa was seen as 
a prime target for terrorist organizations. According to 
a Pentagon offi  cial forty out of forty-eight countries in 
sub-Saharan Africa were not in control of their borders 
and could harbour terrorists (Malan 2002). Th e belief 
that Africa is susceptible to terrorist penetration also 
brought a new but narrowly based recognition that pov-
erty and injustice could play a part in this situation.

With respect to the perceived threat of international 
terrorism in Africa, there were two main Bush policy 
initiatives: the deployment of the Combined Joint Task 
Force-Horn of Africa (CJTF-HOA) in December 2002, 
and the Pan-Sahel Initiative/Trans-Sahel Counter-Ter-
rorism Initiative, which also began in late 2002. CJTF-
HOA, staff ed by about 1500 US troops in Djibouti, had 
the mission of ‘detecting, disrupting and ultimately 
defeating transnational terrorist groups operating in 
the region—denying safe havens, external support and 
material assistance for transnational terrorism in the 
region’ (US Central Command in Lawson 2007: 7). Th e 
Pan-Sahel Initiative (PSI) was a more indirect eff ort to 
boost the border defence capabilities of countries to the 
west of the Horn: Chad, Niger, Mali, and Mauritania.

Beyond this specifi c counter-terrorism strategy, the 
2006 National Security Strategy envisaged, amongst 
other things, ‘focused attention’ to anchor states like 
South Africa, Nigeria, Kenya, and Ethiopia to bolster 
Africa’s resistance to transnational threats. But this 
approach proved problematic in practice. In December 
2006, for example, the Bush administration backed the 
expansion of an Ethiopian troop presence in stateless 
Somalia to oust the Islamic Courts Union (ICU) and 
its militias from the capital, Mogadishu. Instead of 
buttressing the weak but internationally recognized 
Transitional Federal Government (TFG), the Ethio-
pian presence and US air strikes against al Qaeda tar-
gets sparked national outrage and enabled Eritrea—a 
foe of Ethiopia’s since their border war of 1998-2000—
to arm and co-ordinate an insurgency that quickly 
spread in 2007 to the relatively peaceful north-east 
of Somalia and generally boosted the position of al- 
Qaeda and other foreign Islamist militants in the country 
(Patman 2007).

Barack Obama had campaigned against George W. 
Bush’s ideas and approach to national security, and his 
election victory in November 2008 brought a more inte-
grated US approach towards Africa. Th is shift  refl ected 
Obama’s personal connection with the continent and 
also his conviction that in the twenty-fi rst century the 
world will be shaped by what happens in Africa as well 
as what happens in Moscow, Beijing, or Washington. 
In specifi c terms, the Obama administration jettisoned 
Bush’s war on terror and Islamic terrorism rhetoric, 
but fully accepted the gravity of the danger presented 
by failed states in Africa and elsewhere. Obama’s 2010 
National Security Strategy stated that, amongst other 
things, ‘failing states breed confl ict and endanger 
regional and global security’ (Th e White House, 2010, 
pp. 8–13). And it was the policy response to this chal-
lenge that basically diff erentiated the Africa policy of 
the Obama administration.

According to President Obama, American policy in 
Africa is now based on a simple truth: ‘Governments 
that respect, that govern by consent and not coercion, are 
more prosperous, they are more stable, and more suc-
cessful than governments that do not’ (Obama 2009). 
In a blunt speech to Ghana’s parliament, Obama said 
democracy is the key to Africa’s renaissance: ‘Th at is the 
ingredient which has been missing in far too many places, 
for far too long. Th at’s the change that can unlock Afri-
ca’s potential. And that is a responsibility that can only 
be met by Africans.’ (Obama 2009). In other words, US 
policy must address the causes of state failure in Africa—
authoritarian and unrepresentative government—as well 
as its symptoms—genocide and terrorism. Ultimately, 
then, the Obama team believes that if Africa gets the poli-
tics right, stability and development will follow. On this 
view, ‘it will be vibrant democracies like Botswana and 
Ghana which roll back the causes of confl ict and advance 
the frontiers of peace and prosperity’ (Obama 2009)

Certainly, the Obama team seems prepared for a 
higher level of engagement with Africa than previously. 
Besides the president himself, the administration has a 
number of players with African experience or expertise. 
Th ese include Johnnie Carson, the Assistant Secretary 
of State for Africa, Susan Rice, the Ambassador to the 
UN and formerly Bill Clinton’s Assistant Secretary of 
State for Africa, and Gayle Smith and Michelle Gavin 
at the National Security Council (Dowden 2009). At 
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the same time, the Obama administration has active-
ly pursued its diplomatic vision of ‘partnership’ with 
Africa. In July 2009 President Obama visited Ghana, in 
September 2009 Obama hosted a lunch for 26 African 
heads of state at the UN General Assembly, during 2009 
and 2010 Obama met in the US with President Ellen 
Johnson-Sirleaf of Liberia, President Kikwete of Tan-
zania, President Khama of Botswana, Prime Minister 
Morgan Tsvangarai of Zimbabwe, President Goodluck 
Jonathan of Nigeria, and President Zuma of South Afri-
ca. In addition, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton vis-

ited Kenya, Angola, South Africa, Democratic Republic 
of Congo, Nigeria, Liberia, and Cape Verde in August 
2009, Vice-President Joe Biden visited Kenya and South 
Africa in June 2010, the US Ambassador to the UN, 
Susan Rice, visited Liberia and Rwanda in June 2009, 
Deputy Secretary of State Jack Lew spent time in Ethio-
pia and Tanzania in June 2009 and Mali and Nigeria in 
May 2009, and Under Secretary of State for Democracy 
and Global Aff airs Maria Otero headed the US delega-
tion to the African Union Summit in Addis Ababa in 
January 2010 (Carson 2010a).

Case study: Sudan’s civil war and Obama’s 
peace diplomacy

Th e Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) encom-
passed a set of agreements signed by the Sudan Peo-
ple’s Liberation (SPLM) and the government of Sudan 
in January 2005. Pushed largely by the George W. Bush 
administration, the CPA was intended to end the sec-
ond North–South civil war in Sudan that had lasted for 
over two decades and cost about two million lives. It 
also envisaged the establishment of democratic govern-
ance countryside and a timetable by which South Sudan 
would have a referendum on whether it should be inde-
pendent or remain united with the North (Christian 
Science Monitor 2011).

But the process of implementing the CPA soon ran 
into problems. On 11 October 2007, the SPLM withdrew 
from the government of national unity, accusing the cen-
tral government led by President Omar al-Bashir of vio-
lating the terms of the CPA. Th e continuing violence in 
the western region of Darfur, where an estimated 300,000 
people died aft er non-Arabs rebels rose up in 2003 
against Sudan’s government, helped to fuel suspicions 
on both sides. While the SPLM agreed to rejoin the gov-
ernment on 13 December 2007, following an agreement 
for a census—vital for the planned referendum—and 
the withdrawal of remaining northern Sudanese troops 
from the south, the CPA still looked fragile when the new 
Obama administration took offi  ce in January 2009.

In an eff ort to boost the implementation of the 
CPA, President Obama invested signifi cant ‘diplomatic 

 capital’ in Sudan. He quickly appointed General Scott 
Gration as Special Presidential Envoy for Sudan. Gra-
tion soon established a reputation as a determined 
‘hands on’ operator who helped applied US pressure on 
both Khartoum and the south Sudan leadership to fi nish 
preparations for the January 2011 referendum  (Reuters 
2011) At times, Gration’s methods, which included 
incentives to Khartoum such as a promise aft er the ref-
erendum to begin work to remove Sudan from the US 
list of state sponsors of terrorism, caused strains with 
other Obama administration offi  cials. At the same time, 
the US added ten new offi  cers to the US Consulate in 
Juba, including veteran diplomat Princeton Lyman, to 
help keep the referendum on track. In addition, Vice-
President Joe Biden, during a one-week visit to Africa 
in June 2010, discussed Sudan with President Mubarak, 
had an extended meeting with Th abo Mbeki, the AU’s 
point person on Sudan, and conferred in Kenya with 
Salva Kiir, the President of the Government of South 
Sudan and other Sudanese leaders (Carson 2010b). 
Moreover, in December 2010, Obama called Salva Kiir 
by telephone off ering strong support for the referen-
dum and frequently mentioned the referendum in con-
versations with the Presidents of Russia and China, two 
countries which could wield infl uence over President 
al-Bashir’s government (Pace 2011).

In January 2011, South Sudan voted overwhelmingly 
to secede from Sudan and form Africa’s newest country. 
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President Obama hailed the outcome as ‘inspiring’ and 
said the US would formally recognize South Sudan’s 
independence in July. Millions of voters, Obama said, 
had decided ‘their own future’ and marked ‘another 
step forward in Africa’s long journey toward justice and 
democracy’ (Christian Science Monitor 2011).

Confl ict resolution, aid, and trade
Regarding US support for confl ict resolution in Africa, 
the response of the Bush administration to the Libe-
rian crisis in 2003 and to what it called ‘genocide’ in 
Darfur, Sudan, in 2004 could be described as cautious. 
According to Latitia Lawson, these two cases indicate 
‘some recovery from the Somalia Syndrome, but also 
[demonstrate] its continuing infl uence’ (Lawson 2007: 
5). In the case of Liberia, the Bush administration came 
under heavy pressure internationally to intervene as 
rebel forces began surrounding Monrovia in sum-
mer 2003. Th e Bush administration eventually agreed 
to send a peacekeeping force but only aft er President 
Charles Taylor resigned and left  the country. Despite 
the historical connection between the USA and Libe-
ria, the Bush administration only committed a small 
number of US peacekeepers and then only briefl y. 
However, it did provide monetary and other forms of 
support for Nigeria to take a lead peacekeeping role, 
which refl ected the administration’s commitment to 
assisting African states in leading regional peacekeep-
ing endeavours. Th e crisis in Darfur began in 2003 with 
a local uprising against what many in the province felt 
were biased policies and neglect by the government in 
Khartoum. Consequently ‘Arab’ janjaweed militia forc-
es began methodically evicting ‘African’ farmers from 
their land, with widespread reports of killing, raping, 
and the burning of villages. Within a year, Secretary of 
State Colin Powell went to Sudan to investigate the situ-
ation and declared upon his return that genocide had 
indeed occurred in Darfur. But as a contracting party 
to the Geneva Conventions, US action was largely con-
fi ned to demanding a full UN investigation into Darfur 
and providing diplomatic and fi nancial support for the 
African Union to facilitate a negotiated settlement to 
the confl ict  (Lawson 2007: 5).

In contrast, the Obama administration appears com-
mitted to working with African states and the interna-

tional community to address confl icts on the continent. 
President Obama has frankly acknowledged that for 
many Africans ‘confl ict is a part of life’ and this is ‘a 
millstone around Africa’s neck’ (Obama 2009). But the 
administration said America ‘must stand up to inhu-
manity in our midst [in Africa]’, and would use diplo-
macy, technical assistance, and logistical support to 
do so. Th ese eff orts have been evident in a number of 
hot-spots. Th e case study above indicates the Obama 
administration is following a step-by-step approach in 
Sudan where resolving the north–south confl ict is seen 
as a necessary prelude to tackling the ongoing violent 
struggle in Darfur. In the DRC, former Congressman 
Howard Wolpe is spearheading diplomatic actions to 
bring peace to the Eastern Congo and end the extreme 
violence against women (Carson 2010b). Th ese con-
cerns were further highlighted when Secretary of State 
Clinton, following a visit to the DRC in August 2009, 
announced new funding of $17 million to combat  gen-
der and sexual violence in the country (Clinton 2009). 
Meanwhile, the Obama administratio n has supported 
regional initiatives such  as the Djibouti peace process 
to mitigate Somalia’s protracted politic al and humani-
tarian crisis and provided more than $150 mil lion in 
humanitarian aid to Somalia in 2009. More recently, 
some White House offi  cials saw President Obama’s 
pressure on Ivory Coast President Laurent Gbagho to 
stand down aft er he refused to concede defeat in an 
independently monitored election in November 2010 
as a model for Obama’s growing engagement in Africa. 
While such involvement could be seen as interference 
in the internal aff airs of African states, President Obama 
clearly believes he can do something no previous presi-
dent could do—speak candidly to African leaders with-
out fear of provoking accusations of neo-colonialism or 
racism (Dowden 2009).

With respect to aid, diff erences between the two 
administrations are also evident. Th e Bush adminis-
tration launched the Millennium Challenge Account 
(MCA) initiative in 2003. It called for economic and 
political reforms in developing countries as a precondi-
tion for new additional aid. Th e USA pledged to increase 
its core development assistance by 50 per cent over the 
next three years, resulting in a projected annual increase 
of $5 billion by 2006 (Th e White House 2002). While the 
Millennium initiative represents a step in the direction of 
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recognizing the link between poverty, weak governance, 
and terrorism, it was slow to actually begin commit-
ting funds and to date falls far short of what is required. 
By the end of 2008, 25 countries were eligible for MCA 
funding, of which 19 were African, and the MCA had 
actually signed agreements with eight African countries 
(Lesotho, Mali, Mozambique, Tanzania, Madagascar, 
Cape Verde, Benin, and Ghana). Th ese fi gures suggested 
the scope of the MCA initiative in Africa is limited by 
political conditions defi ned by Washington (Carmody 
2005: 97–120).

Th e Obama administration said it ‘can and should do 
more’ to tackle Africa’s poverty and relative isolation in 
the global economy. But any commitment, Obama said, 
must be greater than annual infusions of foreign aid. It 
must be based on partnership, not patronage, and help 
Africa build the capacity on the ground for transforma-
tion so that such aid will not be needed in the future 
(Obama 2009). In 2009, the Obama administration 
announced a new $3.5 billion food security initiative, 
Feed the Future, which will assist 12 African countries 
that are engaged in modernizing their agricultural sec-
tors. Th is initiative will supply new methods and tech-
nologies to African farmers, rather than simply sending 
American producers or goods to Africa, and is intended 
to help stimulate ‘a Green Revolution in African agri-
culture’ (Carson 2010b) and encourage greater regional 
integration on the continent. In 2010, the US became 
the fi rst nation to accredit an ambassador to the new 
East Africa Community. At the same time, the Obama 
team built on the aid initiative of the previous adminis-
tration by concluding MCA compacts with three more 
African countries, Burkina Faso, Namibia, and Senegal 
(Millennium Challenge Account 2010).

Furthermore, the Obama administration made it 
clear that Africa needed more trade and investment. 
Th at meant America should do more to open its mar-
ket to goods and services from Africa, but it also meant 
that African governments should curb corruption, 
enforce the rule of law, and deliver results for their peo-
ple. In the words of Secretary Clinton: ‘Th is is not just 
good governance—it’s also about good business.’(Rice 
2009). In particular, the Obama administration wants 
African countries to maximize the opportunities cre-
ated by AGOA, a trade preference programme that was 
intended to boost both the volume and diversity of US 

trade with sub-Saharan Africa. Certainly, US–African 
trade turnover has steadily increased since 2001, the 
fi rst full year of AGOA implementation. In the last 
year of the Bush administration in 2008, trade turnover 
between the US and Africa was $151.8 billion. However, 
two-way trade actually fell during the fi rst two years of 
the Obama administration. In 2010, US–African trade 
turnover stood at $113.2 billion (US Census Bureau 
2011). Much of this trade was in energy, textiles, and 
transportation equipment.

So why has Obama’s new partnership with Africa 
been so disappointing in terms of trade? First, the 
US economy has severely aff ected by the worst eco-
nomic recession since the 1930s and this has impacted 
on trade relations with Africa. Given this harsh eco-
nomic environment, there has been little incentive for 
the Obama team to reduce or dismantle subsidies for 
US agriculture that distort prices for African farmers. 
Cotton subsidies, for example, lower the international 
price, impoverishing cotton-growing countries such 
as Benin, the Ivory Coast, and Mali (Pace 2011). Sec-
ond, Obama’s approach is ambitious and cannot be 
expected to generate immediate economic results. Th e 
fact that two-thirds of sub-Saharan African nations 
in 2009 implemented reforms to improve their busi-
ness environments suggests there may be grounds to 
anticipate an upturn in US–African trade turnover in 
late 2011 or 2012. Th ird, and perhaps most important-
ly, the African policy of both the Obama administra-
tion and the Bush administration has been shaped by 
internal and external constraints that do not always 
sit comfortably with American expectations of the 
continent.

One is America’s increasing dependence on Afri-
can oil. In August 2001, the Assistant Secretary of 
State for African Aff airs, Walter Kansteiner, declared 
that African oil ‘has become a national strategic inter-
est’ (Kansteiner in Lawson 2007: 8). African oil cur-
rently accounts for 18 per cent of US imported oil 
and major new American investments are evident in 
Nigeria, Angola, São Tomé, and Equatorial Africa. 
Within a decade, African oil is expected to climb to 
about 25 per cent of US oil imports (Keller 2006: 8). 
Nigeria is currently the fi ft h largest crude-oil exporter 
to the USA; Angola is eighth. Because of the oil impera-
tive, the US imports from Africa have massively and 
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 consistently exceeded the level of American exports to 
the continent.

In addition, US diplomacy has been increasingly chal-
lenged by China’s growing economic (and thus political) 
engagement of Africa since the turn of the century. Chi-
na’s overall trade with Africa doubled from 2002 to 2003, 
and then doubled again between 2003 and 2005. Th is 
400 per cent growth in three years comes atop a 700 per 
cent growth in the decade of the 1990s, and there is no 
end in sight. China is now Africa’s second largest trad-
ing partner, behind the USA and ahead of former colo-
nial power Britain. Chinese foreign direct investment in 
Africa has grown equally dramatically from about $50 
million annually between the mid-1990s and 2002, to 
$100 million in 2003, and $430 million in 2004 (Saun-
ders 2006: 38–54). Th is budding economic relationship 

is supported by the China–Africa Cooperation Forum, 
established by China in 2000 to bring Chinese and 
African leaders together every three years, much as the 
France–Africa summit had done throughout the post-
colonial period. In stark contrast to the USA’s approach 
to Africa, China maintains a policy of strict non-inter-
ference in the internal aff airs of its African partners, and 
seeks mutually benefi cial engagement, not good gov-
ernance. Th us Chinese involvement in Africa threatens 
to substantially reduce the leverage of the USA and its 
Western allies, and perhaps undermine the political and 
economic reform agenda advanced, in particular, by the 
Obama administration. In 2009, for example, during the 
2009 climate summit in Copenhagen the White House 
was caught off  guard when several African countries 
voted with China and not the US.

 ❑ After 9/11 the Bush administration revised its policies 

toward Africa, with the recognition that weak or fail-

ing states could be potential safe havens for terrorist 

organizations.

 ❑ This revision of policy led to two main security initiatives: 

GJTF-HOA and PSI.

 ❑ Obama campaigned against Bush’s approach to national 

security and his election signifi cantly expanded US policy 

parameters in Africa.

 ❑ The central focus of the Obama agenda in Africa is the pro-

motion of good governance and democratic institutions.

 ❑ The Obama vision of a US–Africa partnership is potentially 

complicated by America’s growing dependence on  African 

oil and growing Chinese infl uence on the continent.

KEY POINTS

Conclusion

While Africa has generally been on the periphery of 
the USA’s foreign policy agenda, the events of 9/11 and 
the advent of the Obama administration combined to 
signifi cantly enhance the profi le of Africa in American 
diplomacy. Aft er the attacks on the twin towers, the 
Bush administration recognized that Africa was part of 
the battleground for its global war on terror. Amongst 
other things, the Bush administration established a 
new military base in Djibouti and bolstered the mili-
tary capabilities of some state and non-state actors on 
the African continent. It was a selective form of strate-
gic engagement that included moral concerns, such as 

poverty relief or resisting the African AIDS pandemic, 
providing they served US national security interests 
defi ned in terms of the global war on terror. Th us, the 
Bush leadership sought to engage in Africa aft er 9/11 
largely on its own terms. It showed little inclination to 
acknowledge that in Africa many people faced multi-
ple interlinked threats that included hunger, corrup-
tion, lawlessness, disease, and war, as well as terrorism.

Since coming to offi  ce in 2009, the Obama adminis-
tration has gone much further than the Bush adminis-
tration in the realignment of US Africa policy. Africa 
is said to be an essential part of an interconnected 
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world and President Obama has called for a new 
partnership that is based on ‘mutual responsibility’ 
(Obama 2009). Th is approach has elevated Africa as 
a US foreign policy concern, but also raised the bar 
in how US policy  success is defi ned in Africa. Th e 
Obama administration’s call for political transforma-
tion in Africa is many ways overdue and sensible, but 
it has raised hopes that have yet to be fulfi lled. On 
one hand, the Obama agenda in Africa has to com-
pete with other pressing US foreign policy concerns 
such as winding down the Iraq war, fi ghting the Tali-
ban in Afghanistan, managing relations with China, 
and resetting relations with Russia. And even if Presi-
dent Obama can give Africa the attention which it 
deserves, immense problems on the continent such 
as intra-state confl icts, widespread poverty, various 
health pandemics, and the continent’s vulnerability to 

external pressures will not be quickly resolved by the 
spread of democracy. On the other hand, despite the 
diffi  culties, the Obama strategy in Africa holds some 
real promise. Given that there are no easy alternative 
policy options for the White House in Africa, Presi-
dent Obama’s focus on political reform on the con-
tinent sits comfortably with the values of America’s 
democratic system at home, and a rapidly globalizing 
world that is challenging the legitimacy of authori-
tarian regimes in the twenty-fi rst century. Moreover, 
Obama’s personal connection with Africa means he 
is well placed to deliver the ‘tough love’ that the con-
tinent arguably needs. In 2011, there are expected to 
be 30 elections across Africa, and this will give the 
Obama administration a fresh chance to reiterate its 
central message that partnership with the US requires 
that these elections be fair, free, and credible.

While Presidents Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack 

Obama have taken measures to combat HIV/AIDS, and inte-

grate Africa into the world economy, a number of contro-

versies and stumbling blocks remain.

Today drug cocktails are available, which if taken appropri-

ately can transform HIV/AIDS from a virtual death sentence 

into a chronic disease—in the developed world HIV patients’ 

lifespans have improved exponentially. However, these drugs 

are still costly; in 2002 the average cost of annual treatment in 

the USA was $14,000–$34,000 per patient depending on the 

stage of the disease (CNN.com 2002), which is wholly unaf-

fordable for the majority of regions where HIV/AIDS is most 

prevalent, particularly the least  developing countries. Phar-

maceutical companies, many based in the USA, are resistant 

to signifi cant price reductions in developing countries, given 

the high cost of research and development. Nevertheless, a 

loophole in international trade law has allowed an industry of 

generic anti-retroviral drugs to spring up and developing coun-

tries have access to these treatments at far lower prices, around 

$300 per year. Despite this, for the majority of Africans treat-

ment is still too expensive. Sub-Saharan Africa is more heavily 

affected by HIV and AIDS than any other region of the world. 

An estimated 22.5 million people are living with HIV in the 

region—around two-thirds of the global total. In 2009 around 

1.3 million people died from AIDS in sub-Saharan Africa and 

1.8 million people became infected with HIV (AVERT 2011). 

At the same time US trade policy has been heavily criti-

cized in regard to access and fairness for developing coun-

tries. Despite steps forward such as AGOA, protectionist 

policies remain and developing nations fi nd it impossible to 

compete and gain access to US markets for many of their pri-

mary products. Without a dramatic transformation in US and 

EU trade policies, and a successful end to the current Doha 

round of trade negotiations on trade liberalization, develop-

ing countries in Africa will have little chance of improving 

their economic situation through trade.

Finally, the question of humanitarian interventions by 

the USA in Africa n confl icts has been highly controversial. 

The cases of Somalia and Rwanda  exemplify this. Major 

debates and their impact 17.1 outlines some of the issues 

at stake, but a numbe r of questions remain: (1) Should the 

USA intervene to protect the lives of civilians in other coun-

tries when it is not deemed to be in ‘the national interest’? 

(2) Do the USA and the international community have the 

right to intervene against the wishes of the government of 

a sovereign state in order to protect the lives of civilians? 

(3) Should the USA intervene without the authorization of 

the UN Security Council?

CONTROVERSIES 17.1: Trade, pharmaceuticals, and humanitarian interventions
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 ❑ While 9/11 led to a change in US Africa policy, the Bush 

administration largely viewed Africa as a new battle-

ground in the global war on terror.

 ❑ In the post 9/11 period it became evident there was a gulf 

between the Bush team’s national security concerns in 

Africa and an environment in which many Africans faced 

multiple interlinked threats.

 ❑ Despite diffi culties, Obama’s ‘tough love’ approach 

towards Africa—elevating Africa as a foreign policy con-

cern while demanding more democratization there—

looks promising and owes a lot to President Obama’s fam-

ily connection with Africa.

KEY POINTS

Questions

 1. Why was Africa important during the Cold War?

 2. How did Africa shape the course of the Cold War? What particular incidents were important in this?

 3. How did US policies toward Africa change in the immediate aftermath of the Cold War?

 4.  What were the implications of the Somali intervention for US policy towards Africa and its foreign policy more 

generally?

 5.  How did the USA re-engage with Africa in the mid- to late 1990s? Give specifi c examples. Do you think it was 

successful in its efforts?

 6. Why did the events of 9/11 change President Bush’s attitude toward Africa, and how was this manifested?

 7.  What were some of the defi ciencies in policies under Presidents Clinton and George W. Bush to reduce poverty 

through the mechanisms of trade and aid?

 8. Do you agree with President Obama’s view that ‘Africa doesn’t need strongmen, it needs strong institutions’?

 9.  What does the outcome of the 2011 referendum in Sudan tell us about the Obama administration’s approach 

to confl ict resolution in Africa?

 10.  Will the Obama administration’s focus on good governance in Africa diminish or enhance the Chinese 

challenge to American interests on the continent?
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For a century the United States has had the largest econ-
omy in the world and since 1945 it has also possessed 
the most powerful state, a status enhanced since the col-
lapse of the Soviet bloc. It has thus been in a position to 
shape the structures of the world economy to a greater 
degree than any other power. Th is chapter is designed to 
introduce you to some of the central debates on how we 
should understand the eff orts of the American state to 
reshape international economic relations since the 1940s.

We begin by exploring debates on the sources and 
mechanisms of American policy on the world econ-
omy. We then turn to debates about the substance of 
American efforts to shape the world economy. And 
we will conclude with a brief assess ment of cur-
rent debates about how successful American efforts 
in this field have been from the angle of sustaining 
American economic strength within international 
capitalism.1

Introduction
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Despite continual executive eff orts to assert institution-
alized control over American external economic pol-
icy since 1945, the Congress retains an  extraordinary 
degree of power over the conduct of this aspect of 
American foreign policy. In comparison with other leg-
islatures, the Congress is supremely well equipped for 
defending specifi c domestic interests in this fi eld. Its 
members are acutely sensitive to the business interests 
of their constituencies and Congress possesses not only 
constitutional blocking power in this area but also an 
extraordinary degree of legislative initiative. So groups 
within it have repeatedly mounted campaigns in this 
fi eld and especially in trade policy at odds with offi  cial 
opinion in the executive.

All matters pertaining to America’s external com-
mercial relations fall squarely within the jurisdiction 
of Congress. Since the Reciprocal Trade Act of 1934, 
presidents have repeatedly won negotiating author-
ity from Congress on trade matters, but always only 
on temporary bases (Pastor 1980). And congressional 
pressure ensured that from the early 1960s onwards, 
trade policy was taken out of the hands of the State 
Department and placed in those of two agencies much 
more directly sensitive to congressional (and domes-
tic business) infl uence: the Commerce Department 
and what is now known as the US Trade Representa-
tive (USTR). Th e latter’s role, defi ned in congressional 
legislation both as having exclusive responsibility 
for trade policy advice to the President and as being 

directly accountable to Congress, ensures congres-
sional leaders a powerful infl uence over the USTR’s 
work (Low 1993).

Congressional infl uence is also great in other areas 
aff ecting external economic relations. Its role in fi scal 
policy remains central. And even in the fi eld of mon-
etary policy the US Treasury and the Federal Reserve 
(the central bank) remain far more accountable to 
 Congress than is the case in most other countries: leg-
islators can in principle rewrite the Federal Reserve’s 
mandate through ordinary legislation, if they wish. 
Th us, tracking the details of American foreign econom-
ic policy since 1945 requires exploring the politics and 
policies of the US Congress.

Th e other main institutional actor in the fi eld is, 
of course, the executive branch, and its roles include 
attempting both to set the agenda in external econom-
ic policy and to maintain the policy initiative against 
potential opponents in Congress and beyond. Within 
the executive, external economic policy is handled by 
a wide array of agencies in addition to Commerce and 
the USTR: most crucially the US Treasury as well as the 
White House and the National Security apparatus and 
its satellite bodies particularly focused on economic 
aspects of American national strategy.

Battles by the executive to win on foreign econom-
ic policy issues in Congress have frequently fi gured 
amongst the most dramatic tussles in the American 
policy-making system. Recent examples of such battles 

 ● Over the more general strategic emphasis in American 

trade policies between sectors which consider themselves 

to be fully competitive in world markets and sectors which 

feel threatened by foreign competition. The former want 

the strategic focus of trade policy to be on opening the 

markets of other countries, rather than on closing Ameri-

can markets to foreign competitors. The latter wish a more 

protectionist stance on imports. The Clinton administra-

tion generally adopted the former approach; the Bush 

 administration was more inclined towards a defensive, pro-

tectionist stance, notably in the cases of steel and of agricul-

tural subsidies. The more protectionist constituencies have 

available to them a large range of policy instruments still on 

the statute book for penalizing countries for alleged dump-

ing and for other sorts of supposedly unfair trade practices, 

and these anti-dumping instruments continue to be used, 

though they are widely viewed among proponents of free 

trade as rather transparently protectionist weapons.

CONTROVERSIES 18.1: Controversies within the United States

The actors and mechanisms of American 
economic strategy
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were the successful eff orts of the Clinton administra-
tion to win the passing of NAFTA—the North Atlan-
tic Free Trade Agreement—in the early 1990s and to 
gain acceptance of China’s entry into the World Trade 
Organization (WTO).

Conventional accounts of US external economic 
policy making then explore how various domestic 
groups and influences seek to capture the levers of 
decision-making power within the executive and 
Congress (Verdier 1994). Both pluralist and pub-
lic choice theorists stress the predominant role 
of market-based groups with narrowly focused, 
intensely held preferences, pitted against broader 
groups with diffuse interests.  Others give weight to 
the interests of election candidates and elected offi-
cials seeking funding and other kinds of electoral 
support through appealing to groups concerned 
about external economic policy. What Thomas Fer-
guson has called the ‘investment theory of American 
politics’ suggests that both domestic and external 
economic (and political) policy is strongly influ-
enced by the specific sectors and even companies 
which have produced large, early funding for the 
victorious presidential candidate: Ferguson himself 
stresses those who contribute large funds before the 
start of the primary races. More generally, this per-
spective views US foreign economic policy as driven 
by conflicts between different US business sectors. 
A consequence of this approach is to read differ-
ent administrations as favouring specific and rath-
er narrow sectors, such as Wall Street, the military 
industrial sector, the pharmaceutical industry, or 
information and communication technology (ICT) 
companies (Cox and Skidmore-Hess 1999). Yet 
others give weight to broad trends in public opin-
ion concerning economic ideologies and doctrines, 
such as free trade or mercantilism (Goldstein 1988). 
What all such theories have in common is a stress on 
the centrality of electoral politics and a suggestion of 
the predominant role of its interaction with various 
domestic business interests.

Others who stress policy capture by special inter-
est groups off er a more elitist perspectiv e, outside the 
purely electoral arena. Bichler and Nitzan, for example, 
argue that those business groups which can off er the 
highest r ates of return tend to gain policy dominance. 

From this angle they see a confl ict over the last  fi f-
teen years in external economic (and political) policy 
between what they call the Technodollar–Merger Dol-
lar coalition, broadly refl ected in the Clinton adminis-
tration, and the Petro-dollar–Weapon Dollar coalition, 
represented by the Bush administration since 2001 
(Bichler, Rowley, and Nitzan 1989). A similar stress o n 
elitist links between business groups a nd groups within 
the American state apparatus has been advanced by oth-
ers like Robert Wade, who has written about the role of 
what he calls a Wall Street–Treasury–IMF complex in 
the foreign economic policies of the Clinton adminis-
tration (Wade and Veneroso 1998). Th ese kinds of anal-
ysis are in some ways reminiscent of earlier debates of 
the 1960s and 1970s over the extent to which American 
state policy had been captured by a ‘power elite’ com-
bining state managers and the managers of powerful 
business organizations (Wright-Mills 1959).

All these approaches yield fruitful insights on 
nuances and conflicts within US external economic 
policy. The electoral and institutional dimensions of 
the politics of external economic policy are certainly 
inescapable realities. But so too are the elitist dimen-
sions of the policy-making system. Yet much of the 
work on these elitist dimensions is either devoted to 
stressing elite divisions or inclined towards a rath-
er managerial conception of elites as leaders of big 
powerful organizations.

Th e work of Gabriel Kolko, drawing upon the 
Marxist tradition, has combined a stress on the class 
divisions within American society with an empha-
sis on the centrality of the leaders of the American 
business class in the formulation of American for-
eign economic policy. He thereby stresses a number 
of features of the American policy-making system 
which have been downplayed by other authors. In the 
fi rst place, he emphasizes the centrality of the power 
of this business class in American politics since the 
days of McKinley at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury: business funds politics at all levels and business 
interests predominate in the mass media. Secondly, 
he stresses the informal mechanisms through which 
the American business class throws up and establishes 
its own leaderships in the fi eld of strategy and poli-
cy. Th irdly he stresses the zones of consensus within 
the business class on fundamentals of domestic and 
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international policy despite diff erences on tactics and 
style. Fourthly, he stresses the way in which the lead-
ers of the American business class seek to treat poli-
tics and economics as an integrated fi eld, rather than 
as two separate spheres with autonomous logics. And 
fi nally Kolko stresses the mechanisms through which 
strategic conceptions for American foreign economic 
policy amongst the leaders of the American business 
class are translated into state policy in Washington 
(Kolko 1976: chs 7 and 8).

Th e dominance of the interests of the American busi-
ness class in American society and politics is expressed 
in the set of core values embodying the organizing 
principles of the American state and American capi-
talism. Th ese principles have remained remarkably 
unchanged within the American business class despite 
the infl ections produced by the New Deal: what Philip 
Bobbitt has called the principle of the ‘market state’ in 
which individuals determine their own future in the 
marketplace and the state’s role is largely confi ned to 
organizing and policing the market (as well as, oft en, 
underwriting it) rather than making large social policy 
commitments to citizens (Bobbitt 2002); in which the 
needs of business should come fi rst in the fashioning of 
state policy since a thriving capitalism is the key to peo-
ple’s welfare; and for which American capitalism needs a 
secure and friendly environment through the preserva-
tion and enlargement of a capitalist world outside the 
United States sympathetic to the distinctive values of 
American capitalism.

As such, the self-understanding of the policy elite 
since 1945 has been that their task is to do more than 
to champion American interests within the world 
economy: it is to shape that world economy itself as a 
more or less integrated, America-centred order. It is 
this standpoint which has marked out the role of these 
elites and which has given rise to distinctive labels for 
their approach to policy making since 1945. One such 
label has been that they are ‘globalists’. Another is that 
they have had a ‘hegemonic’ agenda, rather than a nar-
rowly and immediately America-fi rst agenda. Which-
ever label is used, American foreign economic policy 
making since 1945 has thus been marked by a dialectic 
between two poles or what we might call a ‘dual logic’: 
one pole has been that of immediate, focused inter-
ests within American society, articulated within the 

Congress; the other has been that of American strate-
gic elites, preoccupied with shaping and sustaining an 
American-centred world economic order. Th e outputs 
of the American foreign economic policy-making sys-
tem have been the result of the oft en confl ictual interac-
tion of these two poles.

Th is dialectic has also provided Washington’s policy 
elites with their central policy-making dilemma in han-
dling foreign economic strategy. Th e drive for prepon-
derant American global power to reshape the world in 
an American-friendly way will, if successful, enable the 
American state to impose its will on others for direct 
and immediate American interests in economic as well 
as other fi elds. And this will, in turn, generate resistance 
and hostility elsewhere to American power. Yet build-
ing a world order in which other centres can fl ourish 
under American tutelage may require the United States 
to sacrifi ce its own direct interests in favour of the inter-
ests of other centres. Paul Nitze expressed this dilemma 
clearly in the late 1950s: ‘Th e most diffi  cult problem 
facing the formulators of United States foreign policy 
is that of relating and bringing into some measure of 
convergence policies appropriate to the coalition of free 
nations, the alliance system, and the United States as an 
individual nation’ (Nitze 1959).

Th e central task of America’s policy elites since 1945 
has been to fi nd ways of managing this contradiction. 
While Congress may be the sounding board for those 
demanding the defence of immediate American inter-
ests fi rst, America’s strategic elites must fi nd ways of 
mediating between such nationalist pressures and the 
requirements of the American-centred world order as 
a whole: they must be American globalists, putting fi rst 
the needs of a global economic order, fashioned to suit 
American long-term interests. Th is mission may, on 
occasion, require action which breeds strong hostility 
amongst America’s subaltern allies, raising charges of 
American empire; but it may also, on occasion, require 
reshaping domestic American arrangements and sacri-
fi cing some immediate American interests for the sake 
of the longer-term gains that can be harvested from an 
American-friendly global economic and political order.

Against this background, in the second part of this 
chapter we will explore debates about how the Ameri-
can state has actually defi ned and pursued its goals in 
the world economy.
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Sources of American foreign economic policy

 ❑ Pluralists and public choice analysts, who view public 

policy as the outcome of decentralized group politics 

involving coalition building and confl ict linked to electoral 

politics, see this arena, centred on Congress, as the key 

source of foreign economic policy.

 ❑ Elitists, who view state and business elites as the shapers of 

public policy, downplay the role of broad electoral infl u-

ences and view policy as being shaped in and around the 

executive.

 ❑ Writers in the Marxist tradition, like Kolko, have argued 

that both the American state and American society have 

been shaped as a distinctive type of capitalist social sys-

tem with distinctive values and institutions which shape 

approaches to foreign economic policy. And business-

funded mechanisms for debating foreign economic 

strategy have helped overcome both institutional frag-

mentation and group confl icts of interest, thus providing 

continuity and a large measure of consensus on funda-

mental, strategic issues. This third approach enables us to 

integrate the insights of both the pluralists and the elitists.

The big strategic dilemma

 ❑ Since 1945 America has had the power to shape and 

reshape the world economy.

 ❑ This power presented the leaders of the American busi-

ness class and state with a central strategic dilemma: how 

to fashion a global order that would both favour American 

economic interests and gain sustained support from other 

centres of the world economy.

KEY POINTS

We approach the debates about the substance of Ameri-
can external economic policy since 1945 by classifying 
varying perspectives on this question in three alterna-
tive images. Th e fi rst such image is that of America as 
the promoter of a cooperative, multilateral order in 
international economics. Th is implies that the Unit-
ed States is not predominantly seeking either its own 
immediate advantage or its own one-sided long-term 
strength vis-à-vis other economic centres. Instead it is 
promoting change in the collective interests of world 
prosperity. We will call this the ‘multilateral’ image of 
American economic strategy.2

Th e second image is that of an American economic 
nationalism: a drive to both protect important Ameri-
can domestic business interests and rather aggressively 
champion key American business interests abroad, in 
particular through opening other markets to American 
operators and through structuring international markets 
to favour American businesses over their competitors.

Both these fi rst two images assume that American 
external economic strategy is focused rather exclu-
sively on economics as opposed to international poli-
tics, although supporters of both images would concede 
that international power politics has been present as an 

external constraint on economic strategy. But the third 
image is what we will call that of an American empire. 
Th is implies that American external economic policy 
has been part of a larger project of constructing and 
sustaining an American-centred international politi-
cal order embracing more than economics and within 
which the purely economic aspects must be understood. 
It also implies that American policy in the economic 
fi eld is driven neither by multilateralism nor by eco-
nomic nationalism but by the goal of maintaining and 
expanding a zone of both politics and economics cover-
ing the main centres of capitalism and under eff ective 
American leadership. Proponents of this image would 
view instances of American multilateralism and Ameri-
can economic nationalism as being merely aspects of a 
larger American project.

Each of these three images includes scholars working 
within diff erent normative and analytical perspectives. 
Th us those who view American external economic pol-
icy as having been broadly multilateral include many 
liberal economists, but also others who reject liberal—
or neoclassical—economics. Th ose who view American 
economic strategy as having been marked by national-
ist mercantilism may themselves be normative liberals 

Perspectives on American economic strategy since 1945
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or indeed mercantilists or Marxists. And those with an 
American world empire image stretch from neo-con-
servative theorists on the right to Marxists of various 
kinds on the left . We will briefl y explore each of these 
images before suggesting some conclusions of our own.

The multilateral image
Th e image of American external economic policy as 
being predominantly multilateral since 1945 rests above 
all on two simple but powerful indicators: levels of pro-
tectionism in the fi eld of goods and services, and levels 
of America’s international economic integration, in par-
ticular the growth of the share of imports as a percent-
age of gross domestic product (GDP). On both these 
indicators, American policy since 1945 would seem to 
have broadly favoured economic multilateralism: both 
tariff  and non-tariff  barriers, historically high in the 
United States throughout the nineteenth and fi rst half 
of the twentieth century in the industrial fi eld, have, in 
aggregate, been dramatically reduced since 1945 and 
the American economy has become progressively more 
integrated into the world economy, its trade rising rap-
idly as a percentage of GDP, notably in the last quarter 
of a century.

A third indicator supporting the multilateral image 
is the discourse of American administrations and of the 
broader American policy-making community in the 
post-war period. Th is has been couched overwhelming-
ly in the language of international liberalism and mul-
tilateralism. And even where Washington has adopted 
policies contradicting liberalism, as in the case of the 
Nixon administration in the early 1970s or, for that 
matter, the Reagan administration in the 1980s, it has 
justifi ed its backsliding always on the grounds that it has 
been driven to protectionism by the economic national-
ism of others, notably the Japanese government.

Th e case for this multilateral image would seem to 
be especially strong for the quarter of a century aft er 
1945, paradoxically because Washington did not, at 
that time, use its enormous power resources to force 
open the markets of the rest of the capitalist world in 
a wrenching way, as a strategy of economic national-
ism would have suggested, given American business’s 
economic ascendancy at that time. Instead, Washing-
ton scaled back its earlier plans for a radically open 

post-war world economy and placed the economic 
revival of both western Europe and Japan fi rst.

At the same time the United States’ goal for the world 
economy was not in doubt: a liberal, open world econ-
omy as envisaged in the Bretton Woods agreements 
and in the early discussions of an International Trade 
Organization.

Th ose adhering to this multilateral image of Ameri-
can post-war economic strategy acknowledge a turn 
away from multilateralism on the part of the Nixon 
administration, notably with the closing of the Gold 
Window in 1971 and with the linked impos ition of a 
15 per cent import surcharge. Th ese steps were followed 
by others, indicating a mo unting turn in a protectionist 
direction on trade matters through the 1970s and 1980s. 
Yet these shift s can be, and oft en are, explained not as 
a strategic shift  amongst economic policy elites in the 
USA but rather as a consequence of the eff ectiveness of 
rent-seeking special interest politics within the Amer-
ican Congress. At the same time, the claim was oft en 
made that the revival of European and Japanese indus-
try posed such a radical competitive challenge to Amer-
ican business that Washington was no longer willing or 
able to play the role of a multilateralist, liberal hegemon, 
paying the costs of leading the world economy in a more 
open direction. Th us the argument was made that the 
American shift  was more from that of playing the role of 
hegemonic stabilizer of the international economy than 
a shift  from a commitment to multilateralism as such.

Th e other side of this story is Washington’s long 
campaign for a further and more radical opening of 
the world economy, through the battle for the Uru-
guay Round and through the campaign to end capital 
controls and thus free the international movement of 
private fi nance. Th e triumph of these two campaigns 
is oft en viewed as the triumph of a new, more radical 
opening of the world economy in a liberal direction, 
oft en known as ‘economic globalization’. Many com-
mentators view the long boom which began in 1994 and 
continued until 2001, followed by a shallow recession 
in 2002 and renewed growth up to 2007, as the fruits of 
this continuing commitment to liberal multilateralism. 
Th ey point to the faster rise in productivity indicators in 
the USA during the second half of the 1990s. Th ey have 
also viewed ‘economic globalization’ as broadly benefi -
cial on a world scale (Wolf 2004).
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Th e fi nal and perhaps most decisive argument for 
the multilateral image of American foreign economic 
policy is the extraordinary degree of acceptance on the 
part of other governments of the American-led projects 
for the Uruguay Round and the WTO as well as for the 
liberalization of private fi nance and many other aspects 
of characteristically American conceptions of capital-
ism. If there is continuing hostility to aspects of this 
programme in parts of the global south, its widespread 
acceptance within the OECD countries suggests that 

the multilateral image fi ts better than the mercantilist 
one, at least as regards the main thrusts of American 
policy towards the advanced capitalist core over the last 
fi ft een years.

The mercantilist image
A large group of students of American foreign economic 
policy view it as having a much more strongly national-
mercantilist edge, which cannot be dismissed as the 

The 1940s

 ● Over the Bretton Woods project for international mone-

tary arrangements, especially the roles of the International 

Monetary Fund and restrictions on the movements of pri-

vate fi nance.
 ● Over the Truman administration’s plan for an International 

Trade Organization.

The late 1960s and early 1970s

 ● Over t he f uture of the dollar and of the Bretton Woods 

monetary system.

The 1980s

 ● Over the h igh dollar and rising US trade defi cits in the fi rst 

half of the 1980s.

 ● Over wheth er the US government should adopt a secto-

rally targeted industrial policy in the early 1980s.
 ● Over more  aggressive trade policy action against indus-

trial competitors like Japan and the Asian Tigers, and over 

European agricultural protectionism.

The 1990s

 ● Over strat egic trade theory as a guide to foreign economic 

policy.
 ● Over the N orth American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA).
 ● Over the W orld Trade Organization.

Since 2000

 ● Over outso urcing jobs to China and to other emerging 

market economies.

MAJOR DEBATES AND THEIR IMPACT 18.1: US foreign economic policy

 ● All the issues listed above have generated controversy 

between the United States and other governments. Par-

ticularly prominent have been battles in the WTO’s current 

Doha Round over American subsidies for domestic agri-

culture. This issue, along with similar hostility to EU agri-

cultural subsidies, has been at the centre of the deadlock 

over the Doha Round.
 ● A major intern ational controversy over current American 

foreign economic policy has concerned how the large US 

current account defi cit and rising US foreign debt should 

be dealt with. While American opinion has generally 

favoured a solution through the foreign exchange markets 

lowering the exchange rate of the dollar, other govern-

ments have favoured domestic US measures to tackle the 

very low (or negative) levels of US household and govern-

ment saving.
 ● Another set of  arguments between American official 

opinion and some governments abroad as well as left-

oriented political movements abroad concerns both 

the free movement of private finance and the unregu-

lated nature of activities by many financial operators, 

notably ‘hedge funds’—operators seeking to exploit 

price differences in markets for financial gain—mainly 

centred in the USA. The activities of such hedge funds 

were a major issue in disputes concerning the East 

Asian crisis of 1997–8 and they continue to cause con-

troversy, notably between the German government and 

Washington.

CONTROVERSIES 18.2: Controversies between the USA and other countries
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work of scattered special interest lobbies managing to 
use their political infl uence to blunt a mainly multilat-
eral thrust. Th ose who stress this mercantilist bent are 
themselves diverse, ranging from liberal international 
economists to conservatives and Marxists.

A number of writers on the history of American 
international economic policy in the century and a 
half before 1945 have stressed the centrality of mer-
cantilism in traditional American foreign economic 
policy, most especially in the fi eld of industrial trade. 
As Paul Bairoch has put it, the USA and most par-
ticularly the industrial North-East became, in the 
nineteenth century, the ‘mother country and bas-
tion of modern protectionism’ (Bairoch 1993). Even 
in 1925 in the middle of inter-war trade liberaliza-
tion, US tariff s on industrial goods were 37 per cent 
of total import value. As Rune Skarstein puts it, ‘No 
other country in history has accomplished a more 
protectionist policy during industrialisation than the 
United States’ (Skarstein 2005). And if the rhetoric 
shift ed under Cordell Hull in the 1930s,3 American 
wartime planning for the post-war economic order 
was rather aggressively focused upon opening up the 
European empires, especially the British, to Ameri-
can capital and upon reorganizing the world economy 
under American, rather than European, dominance. 
Evidence of American restraint on opening the trade 
regimes of other countries in the post-war decades 
overlooks the centrality of foreign direct investment 
(FDI) rather than exports in American expansion and 
the way in which, by ensuring that West Germany 
was entirely open to American FDI, American capi-
tal could deeply penetrate European markets in the 
1960s and thereaft er.

Th ere is an increasingly infl uential trend amongst 
historians of America’s twentieth-century foreign 
policy to stress the centrality of Washington’s drive 
to open other markets to American capitals. Associ-
ated with the work of William Appleman Williams 
and his followers, this school has stressed the eco-
nomic expansionist dynamic in American foreign 
policy and the drive for what Williams called an ‘Open 
Door world’.4 On this reading, the language of liberal 
free trade has supplied a legitimizing discourse for a 
strategy devoted to opening the markets of others to 
American capital.

Th is theme has also been expressed at times by fi g-
ures on the right of the political spectrum like Samuel 
Huntington, who argued that in the post-war period 
America used its military power as a bargaining lever, 
off ering to protect governments with it provided that 
they ‘permit access to their territory by a variety of US 
governmental and non-governmental organizations 
pursuing goals which those organizations considered 
important…. Th e “Pax Americana,” as I. F. Stone put it, 
“is the ‘internationalism’ of Standard Oil, Chase Man-
hattan, and the Pentagon” ’ (Huntington 1973: 344). 
David Rothkopf argued similarly that ‘If a country 
depended on the United States for security protection, 
it dealt with the United States on trade and commercial 
matters’ (Rothkopf 1998: 1).

Proponents of the mercantilist image also argue that 
the liberal characteristics of the international trade 
regime which emerged in the 1950s and 1960s were a 
refl ection not of a strategic commitment to multilat-
eralism on the part of American leaders but instead 
of their confi dence in the competitive ascendancy of 
American industry. Th us when that ascendancy faced 
evident challenges in the 1970s, American economic 
strategy turned against liberal principles.

At the top of the charge list over this mercantilist 
turn would come Washington’s abandonment of the 
gold-linked international monetary regime from the 
time when the Nixon administration closed the Gold 
Window in August 1972.

A cardinal principle for an open international econ-
omy since the mid-nineteenth century was that busi-
ness operators should have a stable unit of account 
for calculating the profi tability of their international 
ventures and for giving monetary security and pre-
dictability to their international operations. Th e Bret-
ton Woods system fulfi lled this function, with the 
dollar as the key unit of account, at a fi xed, though in 
principle adjustable, exchange rate to gold. Th is sys-
tem required the American Treasury to adjust Ameri-
can macroeconomic policy to ensure the stability of 
the dollar against gold. Yet by breaking the link with 
gold, Washington refused to allow American national 
economic policy to be constrained in this way, thus 
subordinating the stability of international monetary 
relations to purely American national interests. Since 
that time the dollar has swung wildly up and down 
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against the other main currencies and the world 
has lacked a stable international monetary unit and 
indeed any universal and homogeneous international 
monetary system (Williamson and Milner 1991).5 
Th is move was a staggering blow to the effi  cient 
functioning of the international capitalist economy, 
oft en creating dramatic swings in the macroeconom-
ic conditions facing other countries, swings which 
have frequently plunged one country or another 
into financial crises. At the same time, businesses 
engaged in international operations across currency 
zones have faced extremely volatile and risky condi-
tions, surviving through transfer pricing, paying the 
costs of hedging, and abandoning trade wherever 
possible in favour of transplant operations in other 
centres. But Washington was able to maintain the 
dollar as the main global vehicle currency, partly as 
a result of the continued centrality of the American 
market but also in large part because of the Ameri-
can state’s political hegemony as the protector of the 
main centres of the capitalist world. Such security 
dependence on the USA also encouraged the Saudis 
both to keep the international oil trade denominated 
in dollars and to recycle the resulting petro-revenues 
through the American banking system as dollars 
(Spiro 1999). And the whole system was powerfully 
supported by the dollar zone’s London satellite, act-
ing as an offshore financial market.

Th e success of this dramatic American strategic 
manoeuvre to make the fi at dollar the world’s vehicle 
currency ensured that the American national economy 
could remain central to the global capitalist economy. 
It enabled the USA to run progressively larger current 
account defi cits and thus keep its market open as a vital 
revenue source for capitals around the world. It enabled 
the USA to let its foreign debt rise to ever larger heights 
without strain and to fund the American state’s over-
seas operations without diffi  culty. Dollar dominance 
has ensured that imports, debts, and overseas military-
political operations could all be paid for with greenback 
paper produced by the American state. Th e regime has 
also allowed the US Treasury and Federal Reserve the 
unique privilege among states of being able to gear its 
domestic macroeconomic management exclusively to 
domestic conditions within the USA without a signifi -
cant external constraint.

While many promoters of the multilateral image of 
American external economic policy view the scrap-
ping of capital controls and the emergence of free 
movement of both fi nance and fi nancial services as an 
indicator of deepening international economic liber-
alism, some liberal theorists strongly disagree. Jagdish 
Bhagwati, for example, a passionate advocate of liberal 
free trade, considers that the liberal argument applies 
to trade in goods but does not necessarily apply to 
fi nancial services or require untrammelled free move-
ment of private fi nance (Bhagwati 2001). Instead the 
large, fast, and unpredictable fl ows of funds in and 
out of small economies, particularly in the south, 
have been viewed by many as extremely dangerous 
and indeed as a potential source of vulnerability for 
the entire international economic system. Yet both the 
free movement of fi nance and freedom for fi nancial 
services to extend their reach internationally has been 
enormously profi table for the American fi nancial sec-
tor, while fi nancial crises in the south as well as the 
East Asian crises of 1997 have been widely viewed as 
off ering opportunities for the US Treasury to pursue 
policies restructuring crisis-ridden economies to the 
advantage of American capitals (Wade and Veneroso 
1998). Th e free movement of fi nance has also been an 
essential prop both to the preservation of the fi at dol-
lar and to the capacity of the American national econ-
omy to sustain chronic current account defi cits with 
the rest of the world.

Supporters of the mercantilist image are able to 
provide powerful evidence of a sharp and deep turn 
in American trade policy from the 1970s to the mid-
1990s towards aggressive forms of industrial mercan-
tilism which took extreme forms in some high-tech 
sectors.6 Jagdish Bhagwati dubbed this turn a move 
towards ‘aggressive unilateralism’ in American trade 
policy (Bhagwati and Patrick 1990). It was also in the 
late 1980s and early 1990s that for the fi rst time in 
the post-war period, infl uential voices at the level of 
American policy elites mounted an open and vigorous 
attack on liberal principles in international economics, 
arguing that these principles were fl awed since they 
rested on factual premises which were false: above all 
the foundational assumption that fi rms face constant 
or decreasing returns to scale (Lawrence and Schultze 
1990). Given that in most industrial sectors, not least 
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high-tech sectors, fi rms face increasing returns to 
scale, the logic of maximizing effi  ciency must push 
them towards gaining monopoly power over markets. 
In such circumstances states should rationally opt for 
so-called ‘strategic trade theory’ in which their task is 
to assist their companies in key sectors to gain maxi-
mum international market power: in other words, 
the USA should adopt a mercantilist strategy in key, 
high-tech sectors. Leading proponents of this view 
were subsequently brought into senior positions in the 
Clinton administration.7 And that administration also 
established a new National Economic Council with the 
explicit goal of ensuring American economic security, 
widely viewed as, in fact, a vehicle for assertive eco-
nomic nationalism on the part of the Clinton team.

Proponents of the mercantilist image view much of 
the substance of the Uruguay Round as having strong 
mercantilist accents, not least in such fi elds as intellec-
tual property rights and the fi eld of services, while at 
the same time American (and European) policy makers 
have continued to maintain heavily protected agricul-
tural sectors despite their promises to dismantle these 
protections when the Uruguay Round was signed.

While it is true that the penchant for what Bhag-
wati called ‘aggressive unilateralism’ has dramatically 
declined since the WTO came into existence, some 
see it as continuing in a somewhat diff erent guise, 
through the drive by both the Clinton administration 
and its Bush successor for so-called free trade agree-
ments (FTAs).8 Bhagwati has argued strenuously that 
these should be viewed as new forms of protection-
ist preferential trade arrangements which threaten 
to undermine the liberal multilateral system. Mean-
while the end of confrontation with Japan in high-
tech sectors like ICT can be viewed not as the result 
of a change of strategy by Washington but rather as 
the result of a recognition that the USA had won 
the battle for leadership in ICT against the Japanese 
challenge.

The world empire image
Th ough not new, the image of American external eco-
nomic strategy as integrally linked to a world empire 
project has emerged strongly over the last decade, partic-
ularly since the arrival in offi  ce of the Bush administration 

in 2001. As in the case of the other two images we fi nd 
proponents of this view amongst very diverse schools of 
thought from neo-conservatives close to the Bush admin-
istration itself to realists, liberals, and various kinds of 
Marxists on the left . We will take as the distinguishing 
feature of proponents of this image a series of shared 
ideas. First, that external economic policy is internally 
linked to the projection of American military-polit-
ical power outwards. It is this link between political 
expansionism and economic strategy which requires 
the concept of ‘empire’ as a political term. Second, in 
marked contrast with earlier European empires, this 
American empire stretches out over the other core 
centres of industrial activity with a telos of stretching 
across the main centres of Eurasia, rather than con-
centrating on what World System Th eorists have called 
the periphery and semi-periphery. Th irdly this empire 
involves restructuring politics and culture as much as 
economics. And fi nally the proponents of this empire 
image do not necessarily believe either that empire 
is a project for the benefi t of all American citizens or 
that it is disadvantageous to all social groups outside 
the United States but within the empire zone. Yet it 
is, at the same time, an American empire not only in 
its geographical origins but in the interests which it 
serves and the goals which it pursues.9 Authors as 
diverse as Andrew Bacevich, Christopher Layne, and 
neo-conservatives have then argued that the Ameri-
can drive to expand its sphere of infl uence into Eurasia 
aft er 1945 was not merely a negative, reactive response 
to Soviet threats but a positive, empire-construction 
project. Th e distinctive feature of the political side 
of this project was that Washington eff ectively took 
over the security functions of other main capitalist 
centres, turning them into members of an American-
managed security zone, most directly in the cases of 
Germany and Japan, and in a more attenuated way 
for, say, France and Britain. What had been a central, 
crucial attribute of such states in the pre-1945 world—
defence of their realm and of their external sphere of 
infl uence—was eff ectively transferred to the United 
States. In the jargon of American grand strategy this 
American takeover of its allies’ security is known as 
‘primacy’—a concept of direct security management 
of allies rather than a looser posture of ‘off shore bal-
ancing’ of the sort practised by Britain towards the 
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continent of Europe in the nineteenth century. And 
it also forms the essential background, in American 
strategic thought, for the construction of an integrated 
capitalist world economy.

Th e American commitment to supplying security for 
its core capitalist allies has extended beyond protecting 
them from major powers outside the security zone (like 
the Soviet Union during the Cold War or China today) 
and protecting them from each other to guaranteeing 
their sources of supply of strategic materials from the 
south, above all oil, and where possible also protect-
ing their markets and investments in the south. Th us, 
insofar as the United States could deliver on such com-
mitments, the only rational grounds for any other core 
capitalism to break out of the security zone would be 
to make an anti-American challenge for regional domi-
nance and their own sphere of infl uence.

Nevertheless, this American approach to organ-
izing world order has entailed signifi cant costs to 
its subaltern allies, since they have been required to 
forgo substantial independent economic linkages 
with states outside the zone. Particularly wrenching in 
the early post-war years was Washington’s insistence 
that the other core centres cut their economic links 
with the Soviet bloc and China. Th is requirement has 
continued to cause tensions between the United States 
and its core allies in the post-Cold War period, wheth-
er over German energy dependence on Russia, South 
Korean dependence on the Chinese market, or eff orts 
by allies to build independent links with oil states such 
as Iran.

If states outside the security zone have faced exclu-
sion to a greater or lesser degree from access to major 
markets and from legal protections for their interna-
tional economic activities, states within the zone have 
been supplied with economic rules largely, though 
by no means entirely, protected in international law 
and managed through inclusive international insti-
tutions. Th is regime has been legitimized by liberal 
international economic theory, with its stress on mul-
tilateral free trade. Indeed, neo-conservative support-
ers of this image justify it precisely on the grounds 
that within the borders of the empire, the American 
record has been an overwhelmingly benign one in 
the fi eld of economic relations. At the same time, the 
largest businesses within the zone fi nd, in American 

military-political power, a welcome protector of their 
markets and investments.

Proponents of the American empire image on the left  
have a less benign view of the role of the American state 
in structuring market and state institutions both within 
the security zone and outside it. Th ey generally view 
this role as one of transforming the internal regimes of 
other states in the direction of Philip Bobbitt’s notion of 
a ‘market state’: a brand of capitalism very much along 
the lines favoured by the American business class in 
which the lives of citizens are decided by their ability 
to cope with unfettered market imperatives. Yet this 
can also be a source of strength for a strategy of global 
empire since these very values of the American busi-
ness class should win strong support from the wealthi-
est and most powerful social groups within the other 
states of the global empire—the business classes of 
those states.

As the protector of all the main centres of capitalism 
and of an open, integrated international market, the 
American state can claim special privileges to enable it 
to preserve the zone eff ectively. One such special privi-
lege is certainly the fi at dollar system, despite its dys-
functionality as a monetary system. Others may include 
a self-assigned right to ensure American dominance 
in what Washington considers to be strategic econom-
ic sectors, as in the case of ICT and the confrontation 
over it with Japan. And the consequences of the politi-
cal empire dimension for American bargaining capacity 
over the rules of the world economic order are immense. 
Students of international economic diplomacy have 
long recognized the important role of military-political 
capacities in international economic bargaining (Odell 
2000; Meunier 2005). Th us a perspective on American 
external economic policy which recognizes the existence 
of an American imperial political dimension in relations 
with other main economic centres will stress the spe-
cial capacity which this dimension gives Washington to 
shape procedures and outcomes in the world economy. 
And it also suggests that narrowly economic frame-
works for analysing American external economic policy, 
whether liberal-multilateral or mercantilist-nationalist, 
may miss central aspects of that policy and also central 
preoccupations of the framers of that policy. We now 
turn to examine the global fi nancial crisis of 2008 and its 
implications for the US in the global economy.
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The global fi nancial crisis
Before we can examine the crisis we need to examine 
the conditions of possibility that allowed the crisis to 
erupt. Th e story starts with the Glass–Steagal Act of 
1933 that was enacted in response to the global depres-
sion of the early 1930s and was designed to inoculate 
‘high-street’ commercial banks (which primarily took 
care of loans and deposits from ordinary savers) from 
the complex forms of derivates investment (a fi nan-
cial instrument that lays claims to future values based 
upon the asset it is linked to) commonly undertaken by 
investment banks. Simply put, the idea was to protect 
ordinary savers and depositors from the kinds of high-
risk ‘casino’ type activity that many of the large invest-
ment banks undertook.

Th e repeal of the Glass–Steagal Act in 1999 under the 
presidency of Bill Clinton eff ectively merged both com-
mercial and investment banking, and meant that the 
so-called ‘real’ economy of ordinary savers and small 
businesses was increasingly bound up with high stakes, 
complex derivatives, and securities trading as banks 
took on both investment and commercial operations. 
Th is also meant that ordinary savers were exposed, via 
the actions of the now merged banks, to complex and 
high-risk forms of derivates trading. Banks increasingly 
‘securitized’ credit whereby they would lend money and 
then sell on the debt to other fi nancial institutions. Th is 
in turn created a very dangerous form of incentivization 
for these fi nancial institutions. First, banks were less 
concerned with the capacity for the debtor to pay than 
the process of securitization itself (as this was where 
they made their money). Banks thus were far less care-
ful about the credit worthiness of their debtors. Second, 
the debt ratings agencies, whose job was to rate these 
trades and risk accordingly, were actually employed by 
the very institutions whose debt they were rating. Th is 
created a toxic structural logic for fi nancial institutions 
to endlessly extend credit with little to no oversight as 
to the quality of the underlying assets that their secu-
ritized revenues streams were linked to. Rather inevi-
tably, the crisis began when it was apparent that these 
assets could not be paid off . With hundreds of billions 
of dollars worth of securitized debt obligations linked 
to these underly ing assets, and the ‘slicing and dicing’ of 

bad debt into the heart of the fi nancial system, a panic 
was triggered which led to a ‘credit  crunch’, with fi nan-
cial institutions withholding what had prior to the crisis 
been very easy credit from other banks and businesses. 
In eff ect, the repeal of the Glass–Steagal Act eff ectivel y 
destroyed the fi rewall between high-risk, high fi nance, 
and the ordinary economy, and incorporated into the 
heart of the global economy a multiple debt-based 
game of pass the parcel (only most of the parcels were 
in fact empty).

Why did the systemic shocks in the US economy 
take on such a global scale? First and most obviously, 
the US economy continues to remain central to glo-
bal markets. Even today, the US economy soaks up 
approximately 25 per cent of the world’s exports. 
A systemic locking of credit in US markets would thus 
have a massive knock-on eff ect on the global econo-
my: when the US economy sneezes, the global econ-
omy catches a cold. Second, given global economic 
interdependence, systemic shocks can rapidly spread 
beyond the initial shock zone. For example, in 2008 
the non-regulated over-the-counter (OTC) deriva-
tives market accounted for a staggering $615 trillion 
in trades (to give a sense of perspective US GDP in 
2008 was around 15 trillion dollars). More impor-
tantly, these trades were not confi ned to the domestic 
US market, with numerous non-US fi nancial institu-
tions, especially in the Eurozone, being exposed to 
these toxic assets.

Th e response to the crisis was extraodinary, with 
many of the tottering US banks taken over and admin-
istered by the federal government as these institutions 
were seen as simply ‘too big to fail’. Th e largest inter-
vention was the 2008 rescuing of the insurer AIG, with 
a massive $180 billion bailout. Th e crisis also saw an 
aggressive interest rate cut by the US federal reserve to 
ease interest payments on loans as well as to weaken the 
dollar vis-a-vis other currencies and thus stimulate US 
exports to address the still glaring US balance of pay-
ments defi cit. In dealing with the fallout, the most sig-
nifi cant legislation to emerge from the crisis has been 
the Dodd–Frank Bill passed under the Obama admin-
istration in 2010. Th e bill has sought to end the ‘too big 
to fail’ problem with caps on the amount of debt banks 
can have on their books as well as the setting up of a 
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Consumer Protection Agency. Perhaps most impor-
tantly, the bill also sought to regulate the derivatives 
markets through increasing transparency and reduc-
ing bilateral credit risk. Traders are now encouraged 
to trade derivatives on registered exchanges (unlike 
the non-regulated OTC) and second trades need to 
be cleared through registered central counterparties. 
Lastly, the Frank–Dodd Bill also imposes a margin and 
capital requirement on derivatives. Although still at an 
early stage, there are already indications that the Frank–
Dodd bill will not be able to fully address the causes of 
the fi nancial crisis. For example, whilst derivative trad-
ing was central to the fi nancial collapse, these trades 
will be excluded from regulatory oversight until 2015 
and even then a substantial proportion will be excluded 
from regulatory oversight.

Conclusions on the debate about 
the three images
Debate between proponents of the three diff erent 
images of American foreign economic policy rests 
not only on disputes about empirical evidence but on 
diff ering concepts and theories, not least in the fi eld 
of economics itself. Many of those favouring a multi-
lateral image of American external economic policy 
identify the economics of capitalism very closely with 
the idea of market exchanges. Within this perspec-
tive, the United States has fairly consistently champi-
oned the spreading and deepening of such exchanges 
both within and across national economies and this 
trend has evidently accelerated since the collapse of 
the Soviet bloc.

At the same time champions of the mercantilist image 
can draw strength from strategic trade theory. which 
gives much more weight to the industrial dynamics of 
capitalism and to the consequences for capitalist com-
petition of pervasive increasing returns to scale. When 
such trends are present, companies are driven to strive 
for market power so that they can defeat their rivals 
through maximizing their returns to scale. In such a 
world, the national economy with the biggest domestic 
market can hope to generate the most powerful compa-
nies capable of competing eff ectively on a global level. 
And that national economy has been, and will remain 

for some time, the United States. In such circumstanc-
es, an American insistence on an international level 
playing fi eld for interfi rm competition would actually 
favour those companies with the largest home base—
American companies.

Proponents of the American global empire image 
tend to follow Joseph Schumpeter’s insistence that ‘the 
social process is really one, indivisible whole’ (Schum-
peter 1934: 3), and thus view capitalism not as a purely 
economic system but as a whole social system in which 
arrangements in the economic fi eld are profoundly con-
ditioned by social and political context. In such a sys-
tem fi nancial elites are as much concerned about their 
security and well-being as about more technical eco-
nomic matters and may be ready to accept an American 
leadership of a distinctive kind of security-zone empire 
in exchange for being provided with a politically safe 
environment for prospering. Within such a perspective 
American external economic strategy should be seen 
as being only one aspect of a more holistic strategy for 
maintaining and managing the entire capitalist order 
within its zone.

It is this last image which we favour as the most 
fruitful one for exploring the many diff erent aspects 
of American external economic strategy which 
are otherwise so seemingly contradictory. But this 
empire image in turn raises questions about the new 
challenges faced by the United States as a result of 
the Soviet bloc collapse, the turn by Russia and China 
towards capitalism, and the global fi nancial crisis 
that impacts upon US global economic leadership. In 
respect to Russia and China, the political and indeed 
economic confi guration of the American empire was 
structured in large measure through the Cold War 
exclusion of these states. Th us American external 
economic and political strategy since the start of the 
1990s should be seen in the context of US eff orts to 
reconstruct an American empire zone on a global 
scale—a task by no means completed. Th e fi nancial 
crisis of 2008 has also impacted upon US global eco-
nomic leadership not least through the repudiation 
of many of the tenets of the so-called neo-liberal 
‘Washington Consensus’ as well as a decisive shift  of 
global economic fortunes in China’s favour as a result 
of the crisis.
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Within the scope of this chapter, we cannot hope to 
draw a detailed balance sheet of the success of US strat-
egy in international economics, far less risk confi dent 
predictions on the future. But we can, at least, briefl y 
address some of the main current debates about the 
strength of American capitalism in the world economy.

America’s macroeconomic 
performance
Offi  cial fi gures for American GDP show that since 1994 
the American economy has grown at a signifi cantly 
faster rate than during the previous fi ft een-year period 
and has also grown substantially faster than the other 
main advanced capitalist centres, the Eurozone and 
Japan. Growth declined sharply in 2001 and remained 
low in 2002 but recovered strongly if not quite to the 
growth rates of over 4 per cent a year from the start of 
1997 to 1999. Th e global fi nancial crisis has aff ected 
US growth, but the US economy continues to remain 
vibrant with a $14.3 trillion GDP in 2009, which is more 
than that of the entire Eurozone area ($12.5 trillion). 
Th us, according to these fi gures, the relative weight of 
the US economy in the total output of the advanced 

capitalist countries has increased substantially. If we 
look at the US share in total output of the G-7 countries, 
we fi nd that it has risen from 46.6 per cent of the total in 
the period 1989–95 to 49.6 per cent during the period 
2000 to 2004, and this continues to be the case aft er the 
fi nancial crisis.10

But there are problems with all these claims. In the 
fi rst place, GDP fi gures for growth exclude patterns of 
indebtedness. US growth has been strongly driven by 
high levels of household consumption, yet much of this 
has been funded by rising indebtedness, in both the 
household and government sectors. In the long term 
this pattern of growth is not sustainable and is likely to 
entail a phase of stagnation or much slower growth in 
the future.

A second set of criticisms refer to the technical inad-
equacy both of GDP statistics in general and of the 
methodologies used in the United States for calculat-
ing GDP and productivity trends. GDP statistics rest on 
national accounting systems which count as production 
all market-based activity except personal consumption. 
Th us, police and defence agencies, all kinds of fi nan-
cial services, and the retail and wholesale sectors all 
fall within the sphere of ‘production’ in the calculation 

Three alternative images of American foreign economic pol-

icy since 1945:

 ❑ The multilateralist view: Washington has prioritized the 

collective interests of the capitalist world fairly consistent-

ly, on the whole resisting domestic pressures to privilege 

particular US interests over those of other centres, despite 

America’s great political power.

 ❑ The mercantilist view: the USA has increasingly sought to 

reshape the world economy for its own benefi t, especially 

since the crisis of the 1970s. This has been most evident in 

its reshaping of monetary and fi nancial arrangements but 

also in its efforts to ensure that the USA retains dominance 

in the new growth sectors at the summit of the interna-

tional division of labour.

 ❑ The global empire view: the American state has pursued 

external economic policies within a broader perspective 

of ensuring its effective political control over the other 

centres of capitalism: this empire goal, not just econom-

ics, has driven US external economic policy. The empire 

involves shaping other societies to fi t with the distinctive 

features of American capitalism and it offers benefi ts to 

the business classes of other centres in exchange for their 

acceptance of American predominance.

 ❑ While favouring this last perspective, we conclude 

that it raises important questions about America’s cur-

rent position and challenges after the Soviet bloc col-

lapse and with the turn of China and Russia towards 

capitalism.

KEY POINTS

Conclusion
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of GDP. Th is accounting system thus casts American 
growth in a particularly favourable light since so much 
of this growth has been in fi nancial services and the 
retail sector.

Th e basis for this kind of accounting lies in neo-
classical economics, which uses a subjectivist way of 
measuring value and thus argues that all exchanges 
which people enter into are subjectively valuable to 
them and should be judged to be socially necessary 
and productive. But both classical economists and 
Marxists, using an objective concept of value, defi ne 
production much more narrowly, arguing that it 
should be confi ned to the output of use values. Using 
this approach, American growth since the mid-1990s 
would appear much less impressive (Sheikh and 
Tomak 1994).

To these criticisms we should add criticisms of the 
specifi cally American accounting rules adopted in 
the USA since the mid-1990s. At this time, the USA 
decided to treat all military investment and produc-
tion as productive, while other OECD countries 
have generally treated as productive only military 
investments which have at least potentially a dual 
use—such as military hospitals. Th is shift  may add 
as much as 0.5 per cent annually to US GDP growth 
fi gures since the mid-1990s. Th e USA also calculates 
output in its fi nancial services in a way which makes 
US GDP growth about 1 per cent greater per annum 
than the EU, which calculates its fi nancial services 
output more conservatively (Giles 2006). And fi nal-
ly, since 1995 the US Bureau of Economic Analysis, 
which calculates US GDP, has used a controversial 
technical device known as the Hedonic Price Index 
for calculating the value of output in the ICT sector. 
Th is technique, not used in other countries, has been 
implemented in such a way as to greatly enlarge the 
calculated value of output in this fi eld, which has been 
a key growth sector in the USA since 1995. Th us there 
are grounds for suggesting that the US boom since 
the mid-1990s has been much less impressive than its 
GDP statistics imply.

Similar problems beset offi  cial American claims 
about labour productivity—taken by most economists 
to be a key indicator of the underlying strength of a 
national economy. Reputable American research bod-
ies like the Conference Board have claimed that from 

1995 through to about 2003, US productivity grew 
signifi cantly more rapidly than that of other advanced 
countries (McGuckin and Van Ark 2005). Th ey claim 
that since 1995 output per hour grew 1 per cent per year 
faster in the USA than in EU Europe and also exceed-
ed Japan’s growth in output per hour, by a somewhat 
smaller margin.

Yet these claims have also been challenged. Th e main 
areas of US productivity growth have been fi nancial 
services and the retail sector (including fi rms such as 
Wal Mart). For those who use a narrow defi nition of 
production, productivity gains in these sectors do not 
have great signifi cance. Furthermore, the method used 
to calculate productivity gains, again using hedonic 
indicators for ICT, is challenged by many for it involves 
making assumptions about increased productivity 
in sectors using more powerful computers, which are 
open to challenge.

Linked to these debates are others about American 
capitalism’s underlying international competitiveness. 
Here the focus has been on the USA’s current account 
defi cits and its mounting international indebtedness. 
Critics of America’s economic performance see these 
trends both as signs of underlying weakness and as har-
bingers of long-term structural problems. Th eir oppo-
nents are inclined to argue that the current account 
defi cit derives from currency misalignments and can be 
corrected by a fall in the dollar against East Asian cur-
rencies. Th ey will thus oft en tend to blame the defi cits 
on manipulation of exchange rates by East Asian central 
banks, especially by China, as Tim Geithner did in 2009 
in one of his fi rst speeches as Obama’s treasury secretary.

Th e argument that the defi cit and foreign debt is 
the result of currency misalignments focused on East 
Asia lacks credibility since less than half of the US trade 
defi cit derives from East Asian export surpluses with 
the USA. Furthermore, the notion that there is a tight 
correlation between trade patterns and currency val-
ues, though true in the Bretton Woods era, is open to 
challenge today, in the age of free movement of private 
fi nance. An alternative reading would suggest that the 
defi cit and foreign debt are driven by the collapse of 
saving in the United States. On this reading, the solu-
tion should lie in a domestic austerity drive in the USA, 
cutting US budget defi cits and constraining households 
to save more—a policy mix that would entail a large 
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recession in the USA and a reduction in American liv-
ing standards.

But behind these debates lies a deeper set of issues 
concerning America’s overall position in the world 
economy, issues which raise questions about the units 
of analysis that we use for discussing such matters. Th e 
activities of the American business class are no longer 
largely confi ned within the frontiers of the American 
national economy and within the fi eld of exports from 
that base. Th ey derive a large share of their profi ts from 
activities around the world, centred on their ability to 
establish operations in other countries. An increas-
ingly large segment of these activities is in the fi nancial 
fi eld and in the various asset markets around the world. 
And the sustainability of these international activities 
depends upon the jurisdictions of other states being 
open to American operators, an ultimately political 
matter. Insofar as the American state has the political 
capacity to shape market rules to further the operations 
of American capitals in such markets, there is every rea-
son to believe that an American capitalism centred on 
fi nancial operations can continue to fl ourish, even in 
the face of the fi nancial collapse.

Secondly, both the American current account defi -
cit and American foreign debt must be viewed in the 
context of the continued dominance of the dollar and 
the linked centrality of US asset markets. In this light 
the defi cits, however large, can be funded in dollars. 
If the dollar ceased to be the dominant currency, this 
would change and the US national economy would be 
in serious defi cit and debt diffi  culties. But the dollar’s 
ascendancy is not seriously under threat at the present 
time. One key reason lies in the fact that American asset 
markets remain by far the largest and most liquid in 
the world. Th is is especially true of the huge Treasury 
bond market, a safe haven for the reserves of the rest 
of the world’s central banks, but it applies also to other 
US asset mark ets, from agency bonds, through stocks 
and shares, to  other types of securities. Demand for US 
debt continued to  remain strong even aft er the fi nancial 
crisis, with China and  Japan, the largest holders of US 
debt, continuing to purchase US bonds. China alone 
held $906 billion in US debt in 2010. Moreover, there 
is no integrated market for euro-denominated gov-
ernment bonds in Europe—arrangements in this fi eld 
remain fragmented along national lines and as such 

there is currently no market of equal liquidity (and thus 
attractiveness) for foreign buyers.

None of this means that the state elites of the rest of 
the capitalist world consider the fi at dollar to be a sat-
isfactory world currency: with the wild swings of the 
dollar against other main currencies it is in many ways 
a dysfunctional system. Yet paradoxically this same sys-
tem, in combination with free movement of short-term 
private fi nance, creates great opportunities for fi nancial 
arbitrage and speculation, off ering extraordinarily high 
returns to the richest segment of the world’s population 
insofar as they gain access to the top American invest-
ment banks and the hedge funds linked to them.

And the sheer size of the American economy as 
a product market makes it an important magnet for 
capitalisms in the rest of the world, particularly if their 
growth strategy centres on exports. Th is encourages 
other centres, particularly the East and South-East 
Asians, to accept the American-centred international 
economic regimes and to cooperate with American 
economic policy managers.

Th e dollar will not cease to be the dominant currency 
unless it is replaced by a positive alternative and such an 
alternative does not exist at the present time. It would 
have to be created by political decisions, above all by 
decisions to create an East Asian currency zone that 
would link up with the euro, uniting Eurasia as a stable, 
independent monetary zone. Such a set of moves, con-
ceivable if China’s currency became fully convertible 
and became the key currency in East Asia, would mark 
a serious threat to the dollar and thus to the sustainabil-
ity of US defi cits and foreign debt.

Th us, the ascendancy of American capitalism within 
the world economy is not simply the result of the indus-
trial dynamism of the domestic American economy. It 
is also crucially related to the political ascendancy of 
the United States over the capitalist world and its abil-
ity to use its political power to shape the regimes of the 
world economy and to block political decisions in other 
centres that would disfavour key sectors of American 
business strength. In the wake of the Soviet bloc col-
lapse, the American state was extraordinarily successful 
in using its political infl uence to reshape market rules 
internationally to favour the ascendancy of American 
business. Th us the ascendancy of American capitalism 
within the world economy is as much a question about 
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American success in constructing a global empire in the 
post-Soviet world as it is a question about economics.

And in this context, the eff ects of the Soviet bloc col-
lapse and the turn by China and Russia towards capi-
talism and integration have been ambivalent in their 
eff ects. Th e political cohesiveness of the post-war capi-
talist core under American security protection in the 
Cold War has weakened. And China, as well as, to a 
lesser extent, Russia, seem likely to acquire substantial 
infl uence over both economic trends and the rules of 
the world economy while rejecting a role of geopolitical 
subordination to the United States. At the same time, 
the scale of the Chinese market as it deepens and grows 
off ers scale economies that could dwarf those currently 
enjoyed with the American market. Th us, for those who 
adopt an American empire perspective on American 
external economic policy and for those who stress the 

centrality of economies of scale in international compe-
tition, the political and economic challenges to Ameri-
can global ascendancy in the twenty-fi rst century may 
seem formidable.

 ❑ The appropriateness and reliability of the indicators of 

American economic revival since the mid-1990s.

 ❑ The signifi cance for American economic ascendancy 

of its current account defi cits and its mounting foreign 

debt.

 ❑ The continued grounds for arguing that the USA is likely 

to maintain its economic ascendancy over the next two 

decades.

 ❑ Challenges on the horizon.

KEY POINTS

Questions

 1. Research American political debates and press opinion on any free trade agreement between the United States 

and another country in order to establish why the America government has promoted this agreement and why 

some powerful groups in Congress have opposed the agreement. Who do you think was right and why?

 2. What sectors of the American civilian economy, if any, should be protected from foreign takeover and why?

 3. In what ways does America’s enormous military-political strength and reach make a major contribution to 

enabling the United States to shape the rules of the world economy?

 4. During the 1980s and much of the 1990s successive American administrations perceived a serious industrial threat 

from Japan and imposed managed trade and managed production on some high-tech and medium-tech Japanese 

industrial sectors. Were they right about the threat and in the actions they took against Japan during this period?

 5. Do you view America’s chronic current account defi cits as benefi cial for the world economy or an irresponsible 

exploitation of American power in world affairs?

 6. Does the readiness of American corporations to outsource jobs abroad and to relocate production in countries 

with cheap labour enhance or undermine the welfare of ordinary Americans? What, if anything, could be done to 

stop such moves?

 7. What have been the main driving forces of protectionist political pressures in the United States since the 1980s?

 8. To what extent do you think there is a broad, bipartisan elite consensus on the main lines of American external 

economic strategy at the present time?

 9. What do you consider to have been the major disagreements on foreign economic policy between the Bush 

administration and the Democratic Party in Congress since 2001?

 10. Some authors have stressed the importance for American external economic policy of special interest coalitions 

such as a ‘military-industrial complex’ or a ‘Wall Street–Treasury complex’. Do you consider that such authors are 

right about the power of such coalitions?

 11. Do you think those authors who talk about competitive threats to the American economy and about the need for 

strong external action against such competitive threats from other economies are right?
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Endnotes

 1.  Our focus in this chapter is on American policy for international economics. It therefore does not discuss American ‘economic state-

craft’—the ways in which the American state uses its economic and political resources to infl uence other states for political purposes, 

but altering their economic environment. On this important fi eld of American external economic policy see Baldwin (1985).

 2.  Neo-Gramscian theorists woul d call this image a hegemonic one in Gramsci’s sense of hegemony as leadership of others rather than a 

corporatist form of dominance. On Gramsci and hegemony see Cox (1996).

 3.  Hull’s infl uence on the inte rnational policy of the Roosevelt administration was, in fact, small. See, for instance, Hathaway (1984).

 4.  See Williams (1970, 1972). O ther American historians who have been linked with Williams’s perspective include Walter LaFeber and 

Lloyd C. Gardner. On the school’s infl uence, Michael Hogan writes that it ‘constitutes perhaps the most creative contribution to our fi eld 

in the last century and the only contribution to frame a grand, master narrative for American diplomatic history’ (Hogan 2004: 13).

 5.  John Williamson has aptly ca lled the monetary arrangements since 1971 a ‘non-system’ (Williamson and Milner 1991: 387).

 6.  See Major debates and their  impact 18.1.

 7.  Notably, Laura D. Tyson, who  became chair of Clinton’s Council of Economic Advisers from 1993 to 1995 and director of the National 

Economic Council between 1995 and 1996.

 8.  FTAs are bilateral agreement s giving preferential trade treatment outside multilateral frameworks such as those of the WTO. The eco-

nomic case for this ‘bilateralist’ strategy was made in the 1990s by Rudiger Dornbusch. See his contribution in Lawrence and Schultze 

(1990).

 9.  Thus we exclude from this gr oup those like Negri and Hardt who argue that the empire is not distinctively American in our sense. See 

Negri and Hardt (2000).

 10.  International Monetary Fund , accessed 17/01/2011 http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2010/01/weodata/index.aspx.

http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2010/01/weodata/index.aspx
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Introduction: the 9/11 attacks

At 8.46 am on 11 September 2001, American Airlines 
Flight 11, a Boeing 767, crashed into the North Tower 
of the World Trade Center in New York. Th e immediate 
belief was that this was a horrifying accident, not least 
because there had been a similar incident in 1945 when 
a military aircraft  crashed into the Empire State Build-
ing. However, sixteen minutes aft er the North Tower 
was struck, United Airlines Flight 175, also a Boeing 
767, struck the South Tower. Th is was followed at 9.37 
am by American Airlines Flight 77, a Boeing 757, crash-
ing into the Department of Defense headquarters, the 
Pentagon, in Washington. Just under half an hour later, 
United Airlines Flight 93, also a Boeing 757, crashed into 
a fi eld in Pennsylvania, aft er passengers had attempted 

to take over the plane from hijackers. Both of the World 
Trade Center towers collapsed and the toll in New York, 
Washington and Pennsylvania was 2973 people killed 
and 24 missing presumed dead.

Within minutes of the North Tower being struck, 
live television coverage was available throughout the 
United States and the rest of the world, and tens of mil-
lions of Americans saw the towers collapse. Th e impact 
has been compared with the Japanese attack on Pearl 
Harbour in December 1941, but many would argue that 
it was substantially greater (see Box 19.1). Th e admin-
istration of President George W Bush responded to the 
atrocity with great vigour, starting what was termed the 
‘global war on terror’. All four planes had been taken 
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over by people associated with the radical Islamist 
group al-Qaeda, and the Bush administration made 
clear its intention to bring those behind the attacks to 
justice. Th is would clearly involve punishing the Tali-
ban regime in Afghanistan if it did not cooperate, since 
it was harbouring the leaders of al-Qaeda.

Although the Bush administration was confi dent in its 
determination to destroy the al-Qaeda movement, early 
progress in the war on terror, including the termination 
of the Taliban regime, was not matched by the subsequent 
developments—close to ten years aft er the 9/11 attacks 
the United States remained mired in a protracted con-
fl ict in Afghanistan and the al-Qaeda movement was still 
active and seen in many countries as a persistent threat, 
in spite of the death of Osama Bin Laden. In Iraq the war 
had cost the lives of over 120,000 civilians and had left  
a deeply unstable and confl ict- ridden country. Th e war 

on terror had by this time become deeply controversial 
across the world and was even losing support in the Unit-
ed States itself. More generally, the 9/11 attacks and the 
robust American response were raising questions over 
the nature of terrorism in the early twenty-fi rst century 
and whether the approach of the Bush administration 
had been either eff ective or even appropriate.

Th is chapter begins by discussing defi nitions of terror-
ism and then examines US experience of terrorism prior 
to 9/11 as well as the political environment in Washing-
ton at the time of the attacks. It then analyses the response 
of the Bush administration in Afghanistan and Iraq as 
well as the nature and aims of the al-Qaeda organisation. 
Aft er making an assessment of the conduct of the war on 
terror in the fi rst nine years, it concludes by discussing 
the options available to the United States in what came to 
be called the ‘Long War against Islamofascism’.

The shock of the 9/11 atrocities to the people of the  United 

States was so great that many commentators compared 

them to the only other surprise attack of any magnitude—the 

 Japanese attack on the US naval base at Pearl Harbor in Hawaii 

on 7 December 1941. That attack left over 2400 people dead 

and more than 1000 injured, and brought the United States 

into the Second World War, but it had less immediate impact 

in at least four respects.

 ● The attacker was another country with which there was 

already a state of tension—risk of a war against Japan 

already existed.
 ●  The attack was directed against a major naval base in dis-

tant Hawaii and, however much of a surprise, could be 

understood as a traditional, if particularly shocking, act of 

war against military targets.

 ●  The greatest impact of 9/11 was the destruction of the twin 

towers in down-town New York and the killing of nearly 

3000 civilians.
 ●  The 9/11 attacks were witnessed live on television by tens 

of millions of Americans, whereas Pearly Harbour had a 

less visceral impact, given the virtually non- existent TV sys-

tems at that time.

Television coverage gave 9/11 an immediacy that was 

particularly shocking, as so many Americans witnessed the 

collapse of the two towers as they happened, knowing that 

thousands of people were being killed. In all of these respects, 

the impact of 9/11 was much greater than that of Pearl Harbor 

and, given the nature of the Bush administration, a war was 

inevitable even if it was to be against an enemy that was far 

more amorphous and dispersed than was Imperial Japan.

BOX 19.1: 9/11 and Pearl Harbor

Terrorism and the background to 9/11

Defi ning terrorism
A commonly used defi nition of terrorism is:

“the threat of violence and the use of fear to coerce, per-

suade, and gain public attention. (National Advisory 

Committee 1976)”

A more widely used defi nition, and one that is regarded 
as being particularly helpful, is that of Wardlaw (1982):

“Political terrorism is the use, or threat of use, of vio-

lence by an individual or group, whether acting for or in 

opposition to established authority, when such action is 

designed to create extreme anxiety and/or fear-inducing 
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effects in a target group larger than the immediate victims 

with the purpose of coercing that group into acceding to 

the political demands of the perpetrators.”
Th is defi nition is particularly helpful several respects. 
Firstly, it specifi cally focuses on ‘political terrorism’ 
as distinct from criminal use of terror, as in enforc-
ing protection rackets. Referring to political terrorism 
does not mean that such terrorists cannot be consid-
ered criminals. Indeed, many analysts argue that doing 
so reduces their signifi cance as actors fi ghting for a po-
litical cause.

Secondly, it specifi cally refers to state terrorism as 
well as sub-state terrorism, a distinction that is largely 
lacking in most post-9/11 studies on terrorism where 
almost the entire emphasis is on sub-state terrorism. 
Th is is important because the overwhelming ma-
jority of the victims of terrorism, certainly in recent 
decades, have been the victims of terror instituted by 
their own governments. Such terror has involved the 
deaths and detention of many millions of people in 
almost all regions of the world. It includes major ter-
ror campaigns in Stalin’s Soviet Union, Nazi Germany, 
and post-war China, and the actions of many govern-
ments across Africa, Latin America, and Asia. It also 
includes the use of terror in many late colonial con-
fl icts by the colonial powers. Almost all of this is lost 
in current terrorism studies where the emphasis may 
extend to state-sponsorship of sub-state groups, but 
rarely acknowledges the activities of states, including 
some democracies.

Finally, Wardlaw’s defi nition is useful because it 
places emphasis on a key aspect of terrorism, the de-
termination to cause fear in a wider community than 
those immediately targeted. Th is, too, applies to state 
terrorism, where detention without trial, torture, dis-
appearances, and death squads have been employed 
and are still being employed in many countries. While 
the concern of this chapter is specifi cally with the 
American experience of sub-state terrorism, especially 
since the 9/11 attacks, it is necessary to remember this 
wider context, especially as there is a persistent ten-
dency to apply the terms ‘terror’ and ‘terrorist’ in a 
pejorative sense, referring to legitimate political move-
ments and individuals who cannot easily be described 
as terrorists.

The American experience 
before 9/11
Western European countries experienced paramilitary 
violence in the 1970s and 1980s from politically mo-
tivated groups, and there were sustained paramilitary 
actions in Northern Ireland, from the Provisional IRA 
and loyalist groups, and in Spain from the Basque Sepa-
ratists, ETA. Across the Middle East, prior to 9/11, there 
were numerous paramilitary groups, many of them as-
sociated with the Palestinian cause. Elsewhere in the 
world, the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Elam (LTTE) in 
Sri Lanka used political violence repeatedly, although 
they would claim it was in response to government vio-
lence against the Tamil community. Many other coun-
tries have experienced terrorist activity, although the 
great majority of those killed, injured, or traumatized 
have been victims of state terrorism rather than of the 
activities of sub-state actors.

Prior to 9/11, the American experience of terrorism 
was relatively small, at least in terms of the conventional 
understanding of the term. At a time of political unrest 
in Europe in the 1960s and early 1970s, there were small-
scale equivalents in the United States, including the left -
wing Weathermen and the Symbionese Liberation Army, 
the latter famous for the kidnapping of the heiress Patty 
Hearst in February 1974. In parallel with these were the 
right-wing Minutemen, and it was from the political right 
that the worst individual act of terrorism came with the 
bombing of the Alfred P Murrah Federal Government 
building in Oklahoma City on 19 April 1995, killing 168 
people and injuring more than 500 (Anderson and Sloan 
2002). Although less serious than the Oklahoma bomb-
ing in terms of casualties, the fi rst attack on the World 
Trade Center, on 26 February 1993, was potentially cata-
strophic. Th e intention was to collapse the tower over the 
Vista Hotel, which connected the two towers, and then 
into the South Tower, completely destroying all three 
buildings. In the attack, six people were killed and over a 
thousand were injured, although most of these involved 
relatively minor instances of smoke inhalation. While 
some of those responsible had already left  the country, 
a number of others were detained and later imprisoned 
for long terms.

Th e Oklahoma and 1993 World Trade Center bomb-
ings are generally considered to be the main examples 
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of terrorist action in the United States prior to 2001, 
although many people would argue strongly that there 
had been highly signifi cant examples of systematic 
terrorism directed against minorities. Th ese included 
many incidents involving First Nation (native Ameri-
can) groups during the mid and late 1800s, some involv-
ing massacres on a considerable scale. Th e argument 
from a First Nation perspective was that these should 
be properly described as acts of terrorism as they were 
intended to use large-scale fear for direct political pur-
poses. Similarly, the innumerable examples of beatings, 
torture, and lynching of Black Americans, especially in 
Southern states well into the mid-twentieth century, 
have been described as systematic terrorism—the de-
liberate use of violence to instil fear into a wider com-
munity, ensuring their compliance with their allotted 
and subservient position in society.

More problematic in terms of foreign relations and 
controversial with regard to perceptions of terrorism 
was the widespread support among Irish Americans for 
the activities of the Provisional IRA in Northern Ireland 
and Britain, especially in the 1970s and 1980s. Even more 
controversial has been the question of US government 
support for paramilitary groups and what has been 
described as state terrorism in Latin America (George 
1991). Th e arguments revolve around direct or indirect 
support for anti-left ist paramilitary groups in countries 
such as Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala, as well 
as for autocratic regimes such as that of General Augus-
to Pinochet in Chile, the main period being the 1970s 
and 1980s. Frequent claims were made of the training of 
military and paramilitary personnel at sites such as the 
School of the Americas, with training including the use 
of torture and other forms of terror. Th e counter argu-
ment was that support for such groups did not extend to 
terrorism and was, in any case, necessary in the context of 
the intense Cold War competition with the Soviet Union.

US foreign policy and the Bush 
administration
Th e election of George W. Bush to the White House 
resulted in an administration that developed its foreign 
and security policy in a particular direction. Th is was 
largely due to the infl uence of a group of neoconserva-

tive opinion formers, backed by a wider circle of politi-
cians and advisers from an assertive realist background. 
Following the collapse of the Soviet Union at the end of 
the Cold War, the post-Cold War world was seen as a 
vindication of free market liberal democracy, and many 
in the Bush administration were convinced of the pos-
sibility of envisaging a New American Century for the 
twenty-fi rst century. In such a global environment the 
United States would play a world-wide civilizing role, 
ensuring an era of peace and security for humankind.

One particular concern was that what was seen as 
an excessive involvement in multilateral initiatives 
and negotiations could limit freedom of action, to the 
detriment both of the United States and its role in en-
suring the New American Century. As a consequence, 
a number of early moves by the Bush administration 
signalled a desire to avoid such limits. It was clear that a 
Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty would not be ratifi ed by 
the United States, there would be a withdrawal from the 
Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty, there were grave doubts 
about aspects of the planned International Criminal 
Court and proposals to control arms transfers between 
states, and the United States would be highly unlikely 
to support negotiations to prevent the weaponization 
of space. Of particular concern to a number of western 
European states was the decision of the Bush admin-
istration to withdraw from the Kyoto climate change 
protocols, but there was also concern that the adminis-
tration might not back the complex negotiations under 
way in Geneva to strengthen the 1972 Biological and 
Toxin Weapons Convention.

From the perspective of the Bush administration, 
however, all of these policy changes fi tted in with the 

 ❑ Terrorism is most commonly conducted by states 

against their own populations.

 ❑ Prior to the 9/11 attacks, the United States had rela-

tively limited exposure to terrorism.

 ❑ Some US activities in support of Irish republican groups 

and of paramilitary groups in Latin America were 

controversial.

 ❑ As the sole superpower, the United States political sys-

tem was particularly shocked by the 9/11 attacks.

KEY POINTS
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9/11 and the start of the war
Prior to the 9/11 attacks, the United States had already 
experienced a number of paramilitary attacks on fa-
cilities in the Middle East and North Africa. Th ese in-
cluded the killing of a number of US soldiers in Riyadh 
in Saudi Arabia in the mid-1990s, and the much more 
substantial attack on the Khobar Towers accommo-
dation block at the US Air Force’s King Abdul Aziz 
Air Base at Dhahran in eastern Saudi Arabia on 25 
June 1996. In that attack, 19 US service personnel 
were killed and 500 people injured. Th e bombing was 
claimed to have been down to internal Saudi paramil-
itaries, possibly linked to the al-Qaeda movement, but 
some investigators pointed to a possible connection 
with Iran.

Even more costly than the Khobar Towers attack 
were the bombings of the US embassies in Nairobi and 
Dar es Salaam on 7 August 1998. Th e Dar es Salaam 
attack killed ten Tanzanians, with one American em-
ployee wounded, but the Nairobi attack was far more 
devastating as it caused the collapse of an offi  ce building 
alongside the Embassy. Th e huge blast killed twelve US 
citizens and wounded six more, but the cost in lives for 
Kenyans was even higher than the Oklahoma bombing 
a year earlier, with 279 Kenyans killed and around 5000 
injured. Even so, neither the Khobar Towers nor the 
Embassy bombings were suffi  cient to prepare Ameri-
cans for the impact of the 9/11 attacks.

Th e immediate response of the Bush administration 
to the 9/11 atrocities was to demand that the Taliban 
regime in Afghanistan cease harbouring the leader-
ship of the al-Qaeda movement or risk the use of US 
military force to do so, implying the termination of the 

regime if it did not comply. In the wake of the attacks 
the United States had strong support from people and 
 governments in western Europe, with the French news-
paper Le Monde famously using the headline ‘We Are 
All Americans Now’, the day aft er the attack. Support 
in much of the rest of the world was far more muted. It 
ranged from a degree of satisfaction, especially among 
many people in the Arab world, that the United States 
was on the receiving end of a violent attack, to a much 
more nuanced concern that a resultant worldwide 
war on terror might be deeply counterproductive (see 
Box 19.2).

In the absence of the required response from the Tali-
ban regime in Kabul, the United States then moved rap-
idly to destroy the regime and the al-Qaeda militias in 
Afghanistan. Although the al-Qaeda movement might 
have hoped for a full-scale US military occupation of 
Afghanistan, in order to lure it into a protracted guer-
rilla war, a rather diff erent route to regime termination 
was taken, involving three elements. Th e main one was 
the decision to re-arm and re-supply the Northern Alli-
ance forces, at that time the losing parties in the Afghan 
civil war. Supplies came largely from former Soviet 
states, although funded by the United States. Second-
ly, the United States used extensive air power, both to 
destroy specifi c targets of value to the Taliban and also 
to use area impact munitions to kill Taliban units when 
they could be caught in any sizeable concentrations. 
Finally, the United States made extensive use of Special 
Forces, partly for target acquisition but also for direct 
support of Northern Alliance forces. US conventional 
military units were deployed in due course, principally 
troops from the Marine Corps in the south east of the 
country, especially around Kandahar.

The war on terror I

idea that the United States, as the sole superpower, had 
the right and duty to determine the world’s future. Fur-
thermore, it had a historic responsibility to promote its 
political and social ideals in a manner that was confi -
dently expected to make the world a better place. By 
the late summer of 2001, the mood in Washington was 
one of ebullience as it appeared that the administration 

really could further the idea of a New American Cen-
tury with little prospect of any serious opposition. It was 
in this mood that the United States was to respond to 
the 9/11 attacks, and it was perhaps inevitable that the 
response would be very robust, given the sudden per-
ception of vulnerability at a time when the future looked 
so bright.



340 Paul Rogers

Th e Afghan War initially appeared to be a conspicuous 
success, with the Taliban regime terminated by the end of 
November 2001, little more than six weeks aft er the start 
of the war, but this was somewhat misleading. In many 
cases, most notably in Kabul, the Taliban militia simply 
melted away, with their armaments intact, to towns and 
villages in Afghanistan and western Pakistan. Very few of 
the al-Qaeda militia were killed or detained, with most of 
the training camps found to be deserted when US troops 
eventually entered them. Th ere were some instances 
when US troops came under intensive attack, especially 
in the Tora Bora mountains, but for the most part both 
the Taliban and al-Qaeda militias simply dispersed.

Even so, many hundreds were detained and there 
was an immediate controversy over the Bush adminis-
tration’s decision to detain large numbers of suspected 
terrorists at a camp established at the Guantanamo Bay 
military base in Cuba. Th is was out of the area of the US 
judiciary but was not subject to the Cuban judiciary. As 
a result, the detainees were fully under the control of 
the Pentagon and were widely seen outside the United 
States as being illegally detained. Th is was strongly dis-
puted by the administration in Washington and there 
was initially little opposition within the United States to 
the establishment of the Guantanamo detention centre.

The State of the Union and West 
Point speeches
Th e fi rst six months of 2002 can be said to have 
marked the high point of the success of the war on 
terror and are particularly signifi cant for the manner 
in which the early achievements in Afghanistan led 
on to a signifi cant expansion of the war aims, an ex-
pansion that was expressed in two key addresses by 
President Bush, the 2002 State of the Union address 
in January and the Graduation Address at the West 
Point Military Academy fi ve months later. Th e State 
of the Union address was delivered to both Houses 
of Congress in the manner of a victory speech, with 
numerous rounds of applause. While signalling the 
extent of the victory in Afghanistan it went much fur-
ther in extending the concept of the war on terror well 
beyond retaliatory action against the al-Qaeda move-
ment in two specifi c ways.

Th e fi rst of these was to make it clear that the enemy 
in the war on terror was not just limited to the al-Qaeda 
movement but to other Islamic radical organizations 
such as Hezbollah, Hamas, and Islamic Jihad. Presi-
dent Bush cited US operations in Bosnia, Somalia, and 
the Philippines, and placed particular emphasis on the 

One of the most astute analysts of the immediate aftermath 

of the 9/11 attacks from a perspective away from the North 

Atlantic community was the academic and activist Walden 

Bello, a former academic at the University of California and 

later a Professor at the University of the Philippines and 

also Director of the infl uential Focus on the Global South 

non-government organization in Bangkok. In a remark-

ably prescient analysis written barely two weeks after the 

9/11 attacks, Bello pointed to the risk of an endless war if 

the United States concentrated almost exclusively on a mili-

tary response. He was forthright in condemning the attacks 

themselves but counselled against a response that ignored 

the widespread view of the United States across much of the 

majority world, pointing to the massive use of force in Viet-

nam and the bitter mood of opposition to US policies in the 

Middle East, not least in terms of US support for Israel and 

for elitist and autocratic regimes in countries such as Saudi 

Arabia and Egypt.

According to Bello, a quite different response was required:

“The only response that will readily contribute to global 

security and peace is for Washington to address not 

the symptoms but the roots of terrorism. It is for the 

United States to re-examine and substantially change 

its policies in the Middle East and the Third World, sup-

porting for a change arrangements that will not stand 

in the way of the achievement of equity, justice and 

genuine national sovereignty for currently marginal-

ized people. Any other way leads to  endless war.’ (Bello 

2001)”Some indication of the radically different responses to the 

9/11 attacks is that such a view would be roundly condemned 

in most political circles in Washington, just as it struck a loud 

chord with many opinion formers in the world away from the 

countries of the North Atlantic community.

BOX 19.2 9/11 and the majority world
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need to destroy training camps wherever they might 
be, ‘in remote jungles and deserts, and hides in the cen-
tres of large cities’ (Bush 2002). He made it clear that 
it was essential for all legitimate states to control such 
movements and went on to emphasize that if some 
governments chose not to act, then the United States 
would do so.

Th e second extension announced in the Address was 
even more signifi cant. Th e global war on terror was to 
go well beyond the issue of sub-state terror groups to 
include a number of rogue states that were defi ned as 
working against US security interests, both by their sup-
port for terrorist organizations and by their determina-
tion to develop weapons of mass destruction. Using the 
key phrase an ‘axis of evil’, President Bush expanded 
the war to include such states as Iraq, Iran, and North 
Korea, and made it clear that these states would not be 
allowed to threaten the United States. Either they gave 
up their activities in relation to terrorism and the pur-
suit of weapons of mass destruction or they would face 
regime termination.

Th is major extension of the war was generally pop-
ular in the United States in early 2002, and there was 
specifi c support for possible action against the Saddam 
Hussein regime in Iraq. At the same time, it gave rise 
to considerable unease in other countries that had oth-
erwise been sympathetic to the American predicament 
aft er 9/11. Th is was refl ected in the cautious response 
of some western European governments to the speech, 
but much more so in terms of adverse public opinion, 
even in countries such as Britain where the Prime Min-
ister, Tony Blair, was fulsome in his support for the Bush 
administration.

Four months aft er the State of the Union address, 
President Bush’s speech at the West Point Military 
Academy went even further, making it clear that the 
United States had the right to take pre-emptive action 
against an enemy that might be a future threat to US 
security. Th is clearly included military action against 
states, with key members of the axis of evil such as Iraq 
and Iran being obvious candidates for enforced regime 
change if there were not internal transformations. In 
the intervening period between the two addresses there 
were many indications that the Saddam Hussein regime 
in Iraq would be the fi rst candidate for pre-emptive 
military action.

The Iraq War
In March 2003, following discussions and a relatively 
weak resolution at the United Nations, a coalition of 
states led by the United States began a military cam-
paign to terminate the Saddam Hussein regime. Within 
three weeks this had been achieved and there was an 
expectation that Iraq would make a rapid transition to 
a stable pro-western country, with the coalition forces 
welcomed as liberators. Th is proved to be a gross mis-
reading of the situation on many counts. Th e fi rst was 
that weapons of mass destruction were not found, 
despite this being the primary stated motive in going 
to war. Secondly, little evidence emerged of any rela-
tionship between the Saddam Hussein regime and the 
al-Qaeda movement. Th is was hardly surprising given 
that Iraq had had a largely secular regime under Sadd-
am Hussein, a form of governance anathema to the al-
Qaeda movement.

In the immediate aft ermath of the termination of the 
regime, there was extensive public disorder, widespread 
looting, and rampant criminality as the coalition forces 
proved hopelessly inadequate to maintain control. Fur-
thermore, the intentions of the US-appointed Coalition 
Provisional Authority (CPA), answerable to the Penta-
gon and not the State Department, failed almost from 
the start. A plan to establish a free market economy 
with a fl at-rate tax and wholesale privatization of state 
assets was made almost impossible to achieve by the 
decision to terminate the employment of public service 
offi  cials who had been members of the Ba’ath Party of 
the old regime. Such membership was a pre-requisite 
for most posts and did not necessarily imply strong sup-
port for Saddam Hussein, and the loss of a huge cohort 
of technocrats, managers, and administrators meant 
that much of the state apparatus ceased to function. A 
further mistake was the wholesale dismissal of the Iraq 
Army, throwing several hundred thousand trained sol-
diers onto the streets, where many could join an evolv-
ing insurgency.

Th at insurgency developed rapidly within four 
months of the start of the war, one of most notable 
examples being the bombing of the UN headquarters in 
Baghdad. Th e killing of Uday and Qusay Hussein in July 
2003 and the capture of Saddam Hussein himself fi ve 
months later had no discernible eff ect on the insurgency, 
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which continued to develop over the next three years. 
By early 2007, the United States military had lost nearly 
3500 people killed and over 25,000 injured, with many of 
those injured being maimed for life. Countering a large-
ly urban insurgency by determined paramilitary groups 
proved very diffi  cult, and there was a marked tendency 
for US forces to use their immense fi repower advan-
tages, oft en resulting in considerable collateral damage 

and civilian casualties. Th e assault on the city of Fallu-
jah in November 2004 was a notable example of this and 
had an eff ect well beyond Iraq (see Box 19.3). Although 
Iraqi civilian casualties were diffi  cult to measure with 
any accuracy, at least 100,000 were killed in the fi rst four 
years; at times in the fourth year of the war, the monthly 
civilian casualties in Iraq were as great as the entire loss 
of life in the 9/11 attacks.

In November 2004, with the war in Iraq barely eighteen 

months old, the US Army and Marine Corps launched a 

combined assault on the city of Fallujah, west of Baghdad, 

believing it to be the epicentre of the insurgency that was 

proving so diffi cult to counter. To the Bush administration, 

the Fallujah assault was an entirely necessary part of coun-

tering the terrorism that lay at the heart of the insurgency. 

As a result, considerable access was given to TV channels 

to record the assault, from the American perspective, as it 

progressed. To Muslims across the Arab world, the assault 

on Fallujah, which killed thousands of people, was nothing 

less than terrorism, and was widely compared to the 9/11 

attacks. There was therefore a complete discontinuity in how 

the events were seen, and exploring this throws some light 

on the vexed question of why the war on terror has lasted 

so long.

A year after the termination of the Saddam Hussein 

regime, the insurgency in Iraq was developing rapidly, with 

American forces already losing scores of soldiers and hun-

dreds wounded every month. The city of Fallujah was in the 

heart of central Iraq and was very largely populated by Sunni 

Muslims, many of whom had supported the previous regime 

of Saddam Hussein and were bitterly opposed to what was 

widely seen as a US occupation of their city and country, not 

a liberation from an oppressive regime. In April 2004, Fallu-

jah was not under the control of the US forces, but a major 

attempt was made to change that in the wake of a particularly 

violent incident. On 31 March, fi ve US Marines were killed 

when their armoured personnel carrier was blown up and 

on the same day four American private security contractors 

were seized by insurgents and killed. Their bodies were then 

mutilated and burnt before being hung from the girders of a 

bridge in front of a large angry crowd.

The subsequent attempt by the US Marine Corps to gain 

control of the city was partly in reaction to this atrocity, 

but US military units frequently found themselves engaged 

in bitter fi ghts in an enclosed urban environment. On one 

occasion, a group of Marines was ambushed in the city by 

insurgents, suffered injuries, took refuge in nearby build-

ings and was only rescued by a heavily armed and armoured 

convoy after many hours of fi ghting. While Marine Corps 

representatives spoke proudly of the Marines’ code of leav-

ing no one behind, tensions in the city were exacerbated by 

an intensive reprisal raid on the area of the fi ghting by US 

AC-130 gunships several hours later. This destroyed several 

city blocks.

Six months later the city was considered to be such a cen-

tre of insurgency that a much larger assault and occupation 

was thought likely to cause the insurgency irreversible dam-

age. As a result, a large force of around 15,000 troops and 

Marines was assembled for an all-out assault on the city. Over 

a protracted operation lasting more than two weeks Fallu-

jah was indeed brought under control. The full extent of Iraqi 

casualties remains unknown but appears to have been sev-

eral thousand people killed. About half of the 39,000 houses 

in Fallujah were either destroyed or badly damaged during 

the confl ict, as well as most of the schools and other public 

buildings.

What was particularly notable about Fallujah was the 

remarkably contrasting images of the confl ict as seen on US 

and Middle Eastern television channels. In the United States 

there was copious coverage of the artillery, tanks, and other 

weapons used in the assault. Particularly graphic images were 

broadcast of tracer bullets arcing over the river and into the 

city. Other images showed mosques and other buildings 

being hit as US troops systematically moved through the 

densely packed streets. All of them demonstrated the power 

of the US military and they were generally well-received by 

many Americans as proof of the progress of the war. Here 

was a clear example of US forces taking the war to the enemy 

BOX 19.3 Case study: Fallujah—whose terrorism?
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Th e Iraq War was primarily against insurgents who were 
Iraqis, but there were also paramilitary elements drawn in 
from other states, with some of them connected to the al-
Qaeda movement. Partly on this basis, the Bush adminis-
tration persistently represented the Iraq War as an essential 
part of the overall war on terror, seeking to establish it 
within the United States as part of the justifi ed response 
to the original 9/11 attacks. Even so, support for the war 
decreased markedly during 2006, leading to the loss of 
control of Congress by the Republican Party. Furthermore, 
even as this was happening, developments in Afghanistan 
and in the capabilities of the al-Qaeda movement were 
such that more general aspects of the war on terror were 
becoming pertinent to any assessment of its progress.

and taking control of the heartland of the insurgency—a city 

in which atrocities had been carried out against Americans 

earlier in the year. Throughout the assault, the administra-

tion repeatedly described the insurgents as terrorists. For the 

United States, Fallujah was a major success in the war in Iraq, 

and since this was seen as part of the wider war on terror, 

then the Fallujah attack could be seen as a battle won in that 

diffi cult war.

Even as the images of US military success were being broad-

cast, regional stations such as Al-Jazeera were showing graph-

ic and uncensored images from within the city, with corpses 

and body parts strewn across the streets, and with women 

and children critically wounded and waiting in understaffed 

and under-equipped medical centres. The scene for Arab and 

Muslim audiences was almost a mirror-image of the view from 

Washington. Fallujah was known as ‘the city of mosques’ and 

the American attack was seen as a direct assault by ‘crusader’ 

forces on what was almost a holy city. Furthermore, both the 

US TV footage of the fi repower directed into the city, and the 

regional coverage from within the city, strongly reinforced this 

view. In particular, the US TV images of the heavy fi repower 

being used to great effect may have gone down well in the 

United States but had the directly opposite effect in the Mid-

dle East. Whatever the value of the taking of Fallujah to the US 

military, its propaganda value for the insurgents and, indeed, 

the wider al-Qaedamovement, was very much greater.

Moreover, Fallujah did not turn out to be in any sense 

a turning point for the United States in Iraq. In the months 

that followed, the city was garrisoned by US and Iraqi 

government troops and was subjected to very high lev-

els of security. These included a cordon around the entire 

city, with all vehicles subject to search and all adult males 

searched with particular diligence. In spite of this, impro-

vised explosive devices were being manufactured in the 

city and used against American forces within months of the 

original attack.

Across Iraq as a whole, the insurgency gathered pace in 

the following months. Indeed at the very time that the US 

forces were engaged in the assault on Fallujah, the insur-

gency moved north to the city of Mosul. Such was the inten-

sity of the sudden outbreak of fi ghting that the United States 

had to move in 2400 troops to reinforce the units there. Not 

only did the November 2004 assault on Fallujah fail to stem 

the insurgency, it almost certainly increased antagonism to 

the United States in Iraq and beyond, a result directly coun-

terproductive to the original aim of the operation. What 

remains most signifi cant, though, is the opposing views 

of the same events. For many Americans it was a reassur-

ing demonstration of military capabilities in a bitter war 

against uncompromising terrorists but for millions of peo-

ple across the region it was proof of the ruthlessness of a 

foreign invader.

BOX 19.3 Case study: Fallujah—whose terrorism?—continued

 ❑ The im mediate US reaction after 9/11 was to termi-

nate the Taliban regime in Afghanistan and disperse the 

 al-Qaeda movement.

 ❑ The wa r on terror was extended in 2002 to include an 

axis of evil of rogue states such as Iraq, Iran, and North 

Korea.

 ❑ The Sa ddam Hussein regime was terminated early in 

2003.

 ❑ An ins urgency developed rapidly, against the expecta-

tions of the Bush administration.

KEY POINTS
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Afghanistan
When the US-led coalition successfully terminated 
the Taliban regime in Afghanistan, the Bush admin-
istration was confi dent that the al-Qaeda network had 
been substantially disrupted and that Afghanistan 
would make a rapid transition to a stable pro-western 
state, increasing US infl uence in Central Asia. At the 
time, however, some of the most experienced ana-
lysts, especially senior UN personnel, expressed the 
need for very substantial aid for Afghanistan, in ad-
dition to the immediate deployment of a peacekeep-
ing force of around 30,000 troops to ensure stability. 
Given that the country had experienced decades of 
war, it was considered wholly unrealistic to think that 
it could achieve a peaceful transition without substan-
tial external help. Th ere was also a particular concern, 
largely ignored by the Bush administration, that the 
Taliban militias had disappeared from sight rather 
than had been defeated, and that they and their al-
Qaeda associates had substantial scope for redevelop-
ing their capabilities given that the frontier districts of 
Pakistan, such as North and South Waziristan, were 
areas where there was little or no central Pakistani 
government control.

In spite of these warnings, the United States was 
already pre-occupied with preparing for regime ter-
mination in Iraq, and European states were very slow 
in providing aid or security assistance for the coun-
try. As a result, Taliban and other militias began to 
regain infl uence and control, especially in the south 
and south-east of Afghanistan so that within fi ve 
years of regime termination a serious insurgency was 
developing. Insurgents were aided by a substantial 
increase in opium poppy cultivation, with record har-
vests being declared in 2006. Moreover, far more of 
the raw opium was now being refi ned into heroin and 
morphine within the country rather than exported in 
its raw form. Th is greatly increased the illicit fi nances 
coming into the country. During the period 2002–
2007, NATO’s International Security Assistance Force 
(ISAF) was eventually increased to around 30,000 
troops, together with many thousands more US com-

bat troops not under NATO command. While much 
of northern and  western Afghanistan made slow pro-
gress, large areas of the south and east of the country 
were mired in confl ict between coalition forces and a 
resurgent Taliban.

Th e Taliban capabilities were greatly aided by the lack 
of Pakistani government control of frontier districts. 
With the Taliban and other militias drawing largely 
from ethnic Pashtuns, and with the Pashtun commu-
nity stretching well into Pakistan, the result was that 
the border districts were secure areas in which para-
military groups were relatively safe from attack, and 
could train recruits and move supplies into Afghani-
stan. Furthermore, although the al-Qaeda movement 
was substantially dispersed, it too could treat areas of 
western Pakistan as safe havens. Given a strong mood of 
anti-Americanism across much of Pakistani society, it 
was not initially feasible for US forces to extend the war 
against the Taliban or al-Qaeda elements to Pakistan, 
although by 2010 the extensive use of armed drones 
was doing just this, while proving highly unpopular in 
Pakistan.

By early 2009, numbers of coalition troops in 
Afghanistan had been increased steadily and when 
Barack Obama took offi  ce in January 2009 he accepted 
the need for a further surge in troop numbers even 
while he committed the United States to a progressive 
withdrawal of most US troops from Iraq. By early 2011 
US forces in Afghanistan exceeded 100,000, with a 
further 40,000 troops from other coalition states. Th e 
Obama administration saw the troop surge as a means 
of enabling an eventual withdrawal from Afghani-
stan following negotiations with Taliban and other 
armed opposition groups conducted from a position 
of strength. It was far from clear that this would be 
possible, with some evidence suggesting that the surge 
in foreign troop numbers was actually having the ef-
fect of increasing armed opposition to what was seen 
as a foreign occupation. What was more immediately 
signifi cant, however, was that the Obama administra-
tion was implementing a diff erent policy to that of its 
predecessor. Under President Bush, the Afghan pol-
icy was one of comprehensively defeating the Taliban 

The war on terror II
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movement. For the Obama administration there was a 
singular lack of conviction that this was possible, and 
the purpose of the troop surge in 2010 was primarily 
to negotiate withdrawal from a position of military 
strength. Th is would hopefully involve a substantial 
element of withdrawal before the President sought re-
election in 2012.

The Al-Qaeda movement
In the 1980s there was vigorous opposition to the So-
viet occupation of Afghanistan, coming mainly from 
radical Islamic paramilitaries known as the mujahidin. 
Aided by the Inter-Services Intelligence agency in Paki-
stan and strongly supported by the CIA, the mujahidin 
were eventually successful and the Soviet armed forces 
withdrew in some disarray. Th e Afghan defeat was one 
of the reasons for the collapse of the Soviet system, 
although some Islamic radicals believed that it was 
almost entirely due to the resistance.

One signifi cant member of the mujahidin was a 
young Saudi of Yemeni extraction, Osama Bin Laden. 
His main role was in logistics and he had consider-
able wealth inherited from his father, who had run 
the leading construction company in Saudi Arabia, 
although he also had support from the CIA. Osama 
bin Laden and others, especially the Egyptian intel-
lectual Ayman Zawahiri, regarded the Soviet with-
drawal from Afghanistan as a great achievement, but 
were subsequently rebuff ed by the Saudi authorities 
when they off ered their expertise to help safeguard 
the Kingdom of the Two Holy Places (Mecca and 
Medina) when the Saddam Hussein regime occupied 
Kuwait in 1990.

Aft er the 1991 Iraq War, bin Laden and others were 
bitterly opposed to the continuing US military presence 
in Saudi Arabia, regarding it as an utter aff ront to Islam 
that such ‘crusader’ forces could be entrenched in the 
heart of the Islamic world. Th eir opposition resulted in 
bin Laden’s exile to Sudan during the 1990s and later to 
Afghanistan, where the radical Taliban regime enabled 
him and his associates to develop training camps and 
build a radical paramilitary movement known as al-
Qaeda (‘the base’). While the al-Qaeda movement tends 
to be regarded as a nihilistic terrorist organization that 
cannot be considered in any way a political entity, this 

is a basic misreading of a movement that is an unusual 
combination of fundamentalist religious belief with 
very clear-cut political aims that stretch from a few 
decades through to a century or more.

Al-Qaeda is therefore best seen as a revolutionary 
movement with a religious belief rather than a specifi c 
political ideology at its root. In the short term it seeks 
the expulsion of all ‘crusader’ (i.e. western) forces from 
the Islamic world, commencing with Saudi Arabia, and 
the termination of what it sees as elitist, corrupt, un-
representative, and pro-western regimes in countries 
across the Islamic world, especially Saudi Arabia and 
Egypt. Th e movement also supports some separatist 
groups such as those in southern Th ailand and Islamic 
radicals in Kashmir and Chechnya. It is bitterly anti-
Zionist and supports the Palestinian cause, even though 
most Palestinians do not want to be associated with the 
movement. All of these aims are regarded as achievable 
over a timescale measured in several decades, with the 
removal of uniformed US military forces in Saudi Ara-
bia already having been achieved. In the long term, the 
movement seeks to establish a radical Islamist Caliph-
ate, centred on the Middle East, but this is an aim that 
may take 50 to 100 years.

Four aspects of the movement are particularly impor-
tant. One is that it works on an entirely diff erent time-
scale to that of western political systems. Th ey may look 
four to fi ve years ahead whereas al-Qaeda measures its 
progress in decades. Secondly, and related to this, the 
al-Qaeda leadership does not envisage its long-term 
aims being achieved in its lifetime. Th is therefore has 
an eschatological dimension that is quite diff erent 
from most revolutionary movements in the last three 
centuries, where the revolutionaries have depended on 
support generated substantially through the prospect of 
short-term success.

A third feature of the movement concerns its disper-
sal since the 9/11 attacks and the remarkable manner 
in which this has been combined with a maintenance 
of support. Regime termination in Afghanistan and 
the killing or detention of signifi cant elements of the 
leadership might have been expected to have hugely 
weakened the movement, but this has not proved to 
be the case. It has transformed itself into a very loose 
connection of groups, with some modest degree of cen-
tralization, primarily in western Pakistan. It has been 
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hugely aided by the coverage of the wars in Afghanistan 
and Iraq, especially the reporting of large numbers of 
civilian casualties on satellite TV news channels such 
as Al-Jazeera (see Box 19.4). Such reporting has com-
bined with overtly propagandistic videos, DVDs, and 
internet communications to produce a sense of Islam 
under attack that has powerfully aided support for the 
movement.

The value of Iraq
Finally, the greatest single advantage to the al-Qaeda 
movement was the seven-year US-led war in Iraq. Th is 
benefi ted the movement in two quite diff erent ways. Th e 
fi rst is that it could be readily represented as a ‘crusader’ 
occupation of a key Arab/Islamic state and, as such, an 
aff ront to Islam as a whole. Th is may be the direct op-
posite to a view still common in the United States that 
the Iraq War was a war of liberation of the Iraqi people 
from a dangerous and brutal dictatorship. Th e second 
benefi t was for Iraq to become what might be described 
as a jihadist combat training zone, steadily producing 
an accumulation of young paramilitaries who travelled 
to Iraq from across the Middle East and North Africa, 
and gained combat experience in the cities and towns 
of central Iraq.

Th e proportion of foreign paramilitaries in Iraq may 
have been small, perhaps barely a tenth of the insur-
gents, but as they moved in and through Iraq they made 
up a growing cohort. Moreover, their experience was 
more signifi cant than that of an earlier generation of 
paramilitaries in Afghanistan in the 1980s. Th ey were 
opposing a Soviet occupation primarily by young con-
scripts in a largely rural environment. Jihadist para-
militaries in Iraq gained combat experience against 
professional and exceptionally well-equipped US forces 
in a largely urban environment. Given that the wider 
al-Qaeda movement is concerned with terminating 
regimes across the Middle East over a period of several 
decades, such an evolving cohort of paramilitaries may 
well turn out to be one of the most disturbing aspects of 
the Iraq War.

The status of Al-Qaeda in 2010
Two decades aft er it fi rst evolved, and a decade aft er the 
9/11 attacks, the al-Qaeda movement was still develop-
ing and was attracting substantial support from across 
the Middle East and beyond. In terms of its direct capa-
bilities and leaving aside the substantial involvements 
in Afghanistan and Iraq, by late 2010 the movement 
could be said to have been far more active in the nine 

One of the reasons for the very robust response of the 

Bush administration to the 9/11 attacks was that there was 

tremendous support from across the United States, partly 

because of the manner in which the atrocity had been 

witnessed live on television by many tens of millions of 

Americans (see Box 19.1). In the months that followed, tel-

evision footage of the war in Afghanistan on US TV networks 

showed little of the civilian casualties of the war, but this was 

not the case for audiences across the Middle East and the 

majority world. In Afghanistan and even more so in Iraq, a 

new generation of 24-hour satellite TV news channels was 

covering the wars not from an American perspective but 

from the position of civilians who were on the receiving end 

of US fi repower. Two of the most signifi cant channels were 

Al-Arabiya, based in Dubai, and, even more so, Al-Jazeera, 

based in Qatar.

Al-Jazeera, in particular, developed a reputation for tech-

nical competence and professionalism, but took a much 

more robust approach to broadcasting images of casual-

ties, showing dead and injured people in a far more graphic 

manner than was common among western networks. A few 

months into the Iraq War, Al Jazeera was getting audiences 

for its prime-time bulletins of some tens of millions of peo-

ple across the Middle East. Moreover, it acquired a reputa-

tion for authenticity because it also screened debates about 

major Arab themes, some of them covering thorny questions 

such as corruption, with implied criticisms of some of the 

elites controlling countries such as Egypt and Jordan. This 

later proved particularly signifi cant in relation to its coverage 

of political change in Tunisia and Egypt in early 2011, with 

Al-Jazeera English extending the organization’s reach to new 

constituencies across the world.

BOX 19.4 Television and terrorism
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years following the 9/11 attacks than in a similar period 
before. Th is alone is enough to suggest that the conduct 
of the US-led war on terror had not achieved its antic-
ipated aims.

Over the period 2002–10, the al-Qaeda movement or 
its loose affi  liates carried out attacks in many countries. 
Th ey included major incidents in London, Madrid, 
and Bali, and many other attacks against western or 
Israeli targets, or against local elites. Examples included 
a number of attacks on US interests in Pakistan, two 
double bombings against Jewish and British targets in 
Istanbul, the bombing of the Marriott Hotel and the 
Australian Embassy in Djakarta, a synagogue in Tuni-
sia and four western-orientated targets in Casablanca. 
Israeli interests were attacked at the Paradise Hotel in 

Kikambala, Kenya, the attempt to shoot down an Israeli 
tourist jet, also in Kenya, and the bombing of the Taba 
Hilton and a camp site in Sinai, both popular with Israeli 
tourists. In addition to other attacks in Sinai, there was 
an attempt to damage an American warship in Aqaba 
Harbour in Jordan, the bombing of three western hotels 
in the Jordanian capital of Amman, and several attacks 
in Saudi Arabia, including an attempt to disrupt oil 
exports by bombing the Abqaiq oil processing plant. 
Many other planned attacks in London, Paris, Rome, 
Singapore, and elsewhere were disrupted, but the overall 
situation, nine years aft er 9/11, was of a movement that 
was not in retreat and of a United States military pre-
dicament in Afghanistan that did not lend itself to easy 
solutions unless there were major changes in policy.

The Arab Spring and the death of Bin Laden

While al-Qaeda remained a potent if dispersed move-
ment at the end of 2010, two major developments in the 
early months of 2011 had the potential to damage the 
movement. Th e fi rst was the development of the Arab 
Spring, a series of mass public protests against autocratic 
regimes across the Middle East. Beginning in Tunisia in 
January, protests spread rapidly to Egypt, where the pre-
viously stable and repressive Mubarak regime collapsed 
within three weeks. Protests spread across the region 
and were met with a mixture of reform and repression. 
In Morocco and Jordan there were signifi cant political 
responses to public demands for reform, and in Yemen 
the Saleh regime looked particularly vulnerable. Else-
where, however, there was considerable repression in 
Bahrain and especially Syria. In Libya there was western 
intervention under a UN Security Council mandate in 
pursuit of humanitarian protection, but there were also 
clear signs of a desire by the leaderships in the United 
States, France, and Britain to see the termination of the 
Gaddafi  regime.

For the al-Qaeda movement, which had long sought 
the overthrow of autocratic regimes across the region 
and their replacement by Islamist rule, the Arab 
Spring presented a major challenge. Th e role of radical 
Islam in the public protests was minimal and instead 
the opposition to autocracy and the desire for eman-

cipation and democracy was coming from multiple 
sources, with a strong secular element. As such, the 
al-Qaeda  movement was eff ectively being sidelined, a 
circumstance that represented the greatest threat to its 
viability for at least a decade. Even so, the movement 
remained viable and much would depend on the fur-
ther progress of the Arab Spring in the early 2010s. If 
it led on to genuine reform in countries right across 
the regime, then there was every chance that al-Qaeda 
would sink into obscurity, at least in the Middle East if 
not South Asia. If, on the other hand, the Arab Spring 
failed to evolve and there was substantial repression 
and rigidity, then the al-Qaeda movement would have 
a remarkable opportunity to provide an enduring 
focus for dissent.

Th e second issue facing the movement was the kill-
ing of Osama Bin Laden by a US Navy SEAL team on 
1 May 2011. Bin Laden was killed in a compound in 
the Pakistani military garrison town of Abbottabad, 
to the north of the capital Islamabad and adjacent to 
one of Pakistan’s main military academies. Th e lo-
cation made it plausible that elements within Paki-
stani military intelligence were colluding in ensuring 
Bin Laden’s security, a concern that heightened the 
problems the United States had in its relationship 
with Pakistan. Th e death of bin Laden was hugely 
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 welcomed in the US, and was widely seen as consti-
tuting an element of closure in the ten-year war on 
terror, but in a wider perspective, the reality was that 
Bin Laden was primarily a fi gurehead for the move-
ment rather than a serious leader. By 2011, al-Qaeda 
had long since evolved into a highly dispersed en-
tity with many loose affi  liates across the world, in-
cluding active groups in Yemen, Somalia, and across 
North Africa as well as individuals who were active 
within diasporas in western Europe and North Amer-
ica. While it was weaker than in the early 2000s, it 
retained a potency that suggested that Bin Laden’s 
death would do little to bring closure to the western 
confl ict with the movement.

 ❑ Afghanista n did not make the transition to a peaceful 

society and the Taliban re-emerged.

 ❑ The al-Qae da movement was more active in the six 

years following 9/11 than before.

 ❑ The al-Qae da movement operates on a timescale 

measured in decades.

 ❑ Iraq becam e a useful combat training zone for Islamist 

paramilitaries.

 ❑ The death  of Osama Bin Laden and the prospect of 

regional reform following the Arab Spring of early 2011 

represented the biggest threats to the viability of the 

movement in at least a decade.

KEY POINTS

Conclusion: rethinking the war on terror

In the fi rst decade of the war on terror the United States 
and its coalition partners terminated two regimes, in 
Afghanistan and Iraq, took action in Yemen, Pakistan, 
and Somalia, and engaged with intelligence and secu-
rity agencies across the world. While the United States 
did not experience another major paramilitary attack 
on its own territory, there were several attempts that 
were prevented, including intended bombings in Los 
Angeles and New York, and the hi-jacking of aircraft . 
At the same time, the al-Qaeda movement engaged in 
many actions against western interests, including at-
tacks on US facilities such as diplomatic missions and 
US-owned hotels.

During the fi rst decade, well over 100,000 people were 
detained without trial for varying periods, with some 
detained for over seven years, not least at Guantanamo 
Bay in Cuba. At any one time for much of that period, 
around 20,000 people were in detention, mainly in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. At least 120,000 civilians were killed in 
Iraq and Afghanistan, probably many more. A confron-
tation with Iran was possible. Across the Middle East 
and much of the majority world, there was a measurable 
increase in anti-American attitudes and the coalition of 
states supporting the United States in Iraq was reduced 
to a handful. US military casualties were high, with close 
to 4000 killed and well over 30,000 injured. Because of 
improvements in body armour and battlefi eld medicine, 

many of the injured who survived had grievous wounds, 
frequently likely to have lifetime eff ects.

While US troop numbers decreased markedly in 
Iraq in 2009–10, the country remained mired in inse-
curity, with at least 4000 civilians killed in each year. 
Meanwhile, in Afghanistan and Pakistan prospects for 
a transition to a more peaceful polity seemed remote, 
indicating the need for a fundamental reassessment of 
security policy. Even so, long-term changes in the con-
duct of the war on terror are constrained by two fac-
tors. One is that the al-Qaeda movement is working on 
a very long timescale, certainly measured in decades 
rather than years. Th e other is that while US domestic 
politics may be subject to short-term change, the en-
during signifi cance of the Persian Gulf for the security 
of oil supplies means that any total US withdrawal from 
the region as a whole would be seen by many as a for-
eign and security policy disaster at least as great as the 
defeat in the Vietnam War (see Box 19.5).

At the same time, the al-Qaeda movement, and 
like-minded groups, could lose support as a result of 
major changes in US and coalition policies. Th is would 
include progressive withdrawal of military forces from 
Afghanistan, successful support for an enduring and 
just settlement of the Israeli/Palestinian confl ict, sup-
port for political and social emancipation in Saudi 
 Arabia, Egypt, Pakistan, and some other Islamic states, 
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and a policy of counter-terrorism rooted primarily in 
policing and criminal investigation rather than vigor-
ous pursuit of military solutions.

While the Obama administration has decreased the 
US military involvement in Iraq and advocates polit-
ical change in the region, there is little prospect of an 
Israeli/Palestinian settlement or of an early withdrawal 
from Afghanistan, and those signifi cant policy changes 
that did follow President Obama’s election in 2008 may 

not be sustained. Th ere thus remains the real prospect 
of a prolonged confl ict measured in decades rather 
than years. Much will depend on the potential for po-
litical, social, and economic reform across the Middle 
East following the emergence of the Arab Spring. Th is 
represents the most serious challenge to the al-Qae-
da movement and it is salutary that such a challenge 
should come not from the United States and its western 
coalition partners but from within the Arab world.

The war on terror has been substantially complicated by the 

strategic importance of the Persian Gulf region as the location 

of most of the world’s remaining proved oil reserves. While 

the argument that the United States occupied Iraq in 2003 

is at best tenuous and at worst no more than a conspiracy 

theory, there certainly has been a long-term US concern with 

Persian Gulf security, not least with the establishment of the 

Joint Rapid Deployment Task Force in 1979 and its expan-

sion into US Central Command fi ve years later. From a US 

perspective, ensuring Persian Gulf security is a necessary 

part of the US defence posture for two reasons. One is the 

sheer  concentration of reserves (see table), with 60 per cent 

of world oil reserves located in fi ve countries in the Gulf 

region—Saudi Arabia, Iran, Iraq, Kuwait, and the United Arab 

 Emirates—and a further 21.5 per cent in Venezuela, Russia, 

and Kazakhstan. The other is the increasing dependence of 

both the United States and China on imported oil as they 

run down their small remaining domestic reserves. In 2000, 

the United States imported about 58% of its oil requirements 

and this is expected to grow to 74% by 2020. China’s import 

dependency is increasing even faster—it was self-suffi cient in 

1993 but needed to import half its requirements by 2010.

BOX 19.5 Terrorism and oil security

 World oil reserves 2010

Country Billion barrels Percentage of world total

Saudi Arabia 264.6 19.8

Venezuela* 172.3 12.9

Iran 137.6 10.3

Iraq 115.0 8.6

Kuwait 101.5 7.6

United Arab Emirates 97.8 7.3

Russia 74.7 5.6

Libya 44.3 3.3

Kazakhstan 39.8 3.0

Nigeria 37.2 2.8

Canada** 33.2 2.5

United States 28.4 2.1

Qatar 26.6 2.0

China 14.8 1.1

Source: BP Statistical Review of World Energy, June 2010. *The Venezuela total includes substantial heavy oil deposits that 

are diffi cult and expensive to extract. **Canada also has large reserves of low-grade tar sands.
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Questions

 1. What were the main examples of terrorism in the United States before the 9/11 attacks?

 2. Why did the Bush administration extend the war on terror to include an ‘axis of evil’?

 3. What are the aims of the al-Qaeda movement?

 4.  Why was the termination of the Saddam Hussein regime and the subsequent occupation of Iraq of value to the 

al-Qaeda movement?

 5. What were the different perceptions of the US attack on Fallujah in November 2004?

 6. Why is the strategic signifi cance of the Persian Gulf oil reserves relevant to the conduct of the war on terror?
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Introduction
Th is chapter critically explores the evolution of US for-
eign policy on environmental issues over four decades, 
from the Nixon administration to the Obama adminis-
tration. It shows that while the USA was widely regard-
ed as an environmental leader during the Cold War 
period, it has increasingly become an environmental 
laggard in the post-Cold War period. Th is has occurred 
at the same time as international environmental prob-
lems have moved from the periphery towards the centre 
of international politics. Th e decline in US leadership 
is attributed to the USA’s new status as the sole super-
power, the more challenging character of the new gen-
eration of global environmental problems that emerged 
in the late 1980s, the structure of the US economy and 

political system, and key features of US grand strategy, 
which include the ways in which US foreign policy elit-
es frame and prioritize security threats and risks.

During most of the period of the Cold War, the 
environment was widely regarded as a matter of ‘low 
politics’ for state foreign policy makers as well as inter-
national relations scholars (Smith 1993). When the 
Cold War came to an end, however, some observers 
looked forward to the possibility that the new world 
order would not only be more peaceful but also more 
ecologically sustainable. Lester Brown, in the 1991 State 
of the World Report, went so far as to suggest that ‘the 
battle to save the planet will replace the battle over ide-
ology as the organizing theme of the new world order’ 
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(Brown 1991: 3). Th e signs did appear promising. Th e 
increasing prominence of trans-boundary and global 
environmental problems in the 1980s, the prolifera-
tion of environmental non-government organizations 
(NGOs), and the publication of Our Common Future by 
the World Commission on Environment and Develop-
ment (the Brundtland Report) (World Commission on 
Environment and Development 1987) helped generate 
the momentum for the spectacular 1992 Earth Summit 
held in Rio de Janeiro—the largest ever gathering of 
heads of state at the time. Th e emergence of local and 
transnational environmental networks behind the Iron 
Curtain had played a role in the transformations that 
led to the collapse of the Soviet Union while the leader 
of the world’s emerging sole superpower, US President 
George H. W. Bush Sr., declared himself ‘the environ-
mental president’ when he came to offi  ce in 1989. Yet 
despite the unprecedented rise in international envi-
ronmental concern in the 1980s, the environment 
proved not to be a central foreign policy priority for 
George Bush Sr., or indeed any previous or subsequent 
US president (as distinct from vice-president). Indeed, 
the neo-liberal New World Order that Bush champi-
oned aft er the demise of the Soviet Union has become 
less, rather than more, hospitable to environmental 
concerns.

Yet as the Cold War period recedes, both foreign 
policy makers and international relations scholars are 
increasingly recognizing that environmental prob-
lems can no longer be quarantined from, or relegated 
as secondary to, security and economic concerns. 
Growing rates of species extinction, land degradation, 
deforestation, natural resource depletion, pollution, 
and, above all, the multiple risks to life-support sys-
tems and human communities from human-induced 
climate change are now being reframed as sources of 
potentially catastrophic risk that pose major ‘threats’ to 
human health, economic stability, and physical security 
while also challenging traditional strategies of territo-
rial defence. In the wake of four, increasingly serious, 
assessment reports by the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC), the problem of climate change 
has gradually moved from the periphery towards the 
centre state of international politics and foreign poli-
cy concerns. Th e much publicized, and appropriately 
titled, Stern Review on the Economic Costs of Climate 

Change (Stern 2007), released in October 2006, argued 
that the economic costs of mitigating global warming 
are minuscule when set against the longer-term eco-
nomic costs of failing to take action. In April 2007, the 
UN Security Council held its fi rst meeting to discuss the 
international security implications of climate change.

Th is chapter provides a historical survey and criti-
cal evaluation of the United States’ shift ing response 
to international environmental problems. It begins 
with the administration of President Richard Nixon, 
which is the period when international environmental 
problems fi rst rose to international prominence, and 
tracks the USA’s involvement in major international 
environmental summits and environmental treaties up 
to and including the administration of Barack Obama 
(to the end of 2010). It will be shown that the USA 
was regarded as a leader in both domestic and foreign 
environmental policy making in the 1970s and to some 
extent in the 1980s, but by 1992 it had lost this interna-
tional leadership mantle and by the mid-2000s it was 
widely regarded as a laggard, especially in relation to 
the world’s most signifi cant global environmental chal-
lenge—climate change.

Th e central puzzle raised by this history is: why has 
US leadership tended to wane at a time when global and 
trans-boundary environmental problems have become 
more rather than less serious and threatening to both US 
and global security? In order to address this question, 
the chapter seeks to locate the evolution of US foreign 
environmental policy in the context of the evolution of 
domestic environmental policy, on the one hand, and 
the evolution of US grand strategy in response to key 
geopolitical developments, on the other hand. It will be 
shown that both of these developments have shaped the 
negotiating context for US foreign environmental pol-
icy making, but that US grand strategy is emerging as 
an increasingly signifi cant barrier to US environmental 
leadership in the post-Cold War period in the context 
of more demanding global environmental challenges. 
Finally, the chapter off ers a critical analysis of theories 
of foreign policy making and argues that critical con-
structivist interpretations provide a more satisfying 
account of the decline in US international leadership in 
the environmental policy domain than the materialist 
and rationalist explanations off ered by realists, tradi-
tional Marxists, and neo-liberal institutionalists.
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Th e late 1960s are typically singled out as the birth of 
the modern environmental movement as a widespread 
and persistent social movement. Th e long period of eco-
nomic boom and population growth following the end 
of the Second World War produced a range of mass-
produced goods but also a mass of ubiquitous ecological 
problems, an increasing number of which crossed state 
boundaries. Although most political leaders rejected 
the doomsday scenarios generated by the limits-to-
growth advocates of the early 1970s, a steady stream of 
studies of global environmental trends has continued 
to underscore the increasing gravity of the global eco-
logical crisis, culminating in the biggest global envi-
ronmental challenge of all—human-induced climate 
change.1 In response to these broad developments, the 
post-Second World War period also witnessed a spec-
tacular increase in environmental lawmaking at the na-
tional and international levels. Yet the spectacular rise 
in environmental multilateralism, punctuated by three 
major earth summits—in Stockholm in 1972, in Rio de 
Janeiro in 1992, and Johannesburg in 2002—has also 
brought into relief a range of tensions between devel-
oped and developing countries over environment and 
development priorities, the meaning of sustainable de-
velopment, environmental justice, and environmental 
security, and the assignment of environmental inter-
national responsibilities and burdens. Th roughout this 
period, the world has looked to the USA for environ-
mental leadership as the world’s richest country, with 
the largest per capita ecological footprint. However, for 
a complex range of reasons, the US response to global 
environmental problems has been uneven, and since 
the early 1990s the USA has been less inclined to as-
sume a leadership role.

From environmental leader to 
environmental laggard
In the early 1970s, the USA stood out as a world leader 
in domestic environmental law and policy (much of 
which has since been emulated by other states), and 
under the presidency of Richard Nixon the USA pur-
sued a relatively proactive role at the 1972 Stockholm 

Conference on the Human Environment. Indeed, Rich-
ard Nixon (along with Lyndon Johnson) has received 
the strongest rating in a survey of the environmental 
records of the ten presidents from Truman to Clinton 
(Soden and Steel 1999: 347–9). Yet Soden and Steel 
(1999: 347–8) suggest that even the greenest presi-
dents were ‘merely caught in the tide of congressional 
eff orts, public support, and environmental realities that 
demanded a federal response to a growing number of 
programs’. Th ey conclude that the credit for US domes-
tic and international environmental leadership in the 
1970s must go to the environmental movement (which 
generated a major momentum for environmental con-
cern in American society), to their lobbyists, and to 
Congress, which displayed mostly bipartisan support 
for environmental initiatives during this period.

As the following brief history shows, although the US 
president is chief diplomat and chief executive offi  cer, 
US foreign environmental policy decisions have been 
largely shaped by domestic environmental politics, and 
the president is merely one, albeit one very signifi cant, 
player in a complicated set of political processes in the 
deeply fragmented US political system. While there has 
never been a ‘substantial “environmental president” ’ 
(Soden and Steel 1999: 349) there have certainly been 
some substantial and unapologetic anti-environmental 
presidents, most notably Ronald Reagan and George 
Bush Jr. No president has yet exploited the full capacity 
of their constitutional or leadership powers to promote, 
as distinct from obstruct or compromise, environmen-
tal goals.

The Nixon years: setting the pace
President Richard Nixon was not known for his envi-
ronmental sympathies but he nonetheless presided over 
one of the most innovative periods of environmental 
policy making and lawmaking in US history, which 
included the enactment of the National Environmental 
Policy Act (NEPA) in 1969 that established the Coun-
cil on Environmental Quality (CEQ) within the White 
House, and the Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA), set up in 1970. Th e 1960s had seen the spectacu-
lar growth of environmental organizations and public 

Environmental multilateralism and the USA
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environmental awareness in the USA, culminating in 
the fi rst nationwide ‘Earth Day’ in 1970. Nixon had 
assumed offi  ce in 1968 on a tide of rising environmen-
tal concern and he signed a range of new environmental 
treaties relating to fi sheries and the protection of Ant-
arctic seals, which was consistent with a history of long-
standing US leadership in the protection of marine 
resources and marine mammals. He also signed a treaty 
designed to protect the seabed from nuclear testing.

However, it was the 1972 Stockholm Conference 
where the USA sought to develop a green reputation. 
During the period 1968–72 the Nixon administra-
tion was facing a major crisis over its intervention in 
Vietnam, including international criticism for the 
‘ecocide’ resulting from the use of Agent Orange by 
the US military, along with international criticism for 
its atomic testing. Against this broader background, 
both Nixon and his advisers saw Stockholm as a sig-
nifi cant opportunity to reassert moral leadership, gain 
electoral advantage, and divert attention from ‘that war’. 
Preparations for the conference were dominated by the 
executive, particularly the State Department and the 
CEQ, with very little involvement by US environment 
or business organizations. Hopgood attributes this lack 
of involvement to the relative insulation of the State 
Department and CEQ from domestic social pressures, 
and also the relative lack of international focus of US 
environmental organizations at that time (Hopgood 
1998: 87). However, Stockholm acted as a major catalyst 
for the development of both domestic and international 
environmental NGOs, which have played an increas-
ingly signifi cant role in subsequent international envi-
ronmental negotiations.

Th e USA’s two most prominent initiatives at Stock-
holm were support for the establishment of the United 
Nations Environment Program (UNEP) to coordinate 
environmental matters within the UN, and a pledge 
to contribute 40 per cent of a $100 million voluntary 
fund to support UNEP. Th e USA also used the occa-
sion to promote the development of a convention on 
ocean dumping, the establishment of a World Heritage 
Trust, and a ten-year moratorium on whaling. Th ese 
were relatively ambitious initiatives when judged by 
the standards of the day. Yet they also provide a good 
illustration of the limited scope of environmental policy 
making at the international level (Hopgood 1998: 79). 

For example, the USA rejected calls for additional fund-
ing to developing countries to assist them with meeting 
their environmental commitments.

Nixon pursued fewer environmental initiatives in his 
second term of offi  ce, which coincided with the energy 
crisis of 1973–4 and the Watergate scandal, which led 
to his resignation. Nixon’s successor, President Gerald 
Ford, was largely preoccupied with the political fallout 
from Watergate (including his pardoning of Nixon) 
and an economy suff ering from stagfl ation. Although 
Ford had once worked as a park ranger at Yellowstone 
national park, he took very few domestic or interna-
tional environmental initiatives during his brief tenure, 
and his international eff orts largely involved follow-up 
work arising from previous administrations. Th is peri-
od saw the signing of the two conventions dealing with 
ocean pollution, the ratifi cation of the Convention on 
Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora 
(CITIES) in 1974, and the signing of a treaty on the con-
servation of polar bears (Long, Cabral, and Vandivort 
1999: 207).

The Carter years: the well-intended but 
under-achieving president
President Jimmy Carter is widely regarded as the fi rst 
US president to adopt a global environmental perspec-
tive, evidenced by his commissioning in May 1977 
of the Global 2000 Report to the President (Council 
on Environmental Quality and Department of State 
1980), which was released in 1981. Th rough this report, 
Carter sought a comprehensive overview of global 
environmental trends on population, resources, and the 
environment. Although Carter’s international environ-
mental concerns may have been more sincere and noble 
than those of Nixon, his international environmen-
tal record turned out to be more modest. Confronted 
with an ongoing energy crisis and an ailing economy 
at home, and the Iranian hostage crisis abroad, the 
Carter administration was unable to play any concert-
ed leadership role in addressing the alarming global 
environmental trends that were revealed in the Global 
2000 Report to the President. Nonetheless, he began 
the diffi  cult process of addressing the USA’s growing 
dependence on imported energy. He introduced the 
Public Utilities Regulatory Policy Act, which included 
energy conservation measures, appointed a White 
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House Task Force on National Energy Policy, placed 
the Department of Energy in the presidential cabinet, 
and introduced a major energy bill (which failed to 
pass Congress) and a bill establishing a Synthetic Fuels 
Corporation, which passed Congress (Long, Cabral, 
and Vandivort 1999: 208). Two further major domestic 
environmental initiatives were the Superfund Act (later 
signed off  by Reagan), to regulate the clean up of toxic 
waste sites, and the protection of vast areas of Alaskan 
wilderness.

On the international front, Carter extended the 
application of the NEPA to US government activities 
abroad (Executive Order 12114 in January 1979) and 
he banned the export of toxic waste to other countries 
in 1981 (Executive Order 12264). He initiated negotia-
tions with Canada on acid rain and signed the Conven-
tion on Long Range Transboundary Air Pollution 1979. 
Shortly before leaving offi  ce, he ensured US partici-
pation in the World Climate Conference 1979, which 
contributed to the growing international research eff ort 
on climate change. However, Carter’s most signifi cant 
environmental legacy was his preparedness to question 
America’s dependence on imported oil and his eff orts to 
promote energy conservation and a renewable energy 
industry in America. Yet he also saw Persian Gulf Oil 
as vital to US interests and created a new military com-
mand structure in the region, which eventually became 
the United States Central Command.

The Reagan years: winding back the clock
Ronald Reagan’s fi rst offi  cial act in coming to offi  ce was 
to dismantle the solar panels that Carter had installed on 
the roof of the White House (Hartmann 2003)—an act 
that set the environmental tone of his presidency. As the 
fi rst US president with an explicit anti-environmental 
agenda, Reagan embarked upon a comprehensive eff ort 
to reduce, and where possible eliminate, many of the 
environmental regulations that had been enacted over 
the previous decade. His Economic Recovery Act 1981 
sought to reduce taxation and wind back spending on 
social and environmental programmes, including Cart-
er’s tax incentives for renewable energy, and to make way 
for the effi  ciency of the market. Reagan also devolved 
environmental responsibilities to the states and local 
governments, and screened all senior appointments 
to environmental agencies to ensure their conformity 

with his anti-environmental agenda (Vig 2006: 105). 
Although his attempt to abolish the CEQ failed to gain 
congressional approval, he succeeded in sidelining the 
agency by cutting its staff  and ignoring its advice (Vig 
2006: 105). Reagan’s budget cuts also made it impossi-
ble for federal environmental agencies, such as the EPA 
and the Department of the Interior, to implement their 
mandates. However, Reagan’s anti-environmental cam-
paign slowed down considerably in his second term as 
a result of growing public opposition. Indeed, Reagan’s 
eff orts to demonize environmentalists provoked a surge 
in the funding and membership of US environmental 
organizations (Dryzek et al. 2003: 34).

Although Reagan’s anti-environmental agenda was 
mainly directed towards US domestic policy he made 
it clear that he would not sign any international envi-
ronmental treaties that would compromise US eco-
nomic competitiveness (Long, Cabral, and Vandivort 
1999: 211). Reagan reversed Carter’s 1981 executive 
order banning the export of toxic waste to other coun-
tries, declined to sign the 1989 Basel Convention which 
regulated the trans-boundary movement of hazardous 
waste, and stalled the acid rain negotiations with Can-
ada. His administration rejected the United Nations 
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS III) on 
the grounds that the USA should not be made to share 
its technological capabilities regarding seabed mining 
and off shore fi shing with other nations. Reagan also 
ceased funding US population projects and withdrew 
from UNESCO, although his attempt to end US contri-
butions to UNEP was successfully resisted by Congress 
(Hopgood 1998: 125–6). However, Reagan did support 
a number of international environmental initiatives, 
such as the Convention on the Conservation of Antarc-
tic Marine Living Resources 1982 and the International 
Tropical Timber Agreement 1985.

Yet it is no small irony that the most signifi cant for-
eign environmental policy development that occurred 
during Reagan’s second term—US ozone diplomacy—
also stands out as the most signifi cant example of US 
environmental leadership and multilateral engagement 
in the twentieth century. Scientists had discovered the 
link between the release of chlorofl uorcarbons (CFCs) 
and the thinning of the earth’s ozone layer in the early 
1970s, and the USA had phased out non-essential CFC 
aerosols as early as 1978 under its Clean Air Act. Th e 
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USA also played a leading role in pushing for a complete 
phase-out of ozone-depleting substances (compared to 
the weaker proposal for a 30 per cent cut proposed by 
the European Union (EU)) in the negotiations leading 
to the 1985 Vienna Convention for the Protection of the 
Ozone Layer. Th e discovery of the so-called Antarctic 
ozone hole in 1985 had prompted a concerted push 
for a phase-out by the US EPA. Moreover, in response 
to EU resistance, the US State Department mounted 
a major international consensus-building campaign 
to persuade other countries to agree to a worldwide 
phase-out of ozone-depleting substances, including 
ongoing periodic assessment of the list of ozone-deplet-
ing substances (Sitaraman 2001: 123–4). Th is campaign 
required all US embassies to explain the US negotiat-
ing position, beginning with like-minded countries and 
then extending to reluctant countries (Benedick 1991: 
55–67). Domestically, the State Department worked 
closely with all branches of the US government, the 
major environmental and science agencies, and the 
CFC producers.

Although US CFC producers initially formed a unit-
ed front against EPA regulatory proposals for a unilat-
eral phase-out, they shift ed their stance to support the 
international harmonization of regulations following 
the signing of the Vienna Convention in 1985 (which 
supported the principle of protecting the ozone layer, 
but without specifi c commitments). Key producers 
such as DuPont and Allied Chemical had invested in 
new production facilities for CFC substitutes and the US 
negotiators supported the industry’s commercial inter-
ests in the negotiations for the Montreal Protocol 1987, 
which introduced a mandatory phase-out regime (DeS-
ombre 2000: 93–4; Bang et al. 2007). Th e establishment 
of a multilateral fund has assisted developing countries 
with the fi nancial and technical resources required to 
meet the costs of compliance with the regime.2

Many analysts of US ozone diplomacy have argued 
that the USA’s international leadership role can be 
understood as an attempt by the USA to international-
ize its domestic environmental regulation. According to 
Elizabeth DeSombre (2000) this situation arises when 
there is a set of domestic environmental regulations in 
place and an agreement between US environmentalists 
and US industry that international regulation would be 
both environmentally and economically advantageous. 

On this analysis, the Reagan administration’s ozone 
diplomacy is consistent with its position that it would 
not support any international environmental treaty that 
would compromise US economic competitiveness.

Bush the elder: the failed ‘environmental 
president’
In the wake of public criticism of Reagan’s anti- 
environmentalism, the resurgence of the US environment 
movement during the 1980s, and growing international 
concern over global warming, George Bush Sr. chose to 
badge himself ‘the environmental president’ in the 1988 
presidential race. Once elected, Bush surprised his critics 
by appointing key environmental advocates to head the 
EPA and CEQ, and he supported the further strength-
ening of the Clean Air Act in 1991, which included 
more stringent reductions in sulphur dioxide emissions. 
Th ese amendments also pioneered the system of trad-
able pollution permits in sulphur dioxide and prepared 
the ground for the negotiation of an acid rain treaty with 
Canada in 1994 to reduce sulphur dioxide emissions by 
50 per cent by 1994. Bush also agreed to amendments 
strengthening the ozone treaty in 1992.

Yet despite this promising start, and the signifi cant 
opportunity for environmental leadership presented 
by the 1992 Earth Summit, George Bush Sr. failed to 
live up to his promise to be America’s environmental 
president. Having served for eight years as Reagan’s 
vice-president, which included actively supporting 
his campaign of environmental deregulation, Bush 
reverted to type in negotiations over the two biggest 
international environmental challenges confronting 
his administration: climate change and biodiversity 
protection. Indeed, President Bush negotiated his pres-
ence at the 1992 Earth Summit on the condition that 
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) include no specifi c targets or time-
tables for greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions reductions 
on the grounds that this would place an intolerable bur-
den on the US economy. Bush also declined to sign the 
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), bowing to 
pressure from the US biotechnology and pharmaceuti-
cal industries, which argued that the provision requir-
ing royalties to be paid to developing countries for the 
use of their native genetic diversity did not provide ade-
quate patent and copyright protection for US industry. 
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President Bush also attracted international condemna-
tion for his oft -quoted declaration at the summit that 
‘America’s lifestyle is not up for negotiation’.

Th e Bush administrations’ early initiatives on domes-
tic environmental policy were overshadowed by a reas-
sertion of his conservative economic ideology in the last 
eighteen months of his presidency, when he installed 
Vice-President Dan Quayle as head of the Council on 
Competitiveness to respond to industry complaints of 
excessive regulation, including environmental regula-
tion (Vig 2006: 107).

The Clinton years: unfulfi lled promises
Bush’s failure as an environmental president served as 
a key target in Bill Clinton’s presidential campaign in 
1992. Clinton, and his green Vice-President Al Gore, 
received strong endorsement from the US environ-
ment movement, and their Democratic campaign 
included a wide range of environmental promises, 
including signing the CBD, committing to quantita-
tive targets to reduce US carbon dioxide emissions 
(i.e. to return to 1990 emissions levels by 2000), 
raising the corporate average fuel economy (CAFE) 
standard for motor vehicles, and promoting renew-
able energy research and development (Paarlberg 
1999; Vig 2006: 108). Th e Clinton–Gore team also 
emphasized the economic advantages that would 
fl ow from an increased investment in more envi-
ronmentally friendly technologies as an antidote to 
the traditional discourse of ‘environment versus the 
economy’ that had characterized the Reagan and Bush 
administrations. On winning offi  ce, Clinton abol-
ished the Council on Competitiveness, appointed a 

number of well-known environmental professionals 
to key executive positions, and established an Offi  ce 
for Environmental Policy to ensure the integration 
of environmental policies in all departments (Vig 
2006: 108). Th is push for integration also extended 
to foreign policy. Vice-President Al Gore was a key 
advocate of enlarging the USA’s security framework 
to include environmental concerns (see Key quotes 
20.1) and Secretary of State Warren Christopher 
announced in 1997 that the Clinton administration 
would ‘put environmental issues where they belong: 
in the mainstream of American foreign policy’ (Chris-
topher 1998: 412). Indeed, Long, Cabral, and Vandi-
vort (1999: 218) assert that Clinton had ‘assembled 
one of the most environmentally friendly (greenest) 
administrations in American history’.

Despite this initial enthusiasm, the Clinton admin-
istration faced a number of signifi cant obstacles in 
promoting a new environmental agenda. Th e 1992 
presidential race had taken place in the context of a 
declining economy, declining public interest in envi-
ronmental issues, and falling funding and membership 
of environmental organizations. Even before the 1994 
congressional elections, which gave control of both 
houses to the Republicans, Clinton suff ered a major 
congressional defeat over his proposal to introduce a 
broad-based tax on fuels, which was his major initia-
tive for fulfi lling his commitment to reduce US carbon 
dioxide emissions to 1990 levels by 2000. Th e initia-
tive was eventually replaced with a much more modest 
tax on gasoline. Moreover, his Climate Change Action 
Plan, which relied on voluntary measures, bore little 
relationship to his climate pledge.

We have moved beyond Cold War defi nitions of the Unit-

ed States’ strategic interests. Our foreign policy must now 

address a broad range of threats including damage to the 

world’s environment—that transcend countries and conti-

nents and require international cooperation to solve.

Environmental problems such as global climate change, 

ozone depletion, ocean and air pollution, and resource deg-

radation—compounded by an expanding world population—

respect no border and threaten the health, prosperity, and 

jobs of all Americans. All the missiles and artillery in our arse-

nal will not be able to protect our people from rising sea lev-

els, poisoned air, or foods laced with pesticides. Our efforts to 

promote democracy, free trade, and stability in the world will 

fall short unless people have a livable environment.

(Letter from Vice-President Albert Gore Jr. 

attached to US Department of State 1998)

KEY QUOTES 20.1: Letter from Vice-President Al Gore
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Although Clinton signed the CBD in 1993 (subject 
to certain reservations), he failed to secure ratifi ca-
tion from a highly partisan Senate, despite gaining the 
approval of representatives from the US biotechnol-
ogy and pharmaceuticals industry as a result of the 
reservations based on side agreements with indus-
try (Paarlberg 1999: 239). A similar fate befell the 
USA’s signing of the Kyoto Protocol in 1997. Prior to 
the negotiations at Kyoto, the Republican-dominated 
Senate—sensitive to the concerns of coal-producing 
states in the USA—had unanimously passed the Byrd–
Hagel resolution making any support by the Senate con-
ditional on developing states also taking action within 
the same time period. Th is was followed by a $13 mil-
lion advertising campaign by the US fossil fuel indus-
try in the lead-up to the Kyoto meeting that warned 
Americans of the economic costs of implementing the 
mooted Protocol (Oberthur and Ott 1999: 72). Th e US 
delegates at Kyoto were initially constrained by a lim-
ited mandate: to accept only a zero growth emissions 
reduction target, and only if developing countries also 
accepted emissions reductions targets in the same time 
period. However, last-minute intervention by Al Gore 
to break a deadlock in the negotiations resulted in the 
USA agreeing to cut emissions by 7 per cent by 2008–12 
from 1990 levels without developing country partici-
pation. Although this diplomatic shift  by the USA was 
hailed as a major breakthrough in the international cli-
mate negotiations, it was clear that the Clinton–Gore 
administration would be unable to win Senate ratifi ca-
tion. Indeed, Clinton avoided such a confrontation with 
the Senate by not submitting the Protocol for approval, 
despite the fact that the USA had successfully negoti-
ated a range of so-called fl exibility mechanisms under 
the Kyoto Protocol (such as carbon trading, joint imple-
mentation, and the clean development mechanism) 
that would make it easier for the USA to reach its target.

In the negotiations for the Cartagena Protocol on 
Biosafety 2000, under the CBD, the USA led the so-
called Miami group of nations that opposed trade 
restrictions on the trans-boundary movement of genet-
ically modifi ed organisms. Moreover, Clinton’s negotia-
tion of the North American Free Trade Agreement with 
Canada and Mexico attracted strong criticism from US 
environmental organizations for setting off  a ‘race to the 
bottom’ in environmental regulation and enforcement, 

which he sought to allay through the inclusion of new 
environmental provisions and side agreements. A con-
certed campaign by US environmental organizations 
against the environmental limitations of the General 
Agreement on Tariff s and Trade also prompted the USA 
to play a role in ensuring the inclusion of the objectives 
of sustainable development and environmental protec-
tion in the 1994 Marrakesh Agreement establishing the 
World Trade Organization.

In the end, the Clinton administration failed to make 
any signifi cant progress on climate change, failed to 
secure the ratifi cation of the Kyoto Protocol or CBD, 
and declined to sign the Cartagena Biosafety Protocol. 
Th is may be attributed largely to a well-organized indus-
try opposition and a hostile Congress, which gave con-
siderable airing to the views of global-warming sceptics 
(McCright and Dunlap 2003: 361), but also to Clinton’s 
pragmatic disposition, which included a readiness to 
compromise environmental goals, and an overriding 
concern to maintain the competitiveness of the US 
economy. Nonetheless, the Clinton administration did 
seek to grapple with the challenge of policy integration 
by promoting the discourses of ecological moderniza-
tion and introducing environmental security as a com-
ponent of US foreign policy and defence planning (Th e 
White House 1996). However, critics such as Barnett 
(2001: 84) have pointed to the Clinton administration’s 
mostly narrow framing of environmental problems as 
direct or indirect ‘threats’ to US interests, as if environ-
mental problems were a danger emanating from out-
side the USA. Such a framing obscured the USA’s own 
complicity in, and responsibility for, the production of 
environmental problems.

Bush Jr.: the fossil fuel president
Th e election of George Bush Jr. to the White House 
in 2001 following his narrow victory over Al Gore in 
the 2000 presidential race saw the return of a strong 
pro-business agenda and a corresponding roll-back 
and revision of many domestic environmental regu-
lations that was reminiscent of the Reagan years 
(Vig 2006: 115–17). However, whereas the Reagan 
administration had led the world in the negotiations 
to protect the ozone layer, the Bush administration 
attracted widespread international criticism for its 
rejection of environmental multilateralism in general, 
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and its repudiation of the Kyoto Protocol in particular 
(despite the fact that US public opinion was in favour 
of ratifi cation in early 2001).3

Th e Bush administration’s major reasons for repu-
diating Kyoto have been that the 7 per cent emission 
reduction target negotiated by the Clinton–Gore 
administration would harm the US economy, and that 
the Protocol is fl awed because it does not require major 
developing country emitters to commit to mandatory 
emissions reduction targets in the same time period. 
Although the USA has continued to play a major role 
in climate change research, the Bush administration 
remained deeply sceptical of the science of climate 
change.

Th e Bush administration also sought to undermine 
the Kyoto Protocol by developing ‘environmental coali-
tions of the willing’, in the form of voluntary partner-
ships for clean technology development that cut across 
the developed/developing country divide. Th e most 
signifi cant of these partnerships is the Asia Pacifi c 
Partnership on Clean Development and Climate 2006, 
which provides a non-binding framework for coopera-
tion to promote the diff usion of new ‘clean’ technolo-
gies4 (Christoff  and Eckersley 2007). Th e partnership is 
based on market-friendly procedural norms of equality 
of commercial opportunity rather than the UNFCCC’s 
principles of equity and common but diff erentiated 
responsibility (McGee and Taplin 2006: 188).

Th e Bush administration rejected prescriptive domes-
tic legislation such as mandatory emissions reductions 
targets (including a national carbon trading scheme), 
carbon taxes, or mandatory renewable energy tar-
gets. Instead, through its Climate Change initiative, it 
sought to reduce the GHG emissions intensity of the 
US economy by 18 per cent by 2012, largely through 
voluntary measures and technology development (Th e 
White House 2002). However, GHG intensity refl ects 
the amount of GHG produced per unit of GDP, not 
aggregate emissions, and by the Bush administration’s 
own admission the GHG intensity of the US economy 
has been in long-term decline and the 18 per cent target 
is only slightly above forecasts based on a business-as-
usual scenario (Depledge 2005: 23).

More signifi cantly, the Bush administration’s cli-
mate change strategy was overshadowed by its National 
Energy Strategy, which was based on recommendations 

from an Energy Task Force chaired by Vice-President 
Cheney. Draft ed in secrecy by representatives from 
the fossil fuel and related industries, the report of the 
Task Force (concluded in May 2001) sought to step up 
the supply of energy (primarily, but not exclusively, 
fossil fuels) rather than reduce demand. Many of the 
report’s recommendations were incorporated into the 
Energy Policy Act, which passed Congress in 2005. 
Th e Act provided greater subsidies to the oil and gas 
industries to encourage exploration and drilling, the 
streamlining of environmental regulations to acceler-
ate increased energy production, the opening up of the 
Alaskan National Wildlife Refuge to exploration and 
drilling, and low-interest loans and research grants for 
the development of nuclear power plants (Th e White 
House 2006). Although President Bush acknowledged 
America’s vulnerability arising from its addiction to 
oil in his 2006 and 2007 State of the Union Addresses 
(Bush 2006, 2007) his response was primarily technol-
ogy driven and concerned to secure supply rather than 
reduce demand in order to maintain a cheap energy 
supply for America.

Vice-President Cheney’s energy strategy proved to 
be the single most important initiative shaping the Bush 
administration’s domestic and international climate 
change policy. Th e USA’s dependence on externally 
sourced oil rose to 56 per cent in 2006, almost half of 
which came from the Middle East.

Th e Bush administration also turned its back on 
other environmental agreements and follow-up work 
arising from the 1992 Earth Summit. It declined to 
press for ratifi cation of the CBD and declined to sign or 
ratify the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety 2000. Presi-
dent Bush also declined to attend the World Summit 
on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg in 2002 
and his administration did not pursue any integrated 
sustainability planning at the national level. Th rough-
out this period the US environmental movement has 
had negligible infl uence on the executive and legisla-
tive branch of government, prompting two environ-
mentalists to proclaim the ‘death of environmentalism’ 
in the USA in a widely circulated critique that argued 
the movement had lost its way in focusing on technical 
fi xes at the expense of developing a broad vision that is 
commensurate with the magnitude of the crisis of cli-
mate change (Schellenberger and Nordhaus 2004).
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President Jimmy Carter was the fi rst US president to demon-

strate serious concern about the risks of US dependency on 

imported oil. In his famous ‘crisis of confi dence speech’ tele-

vised to the nation on 15 July 1979 during the second energy 

crisis he declared that ‘In little more than two decades we’ve 

gone from a position of energy independence to one in which 

almost half the oil we use comes from foreign countries, at 

prices that are going through the roof.’ (Carter 1979) In response 

to soaring infl ation and gasoline queues he announced a range 

of measures, including import quotas, signifi cant investment in 

developing domestic sources of energy (including renewables 

and coal), and domestic energy conservation.

Between 1979 and 2010, the risks associated with Amer-

ica’s dependence on imported oil have increased. Alongside 

the problem of rising oil prices from any future disruption of 

supply are the risks of climate change from the burning of 

fossil fuels, the predicted onset of peak oil, and the deterio-

rating security situation stemming from the US military pres-

ence in the oil-rich Persian Gulf. This confl uence of risks has 

prompted calls for a new US energy strategy based on aggres-

sive demand management and the promotion of renewables 

and low-carbon energy alternatives.

However, the Bush–Cheney energy strategy continued US 

dependence on oil. Although President Bush acknowledged 

America’s vulnerability arising from its addiction to oil in his 2006 

and 2007 State of the Union Addresses (Bush 2006, 2007) his 

administration provided major tax breaks to the US oil industry 

and avoided aggressive demand management or a major switch 

to renewables. On the foreign policy front, the Bush adminis-

tration strongly resisted efforts at the Johannesburg Summit in 

2002 to seek agreement on an international renewable energy 

target and it has continued to use oil as a strategic resource in 

pursuing its general foreign policy objectives. Although the Bush 

administration denied that oil was a motivation behind the US 

invasion of Iraq in 2003, gaining access to Iraq’s oil fi elds for for-

eign multinationals has nonetheless emerged as the only signifi -

cant pay-off from the war. However, US presence in the region 

has fanned anti-Americanism and Islamic fundamentalism.

In a provocative essay on the Greening of Geopolitics, New 

York Times journalist Thomas Friedman argued that since 

9/11, the USA has been fi nancing both sides of the war on 

terrorism. As he puts it: ‘We were fi nancing the US military 

with our tax dollars; and we were fi nancing a transformation 

of Islam, in favour of its most intolerant strand, with our gaso-

line purchases.’ (Friedman 2007) According to Friedman, the 

next president will have to rally America with a new green 

patriotism: ‘green’ must become ‘the new red, white and blue’ 

because it is the only agenda that can simultaneously address 

the challenges of ‘jobs, temperature and terrorism’.

The massive oil explosion from BP’s Deepwater Horizon 

rig in the Gulf of Mexico on 20 April 2010 provided a basis for 

both President Obama and the Congressional supporters of 

climate action to highlight the dangers of the US’s excessive 

dependence on oil. While the disaster prompted President 

Obama to impose a six-month moratorium on deepwater 

drilling it failed to galvanize support for a cap-and-trade bill. 

President Obama has supported the end of fossil fuel sub-

sidies and taken signifi cant measures to increase the uptake 

of renewable energy, but he has not been prepared to stake 

his Presidency on climate change.

However, recognition that the US’s dependence on oil 

may undermine the US’s security and economic interests is 

gradually gaining traction among security analysts (Busby 

2008). As the largest consumer of energy in the US, the 

Department of Defense has emerged as one of the key inno-

vators in new low-carbon technologies. In Powering Amer-

ica’s Defence: Energy and the Risks to National Security the 

CNA’s (formerly the Center for Naval Analysis) Military Advi-

sory Board (MAB) highlighted the multiple risks, including 

climate change, that were inextricably tied to the US’s energy 

posture. The MAB’s key fi ndings were that excessive depend-

ence on oil weakens international leverage, undermines 

economic stability, and increases US vulnerability, and that 

‘ineffi cient use and overreliance on oil burdens the military, 

undermines combat effectiveness, and exacts a huge price 

tag—in dollars and lives’ (CNA 2009, vii). An earlier report 

on National Security and the Threat of Climate Change (CNA 

2007) had found climate change to be a ‘threat multiplier’ to 

existing security risks, especially in the most volatile regions 

of the world.

CONTROVERSIES 20.1: The multiple risks of the USA’s oil addiction

In all, the Bush administration’s foreign policy was over-
whelmingly preoccupied with the war on terror. While the 
USA remains the largest fi nancial contributor to the IPCC 
and UNFCCC it rejected a precautionary approach on 

climate change and biosafety while pursuing an aggressive 
policy of prevention and pre-emption in addressing ter-
rorist threats, including military intervention in the ter-
ritories of states that harbour terrorists. By 2006, the costs 
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to the USA of the Iraq War had exceeded the anticipated 
costs of conforming to the stiff  Kyoto targets negotiated by 
the Clinton–Gore administration (Sunstein 2007).

Obama: the thwarted president
Th e election of Barack Obama marked an important 
shift  in domestic environmental and energy policy and 
international climate diplomacy. Th e Obama admin-
istration declared climate change to be one of its key 
priorities and it has made signifi cant budget alloca-
tions for the advancement of renewable energy, and the 
inclusion of clean energy provisions and environmental 
infrastructure expenditure in the so-called green eco-
nomic stimulus package in response to the fi nancial 
crisis (Th e White House 2011). Unlike his predecessor, 
President Obama welcomed the Supreme Court rul-
ing that allows the EPA to regulate GHGs as a pollutant 
under the Clean Air Act following an ‘endangerment 
fi nding’. President Obama has also supported the repeal 
of fossil fuel subsidies and given his approval to the 
EPA to allow California and other states to enact strin-
gent regulations on tailpipe emissions and measures to 
increase the fuel effi  ciency of cars and light trucks.

Nonetheless, President Obama had initially indi-
cated his preference for Congress to enact national 
cap-and-trade legislation rather than rely on EPA regu-
lations. Although a cap-and-trade scheme narrowly 
passed the House of Representatives on 26 June 2009 
(the Waxman–Markey bill [HR 254] by 219 votes for, 
212 against), in July 2010 the Democratic leadership 
in the Senate abandoned its eff orts to push through a 
cap-and trade bill aft er failing to build suffi  cient Sen-
ate support. Th e heavy Democratic losses in the mid-
term Congressional elections in November 2010 gave 
the Republicans control of the House of Representa-
tives (242–193) and narrowed the Democrat’s major-
ity in the Senate to 53. A majority (128 or 53 per cent) 
of the 242 Republicans in the House of Representatives 
publicly question the science of climate change (John-
son 2010). Th is conservative swing, which refl ects high 
unemployment following the global fi nancial crisis 
(GFC) and an aggressive campaign against action on 
climate change by the Tea Party movement, has signifi -
cantly diminished the prospects of any signifi cant cli-
mate or energy bill passing the 112th Congress. Indeed, 
the Tea Party movement has helped to make the denial 

of human-induced climate change a litmus test of US 
conservatism and ‘true Republicanism’.

On the international front, the international climate 
negotiations have been the Obama administration’s 
overriding foreign environmental policy preoccupa-
tion. Although President Obama has made no eff ort 
to revive and sell domestically the Clinton administra-
tion’s Kyoto commitments, he has committed to long-
term targets through the G-8 decision in July 2009 to 
support a halving of global emissions by 2050, which 
requires an 80 per cent reduction in emissions from 
developed countries during the same time period to 
allow for growth on the part of developing countries. 
Th e Obama administration has also continued the sec-
ond Bush administration’s major economies initiative, 
which was renamed and launched in March 2009 as the 
Major Economies Forum on Energy and Climate. Th e 
Forum, made up of seventeen economies responsible 
for around 75 per cent of global emissions, launched a 
Global Partnership for low-carbon and climate-friend-
ly technologies in July 2009 (MEF 2009).

At the fi ft eenth conference of the parties (COP15) in 
Copenhagen in December 2009, the Obama adminis-
tration pledged to reduce the US’s emissions by 17 per 
cent by 2020 from a 2005 baseline, which amounts to a 
cut of around 3 to 4 per cent, rather than stabilization, 
from a 1990 baseline. Th is pledge was in step with the 
targets embodied in the Congressional bills in 2009, 
but falls well below the minus 25 to 40 per cent range 
recommended by the IPCC for developed countries. 
Th is stands in stark contrast to the EU’s emissions re-
duction target for 2020, which is to reduce emissions by 
20 per cent by 2020 from a 1990 baseline, rising to 30 
per cent if other developed countries make comparable 
commitments.

Th e problem for the Obama administration is that 
even its modest Copenhagen target will be diffi  cult to 
reach following the mid-term Congressional elections. 
International political attention has therefore turned to 
the EPA’s existing regulatory powers, and to regional 
cap-and-trade schemes in the north-east, mid-west and 
the west (especially in California), which provide the 
Obama administration with its best chance of moving 
the US towards its Copenhagen pledge—if the EPA’s 
regulations can survive litigation (see Major debates 
and their impact 20.1).
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Although George Bush Jr. had promised to regulate carbon 

dioxide as a pollutant under the Clean Air Act during his 

presidential campaign, he reversed this position shortly after 

coming to offi ce in 2001. He also made it clear that he would 

not order the federal EPA to regulate GHG emissions under 

the Clean Air Act and that his administration would pursue 

a voluntary approach to mitigation based on technological 

innovation. The Bush administration’s refusal to adopt a more 

prescriptive approach to reducing GHG emissions attracted 

widespread criticism from the Kyoto parties as well as from 

environmentalists, scientists, and many ‘progressive’ states 

and municipal governments within the USA.

However, on 2 April 2007 in the landmark case of Mas-

sachusetts v. Environmental Protection Agency, 548 US (2007) 

the US Supreme Court ruled by a majority of fi ve to four that 

the EPA has the authority and the obligation to regulate GHG 

emissions as pollutants under the Clean Air Act if it found that 

such emissions endangered public health and welfare. The 

ruling overturned a decision of the US Court of Appeals of the 

District of Columbia Circuit in September 2005.

The case had been brought by twelve states (mostly 

Pacifi c and north-east coast states) led by Massachusetts, 

and a coalition of municipal governments and environmen-

tal and public health organizations, claiming that the EPA 

had abdicated its responsibilities under the Clean Air Act 

in choosing not to regulate GHGs as pollutants. The case 

was defended by the EPA, a variety of automobile industry 

associations, and ten US states, most of which are signifi -

cantly dependent on the oil, coal, or motor vehicle produc-

tion industries.

The Administrator of the EPA had claimed in 2003 that it 

lacked authority to regulate GHG emissions, and that even if it 

did have the requisite legal power it had discretion to decide 

whether or not to regulate. Among the list of reasons given 

for declining to act were scientifi c uncertainty and the fact 

that regulating GHG emissions might interfere with the presi-

dent’s foreign environmental policy. The EPA believed that 

regulation ‘might impair the President’s ability to negotiate 

with “key developing nations” to reduce emissions’. However, 

Justice Stevens, who presented the majority opinion of the 

Court, rejected the argument and ruled that the EPA’s decision 

should be determined on the basis of the requirements of the 

Clean Air Act and not the executive’s foreign policy. The presi-

dent’s broad executive authority was held not to ‘extend to 

the refusal to execute domestic laws’ (Supreme Court of the 

United States 2007).

In December 2009, the EPA assessed the scientifi c evi-

dence on climate change and promulgated an ‘endanger-

ment fi nding’ for GHG emissions in response to the Supreme 

Court’s ruling. In April 2010 it promulgated new regulations 

to reduce GHG emissions from cars and light trucks. Under 

the Clean Air Act, the implementation of new vehicle stan-

dards also triggers an obligation to review standards for new 

stationary sources of pollution and for major modifi cations 

of existing sources. The EPA has ‘tailored’ this obligation so 

that it is confi ned to power plants and refi neries, which are 

two of the largest industrial sources, responsible for nearly 40 

per cent of US emissions.

The regulations for new facilities came into effect in Janu-

ary 2011, and those for the modifi cation of existing facilities 

are expected in May 2011. Instead of a cap-and-trade scheme 

the EPA regulations impose performance standards under the 

Clean Air Act, which require new and modifi ed power plants 

and refi neries to install best available technology. The regu-

lations will be primarily implemented by state authorities. 

The regulations for stationary sources have drawn signifi cant 

opposition from the fossil fuel industry, states dependent on 

fossil fuel, most Republicans, and some Democrats.

In 1970, in the heyday of US environmentalism, Congress 

saw fi t to confer considerable discretion on the EPA to iden-

tify and regulate pollutants. Forty years later, there have been 

various attempts in Congress to constrain the EPA’s regulatory 

power through attempts to disapprove the regulations under 

the Congressional Review Act or amend the Clean Air Act 

(McCarthy and Parker 2010). Thirteen states have launched 

legal proceedings challenging the regulations, and the state 

of Texas has refused to change its permiting programme 

(Nelson 2010).

MAJOR DEBATES AND THEIR IMPACT 20.1: The EPA’s authority to regulate GHG emissions

Another problem for the Obama administration is 
that the UNFCCC imposes an obligation on developed 
countries to take the lead in combatting climate change 
according to the burden-sharing principles of ‘com-
mon but diff erentiated responsibilities and capabilities’ 

(Article 3(1)). Th is obligation arises from their greater 
historical and per capita emissions, and their supe-
rior economic and technological capacity compared to 
developing countries. Th e UNFCCC also acknowledges 
the special vulnerability of developing countries to 
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climate change, and recognizes that their emissions will 
need to grow to meet their unmet development needs. 
Although China has overtaken the USA as the world’s 
largest aggregate emitter, the USA is nonetheless respon-
sible for the largest share of cumulative emissions since 
the industrial revolution (around 30 per cent), it is in 
the top league of per capita emitters (around four to fi ve 
times larger than China), and has the largest economy 
and the largest fi nancial, technological, and administra-
tive capacity of any single state, which has been derived 
in part from its fossil fuel exploitation. China and the 
G-77 have argued that US leadership must be demon-
strated before developing countries can be expected to 
take on international mitigation commitments.

Whereas President Bush had eff ectively rejected the 
climate regime’s burden-sharing principles of common 
but diff erentiated responsibilities, President Obama has 
rhetorically embraced them but sought to re-interpret 
them in ways that accommodate domestic political 
concerns and pressures, on the one hand, and the US’s 
position vis-à-vis rising powers in the developing world, 
on the other. Th e Obama administration has repeatedly 
drawn attention to the new ‘post-Kyoto environment’ 
and China’s rapid emissions growth trajectory as a 
backdrop for a recalibrated understanding of diff eren-
tiated responsibilities that requires commitments from 
the major emerging emitters in the developing world 
in the same commitment period, rather than at some 
future unspecifi ed time aft er the USA has demonstrated 
leadership (Obama 2009).

While the EU has been widely recognized as the cli-
mate leader, since COP15 at Copenhagen in 2009 the 
EU’s ‘normative power’ has been increasingly side-
lined by the ‘emissions power’ of the USA and China 
in reshaping the negotiations. Th e Copenhagen Accord, 
which was initially draft ed by the USA and the so-called 
Basic Group (China, India, Brazil, and South Africa), 
introduced a fl exible ‘pledge and review’ approach that 
departs signifi cantly from the Kyoto architecture. Th e 
Accord requires both developed and developing coun-
tries to register their pledges for mitigation action by 
31 January 2010 but none of these pledges are legally 
binding. Tensions have emerged between the USA and 
China over the degree to which developing country 
pledges should be considered an international com-
mitment, as distinct from merely a domestic measure, 

and whether they should be ‘reportable, measurable 
and verifi able’. Nonetheless the political pledges were 
formally endorsed at COP16 at Cancún in 2010 and 
they provide the basis for ongoing negotiations for a 
treaty on long-term cooperative action. Th e future of 
the Kyoto Protocol, which is due to expire at the end of 
2012 if a second commitment period is not negotiated, 
is increasingly uncertain. Whereas China and the G-77 
insist on the continuation of the Kyoto Protocol, the 
USA (with the support of Canada and Japan, and the 
sympathy of Russia and Australia) regard it as a dead 
letter.

Despite the Obama administration’s declared com-
mitment to fi ght climate change, it has been a much 
lower priority than economic recovery following the 
global fi nancial crisis or the administration’s proposed 
changes to health care. In the face of continued cli-
mate skepticism in Congress, high unemployment, 
entrenched dependence on fossil fuel, a long legacy of 
inaction or weak action on climate change by previous 
administrations, and fear of a ‘rising China’, the Obama 
administration has failed to convert its rhetoric of cli-
mate leadership by the USA into reality.

Key trends and puzzles in US foreign 
environmental policy
Table 20.1 provides a summary of the USA’s involve-
ment in the major international environmental trea-
ties negotiated since the 1970s (excluding treaties on 
occupational health and safety and amendments to 
protocols), showing the date of the USA’s signature and 
subsequent ratifi cation, accession, or acceptance where 
relevant. One striking trend emerges from this history, 
which is depicted in the bar graph in Figure 20.1. If we 
take the 1992 Earth Summit as marking the beginning 
of the post-Cold War period then the USA has ratifi ed 
or acceded to twelve of the fi ft een environmental trea-
ties it signed in the period 1970–1991 but has ratifi ed 
only six of the twelve treaties it has signed in the period 
1992–2010 (and three of these ratifi cations were proto-
cols dealing with three diff erent air pollutants under the 
same Convention on Long-Range Transboundary Air 
Pollution).5 Th e average ratifi cation rate has dropped 
from 80 per cent in the period 1970–1991 to 50 per cent 
in the period 1992–2010, or 33 per cent if we bundle 
the three Protocols on Air Pollution into one eff ective 
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Table 20.1 History of USA’s signature and ratifi cation of major international environmental treaties: 
1970–2010

Name of treaty
Date of 
signature

Date of ratifi ca-
tion or acceptance

1. Convention on Wetlands of International Importance especially 

as Waterfowl Habitat (Ramsar) 1971
2 February 1971 18 December 1986

2. Treaty on the Prohibition of the Emplacement of Nuclear Weap-

ons and other Weapons of Mass Destruction on the Sea-bed and 

Ocean Floor and in the Subsoil Thereof 1971

11 February 

1971
18 May 1972

3. Convention on the International Trade in Endangered Species 

1972
3 March 1973 14 January 1974

4. London Convention on Ocean Dumping 1972
29 December 

1972 
30 August 1975

5. United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 1972 Not signed

6. World Heritage Convention 1972
16 November 

1972 
7 December 1973

7. Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species or Wild 

Animals 1979
Not signed

8. Geneva Convention on Long-Range Transboundary Air Pollution 

1979

13 November 

1979 
30 November 1981

9. Convention on the Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living 

Resources 1980
20 May 1980 2 February 1982

10. Protocol to the 1970 Convention on Long-Range Transbound-

ary Air Pollution on Long-Term Financing of the Co-operative 

Programme for Monitoring and Evaluation of the Long-Range 

Transmission of Air Pollutants in Europe 1984

28 September 

1984 
29 October 1984

11. Vienna Convention for the Protection of the Ozone Layer 1985 22 March 1985 27 August 1986

12. Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer 

1987

16 September 

1987 
21 April 1988

13. Protocol to the 1970 Convention on Long-Range Transbound-

ary Air Pollution Concerning the Control of Emissions of Nitrogen 

Oxides or their Transboundary Fluxes 1988

1 November 

1988
13 July 1989

14. Basel Convention on Control of the Transboundary Movement 

of Hazardous Waste and their Disposal 1989 
22 March 1990 Not ratifi ed

15. Convention on Environmental Impact Assessment in a Trans-

boundary Context 1991 

26 February 

1991
Not ratifi ed

16. Protocol on Strategic Environmental Assessment to the Conven-

tion on Environmental Impact Assessment in a Transboundary 

Context 1991

Not signed

17. Madrid Protocol on Environmental Protection to the Antarctic 

Treaty 1991

17 October 

1991
1 November 1996



Chapter 20 Global environment 365

Fig. 20.1 International environ-
mental treaties ratifi ed by the USA, 
1970–2010.
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Table 20.1 (continued )

18. Protocol to the 1970 Convention on Long-Range Transboundary 

Air Pollution concerning the Control of Emissions of Volatile Organic 

Compounds or their Transboundary Fluxes 1991 

19 November 

1991
Not ratifi ed 

19. United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 

1992
12 July 1992 15 October 1992

20. Convention on Biological Diversity 1992 4 June 1993 Not ratifi ed

21. United Nations Convention to Combat Desertifi cation 1994 14 October 1994 
17 November 

2000

22. International Tropical Timber Agreement 1994 (replacing the 

1983 Agreement)

27 December 

1988 

14 November 

1996

23. Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty 1996
24 September 

1996
Not ratifi ed

24. Protocol to the 1972 London Convention on Ocean Dumping 

1996
31 March 1998 Not ratifi ed

25. Kyoto Protocol 1997
12 November 

1998
Not ratifi ed

26. Protocol to the 1979 Convention on Long-Range Transboundary 

Air Pollution on Heavy Metals 1998
24 June 1998 10 January 2001.

27. Protocol to the 1979 Convention on Long-Range Transboundary 

Air Pollution on Persistent Organic Pollutants 1998
24 June 1998

22 November 

2004

28. Rotterdam Convention on Pesticides and Industrial Chemicals 

1998 

11 September 

1998
Not ratifi ed

29. Protocol to the 1979 Convention on Long-Range Transboundary 

Air Pollution to abate Acidifi cation, Eutrophication and Ground-level 

Ozone 1999

1 December 

1999

22 November 

2004

30. Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety 2000 Not signed

31. Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants 2001 23 May 2001 Not ratifi ed

Sources: United Nations Environment Program (2005a) and the United Nations Treaty Collection, available at http://treaties.un.org/pages/

ParticipationStatus.aspx.

http://treaties.un.org/pages/ParticipationStatus.aspx
http://treaties.un.org/pages/ParticipationStatus.aspx
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 ❑ A Republican-controlled Congress is considerably more 

hostile to environmental treaty obligations than a Demo-

crat-controlled Congress.

 ❑ US international environmental leadership has waned sig-

nifi cantly in the post-Cold War period.

 ❑ The USA has actively opposed the Kyoto Protocol, which 

seeks to address the most signifi cant global environmental 

problem facing the international community since the rise 

of modern environmentalism.

 ❑ The USA has been increasingly infl uential in shaping the 

architecture of the post-Kyoto treaty towards a fl exible, 

‘pledge and review’ approach. However, the USA’s Copen-

hagen pledge falls well below scientifi c recommendations.

KEY POINTS

Protocol. Another noteworthy feature of this history is 
that a Republican-controlled Congress is considerably 
more hostile to environmental treaty obligations than 
a Congress controlled by the Democrats. Indeed, fi f-
teen of the seventeen environmental treaty ratifi cations 
since 1970 were by a Democrat-controlled Congress.6

Th e foregoing history of US environmental foreign 
policy making since the 1970s raises two interesting 

puzzles. First, why has US leadership tended to wane 
as global and trans-boundary environmental prob-
lems have become more, rather than less, serious and 
threatening to the global economy and global security? 
Second, why has the USA devoted so many resources 
and adopted a risk-averse posture to tackling terror-
ism yet rejected a precautionary approach to climate 
change?

Before exploring possible explanations for these puz-
zles, we can draw together a number of key insights that 
have emerged from the history of US environmental 
foreign policy making since the 1970s.

First, it is clear that a single-minded focus on the envi-
ronmental sympathies or antipathies of successive US 
presidents or their senior staff  in the White House is not 
suffi  cient to explain shift s in US foreign environmental 
policy making. It is also necessary to examine the com-
position of other agencies in the executive branch (the 
EPA, the State Department) and other branches of gov-
ernment, most notably Congress. Despite the president’s 
signifi cant executive power and foreign policy preroga-
tives, it is Congress that passes laws, levies taxation, and 
controls spending. Moreover, the ratifi cation of treaties 
rests with the Senate. As we have seen, a pale green pres-
ident (even with a dark green vice-president) faced with 
a hostile Congress can do very little (e.g. the Clinton and 
Obama administrations), while a dark green Congress 
together with a strong environmental movement and 
growing public environmental concern can do a great 

deal to prod an indiff erent president (Richard Nixon) to 
support international environmental initiatives.

Second, diff erent environmental problems (biodi-
versity loss, ozone depletion, marine mammal pro-
tection, climate change) vary considerably in their 
complexity, gravity, incidence, and lead time; in the 
degree of certainty of scientifi c understanding associ-
ated with the problem and the causal factors that con-
tribute to it; in their relationship to American culture 
and values; and in the scale of change that is required to 
address the problem, including the associated costs of 
abatement. Accordingly, diff erent environmental prob-
lems present diff erent challenges and opportunities for 
the USA at home and abroad, and help to explain the 
relative infl uence of diff erent interest groups. As we 
shall see, the international environmental challenges 
of the post-Cold War period have proved to be much 
more confronting across most of these dimensions 
than the challenges raised during the Cold War period.

Th ird, the history of USA engagement in environ-
mental treaty making since the 1970s has shown that 

Explaining US foreign environment policy
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the USA will not enter into an international environ-
mental treaty if it is incompatible with domestic regula-
tions, or if existing domestic regulations cannot easily 
be changed without a signifi cant backlash from political 
elites and key interest groups. While the USA has never 
been an importer of ‘foreign environmental policy’ 
ideas from abroad it has oft en sought to export its envi-
ronmental regulations (DeSombre 2000).

Fourth, and fl owing on from the previous point, USA 
interest groups tend to have less direct infl uence on for-
eign policy than domestic policy, but their infl uence on 
domestic environmental initiatives can have signifi cant 
indirect eff ects on foreign policy (as demonstrated by 
the previous insight). Business interest groups have had 
much more infl uence on domestic and foreign envi-
ronmental policy than domestic environmental NGOs 
(Falkner 2001) when the potential economic costs of 
international cooperation are high (the Kyoto Protocol, 
Cartagena Protocol), while environmental NGOs have 
had relatively more infl uence when the costs are low 
(e.g. the whaling moratorium, Montreal Protocol).

Finally, US foreign environmental policy cannot be 
examined in isolation from broader developments in 
US foreign policy. As we have seen, President Nixon’s 
leadership at the 1972 Stockholm Conference cannot 
be understood in isolation from the political fallout 
from the Vietnam War, while President George Bush 
Jr.’s international response to climate change cannot be 
understood in isolation from his preoccupation with 
the war on terror and the pivotal role played by the 
national energy strategy in the USA’s national security 
strategy. President Obama’s response to climate change 
has been profoundly shaped by its domestic and inter-
national response to the global fi nancial crisis.

Yet none of the foregoing insights explain why US lead-
ership has tended to wane as global and trans-boundary 
environmental problems have become more, rather than 
less, serious and threatening to both US and global secu-
rity. Th at the end of the Cold War served as a key turning 
point in the waning of US international environmental 
leadership is signifi cant in one respect, yet merely coin-
cidental in another. Th e ‘signifi cant respect’ is that the 
end of the Cold War changed the geopolitical context in 
which international environmental negotiations were to 
take place. Th e disintegration of the Soviet Union had 
removed a major incentive for US cooperation with its 

allies and others within its sphere of infl uence. As the 
sole superpower in the post-Cold War world, the USA 
has chosen to take full advantage of its greater range of 
exit options than any other state to avoid entanglement in 
the increasingly demanding and ever-growing interna-
tional processes of multilateralism. Th e USA’s increasing 
inclination to act unilaterally, via coalitions of the willing, 
rather than multilaterally, has aff ected environmental 
diplomacy, as it has many other policy domains. Indeed, 
even when the USA has sought to play a proactive envi-
ronmental role, it still prefers to act through informal 
partnerships where it can control the process.

However, added to the changed geopolitical context is 
the fact that the end of the Cold War happened to coin-
cide with the emergence of a new and more complex set 
of global environmental problems that have challenged 
what might be called ‘core’ US national interests. Most of 
the US environmental initiatives during the 1970s and 
1980s (such as the establishment of the United Nations 
Environment Program, or protecting natural herit-
age, whales, oceans, or the ozone layer) were relatively 
uncomplicated issues, and they bore little relationship 
to, or otherwise did not directly threaten, US security 
interests or economic competitiveness. Th e same can-
not be said for the environmental problems confront-
ing world leaders at the 1992 Earth Summit. For the 
USA in particular, the mitigation of climate change, the 
management of intellectual property over biodiversity, 
or the regulation of the trans-boundary movement of 
genetically modifi ed organisms posed direct challenges 
to the USA’s security, energy, and/or economic interests. 
Indeed, the more general insight emerging from this 
foreign environmental policy history aft er the end of the 
Cold War is that international environmental problems 
have increasingly challenged US grand strategy, and 
that key elements of US grand strategy have increasingly 
constrained the ability of the USA to adopt a proactive 
response to key international environmental problems.

US grand strategy and the 
environment
US grand strategy represents an overriding prioritiza-
tion of US foreign policy objectives and goals, backed 
up with particular strategies, preferred modes of engage-
ment (multilateral, bilateral, unilateral), and preferred 
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policy tools. As we have seen, US foreign environmen-
tal policy has never played a role in shaping US grand 
strategy (despite the promotion of the discourse of envi-
ronmental security by President Clinton) and it has gen-
erally been accorded low priority in the pecking order of 
foreign policy objectives and goals. As Robert Falkner 
has noted, ‘unlike trade and monetary policy, environ-
mental policy has never been central to the US eff ort to 
create international order’ (Falkner 2005: 586). But while 
environmental policy has had little impact on US grand 
strategy prior to the end of the Cold War, US grand strat-
egy has increasingly set signifi cant limits on US foreign 
environmental policy aft er the Cold War. Indeed, this 
provides one important key to the puzzle raised above: 
why has the USA not responded to the security and 
environmental threats of climate change by reducing the 
USA’s dependence on petroleum? Th e other keys are the 
energy-intensive structure of the US economy, the US 
preference for economic neoliberalism and therefore 
minimal regulation, and the fragmented character of the 
US political system, which favours the status quo.

US foreign environmental policy during the period 
1970–2010 has been shaped and constrained by sig-
nifi cant continuities and changes in US grand strategy. 
Th roughout both the Cold War and post-Cold War 
periods, US grand strategy has remained committed to 
securing the military and economic supremacy of the 
USA, promoting a stable world capitalist system, and 
promoting the spread of liberal democracy. While the 
last of these foreign policy goals is generally conducive 
to environmental social learning, the others stand in a 
more problematic relationship.

First, to the extent to which the growth of an unre-
constructed world capitalist system based on neo-
liberal economic ideology remains a central pillar of 
US grand strategy, then we are unlikely to see the USA 
emerge as a leader in promoting the meta-environmental 
strategy of sustainable development endorsed at the 1992 
Earth Summit. Th is strategy requires all policy makers 
and economic actors to move beyond issue-by-issue 
environmental problem solving by integrating environ-
mental considerations into all areas of policy making 
and decision making, including foreign policy. How-
ever, the appealing rhetoric of policy integration papers 
over a set of deep-seated debates over whether a rapidly 
growing world capitalist system of the kind promoted 

by the USA is capable of delivering ecological sustain-
ability and intra- and intergenerational equity of the 
kind defended in the Brundtland Report. Critics point 
out that while capitalism can deliver improved effi  cien-
cy of resource and energy use through technological 
innovations that decrease the amount of environmen-
tal degradation produced per unit of GDP, this will not 
necessarily translate into a decrease in environmental 
degradation in absolute terms. Indeed, in the absence 
of overarching sustainability parameters at the national 
and international levels, the environmental productivity 
gains of technologically driven ecological modernization 
invariably serve to fuel more consumption and growth.

While the ‘embedded liberalism’ of the post-Second 
World War era might have been compatible with inte-
grated sustainability planning, the neo-liberal econom-
ic ideology promoted by the USA since the 1980s, and 
especially since the end of the Cold War, is deeply resist-
ant to the kind of ‘thick regulation’ demanded by pro-
ponents of ecological sustainability or ‘strong ecological 
modernization’ (Christoff  1996; Eckersley 2004). Th e 
recession triggered by the sub-prime mortgage crisis, 
a product of international fi nancial deregulation pro-
moted by the USA, considerably impaired the ability of 
the Obama administration to address climate change. 
Th e high-consumption lifestyles of Americans have 
also remained largely non-negotiable during the period 
1970–2010, despite the growth of the green consumer 
movement. As we have seen, the US presidents’ enthu-
siasm for integrated environmental policy planning has 
never been high and President Clinton’s modest eff orts 
to promote policy integration have been dismantled. 
In contrast, the European Union emerged in the 1990s 
as the green leader not only in environmental diplo-
macy but also in domestic eff orts at policy integration 
through the adoption of sustainable development in the 
Treaty of the European Union (Article 6).

Second, both the US economy and US hegemony 
developed on the basis of a cheap and abundant sup-
ply of fossil fuels. US style capitalism is thus highly ‘car-
boniferous’ (Paterson 2009: 148). Th e US has the world’s 
largest coal reserves (around 22 per cent) and coal is 
extracted from twenty-six states, which means that fi ft y-
two Senators come from states in which coal contrib-
utes to the state economy and employment (Fisher 2006: 
480). Likewise, cheap and abundant oil has been central 
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‘to the vigor and growth of the American economy and 
to the preservation of a distinctly American way of life’ 
(Klare 2004: pp. xiii–xiv). Oil has also fuelled the USA’s 
vast military apparatus. Even more signifi cantly, oil has 
also been used as a strategic resource by the USA during 
the Cold War in pursuing its strategy of containment 
and in the overall management of its Western leader-
ship (Bromley 1991, 2005). As Keohane puts it, ‘In a 
material sense, oil was at the centre of the redistributive 
system of the American hegemony’ (1984: 140). Th ese 
links between US energy policy and foreign policy are 
entrenched and long standing and may be traced to the 
end of the Second World War, when President Roosevelt 
off ered the Saudi regime military support in return for 
reliable access to the Saudis’ vast oil reserves. US depend-
ence on Middle Eastern oil grew during the Cold War 
period at the same time as US oil capital shift ed ‘from 
a powerful interest in US foreign policy-making into 
a key arm of US power’ (Bromley 1991: 123). Th e net 
eff ect of these developments is that oil (along with the 
US oil industry) became integrated into the structural 
components of US hegemony. Indeed, Ran Goel (2004: 
478) has characterized the international political econ-
omy of oil as a US-led order based on a bargain between 
the US executive and US oil industry to manipulate the 
international oil market and secure supply. Th is special 
arrangement (or ‘petro-military-industrial-complex’, 
aft er Boal et al. 2005) has seen the executive working to 
overcome obstacles to US investment and the oil indus-
try providing the investment capital and technologies to 
extract and transport the oil (Klare 2004: 62). Th is stra-
tegic use of oil has remained central to US grand strategy 
in the post-Cold War period, despite the predicted onset 
of peak oil and scientifi c warnings that the world must 
move rapidly towards a low-carbon economy. Th e US 
oil majors and allied industries have been key players in 
obstructing domestic eff orts to reduce US dependence 
on oil (Newell and Paterson 1998). Th ey have formed 
the backbone of US opposition to the Kyoto Protocol 
and domestic cap-and-trade bills, run orchestrated 
political campaigns to disparage the science of climate 
change, and served as key participants in the Cheney 
Energy Taskforce. Most of the US oil majors have neg-
ligible investment in non-carbon forms of energy com-
pared to their European counterparts (Goel 2004: 476; 
Kolk and Levy 2001).

Notwithstanding these continuities in US grand 
strategy, there have also been some signifi cant shift s 
that have impinged upon foreign environmental pol-
icy. Th e terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center 
and Pentagon on 11 September 2001 have profoundly 
reshaped the USA’s threat perceptions and national 
security strategy. Th e second Bush administration sin-
gled out terrorism and the acquisition of weapons of 
mass destruction (WMD) by so-called rogue states or 
terrorists as the most signifi cant security threats facing 
the USA. While the search for WMD was the offi  cial 
reason for the USA’s invasion of Iraq in 2003, the inva-
sion has also paved the way for the restructuring of 
Iraq’s oil industry, which had been nationalized during 
the OPEC oil crisis and has been operating well below 
full production (Boal et al. 2005: 13). Th is is consist-
ent with the US’s long-standing supply-driven foreign 
petroleum policy, which has severely limited the scope 
for US leadership in low-carbon energy alternatives.

In all, the USA’s ongoing commitment to economic 
neo-liberalism (including fi nancial deregulation), its 
dependence on oil to maintain its economic competitive-
ness and military supremacy, its use of oil as a strategic 
commodity to maintain hegemony, and its preoccupa-
tion with the war on terror and the global fi nancial crisis 
have together signifi cantly constrained the ability of the 
USA to play a proactive role in responding to the most 
serious environmental problem of the new millennium.

Making sense of environmental 
foreign policy
Th e foregoing analysis concerning the relationship 
between domestic and US foreign environmental pol-
icy, and US grand strategy highlights the necessity of 
a multilevelled analysis that incorporates the interna-
tional system, the state, society, and key individuals in 
the political elite in order to explain US foreign policy 
(Barkdull and Harris 2002). Yet the choice of level or 
levels of analysis does not determine the epistemology, 
or the explanatory priority accorded to power, interests, 
and/or ideas/norms. Th e importance of US security and 
economic interests in shaping foreign environmental 
policy might appear at fi rst blush to play into the hands 
of rationalist and/or materialist explanations of foreign 
policy, such as realism, neo-liberal institutionalism, 
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and traditional Marxism. Yet these accounts ultimately 
remain crude and unsatisfactory for several reasons.

First, security and economic constraints do not explain 
the particular menu of policy choices, or the particular 
policy responses, selected by the US executive in response 
to diff erent domestic or international pressures. Realist 
and traditional Marxist accounts, in particular, attribute 
minimal autonomy to the state on the assumption that its 
decisions are essentially a refl ection of systemic impera-
tives that derive from the anarchic structure of the state 
system or from particular confi gurations of economic 
power. Yet there is no single, obvious path to US mili-
tary or economic supremacy, and it cannot be assumed 
that diff erent foreign policy elites would produce the 
same strategies in response to similar challenges. Indeed, 
most scholars who have undertaken a detailed examina-
tion of US foreign environmental policy making have 
shown that the domestic institutional landscape plays 
a much more signifi cant role in explaining these envi-
ronmental policy choices than international infl uences 
(Hopgood 1998; DeSombre 2000, 2005; Falkner 2005). 
Th is research challenges the assumption that states are 
unitary, rational actors, by pointing to internal divisions 
within states and their societies. According to Hopgood 
(1998: 222), the central actors in American foreign policy 
are state offi  cials, and it is the intrastate struggles within 
the executive branch of government that are ultimately 
determinative of policy choices.

Second, materialist and rationalist explanations do 
not off er suffi  ciently fi ne-grained tools to explain the 
waxing and waning of US environmental leadership. 
Th ey are better at explaining the absence rather than 
the presence of environmental leadership. For exam-
ple, materialists and rationalists can provide plausible 
accounts of why the USA will not enter into an inter-
national environmental treaty if it is incompatible 
with domestic regulations, the interests of key indus-
try groups, or core security interests. But they cannot 
explain why the USA would bother to take a leader-
ship role in relation to environmental issues that do 
not impinge upon security or economic interests. Why, 
for example, has the USA gone to such great lengths 
(employing persuasion, economic sanctions, and brib-
ery) to support an international moratorium on whal-
ing if not for a strong normative commitment to the 
preservation of whales within American society?

Neo-liberal institutionalism, which provides the 
dominant interest-based analysis of environmental 
regime formation, predicts whether a state will be a 
leader, a bystander, or a laggard on the basis of relative 
ecological vulnerability and relative abatement costs 
(Sprinz and Vaahtoranta 1994). So, for example, if abate-
ment costs are high and vulnerability is low, then states 
are likely to be laggards, whereas if abatement costs are 
low and vulnerability is high then they are likely to be 
leaders. Yet prediction becomes diffi  cult when both 
abatement costs and vulnerability are high, as in the case 
of climate change. More importantly, these predictions 
assume that states are rational, unitary actors, and that 
their cost–benefi t analyses and strategic calculations 
can be uncritically transposed from one jurisdiction to 
another in response to similar external challenges.

Th ird, since rationalist explanations take the security 
and economic interests of states as given, they are unable 
to account for historical and geographical variability in 
the social construction of these interests. Indeed, the 
signifi cant diff erences in foreign environmental policy 
between the USA and the EU since the end of the Cold 
War directs attention to the idiosyncratic ways in which 
US foreign policy elites have constructed their security, 
economic, and environmental agendas—some of which 
defy standard realist or rationalist analysis. If climate 
change is a source of catastrophic risk, why has this not 
been incorporated into US security policy? If states are 
rational actors, why has the USA not sought to reduce 
its dependence on imported petroleum by developing 
an aggressive domestic demand-management strategy? 
While there are important diff erences in the imminence 
of risks of terrorism compared to climate change, the 
longer-term risks of climate change are more pervasive, 
serious, and certain than the short-term risks of terrorism.

Foreign policy making is a purposive activity that 
involves the formulation and pursuit of objectives, goals, 
and strategies by particular decision makers. Under-
standing this activity requires locating decision makers 
in their historical context or ‘operating environment’, 
understanding their traditions and cultures, causal 
ideas, and principled beliefs and how they have inter-
preted their operating environment by selecting and 
endowing some phenomenon with signifi cance while 
screening out others. In the case of the USA, there has 
been plenty of ‘screening out’ in the case of the science of 
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global warming. While US scientists have played a major 
role in the IPCC they have had very little infl uence on 
US domestic or foreign policy, until recently. In contrast, 
the fi ndings and warnings of the IPCC have been much 
more infl uential in Europe and climate change scepti-
cism has been much less pronounced among political 
leaders, the media, and the public (McCright and Dun-
lap 2003; Boykoff  and Boykoff  2004). Th e social con-
struction of new security risks and new ecological risks 
by political elites in the USA since the end of the Cold 
War has remained fi rmly rooted in the traditional ‘high’ 
versus ‘low’ politics distinction, which rests on particu-
lar understandings of the ‘core’ and ‘peripheral’ busi-
ness of the US state. In contrast, the EU has displayed a 
more risk-averse posture in the post-Cold War period, 
particularly in response to the potential risks of not only 

climate change but also genetically modifi ed organ-
isms (GMOs) (Falkner 2007). In the case of GMOs, 
whereas the USA has pushed for regulatory harmoniza-
tion to promote trade liberalization in what it regards 
as a benign technology, in the EU NGOs have played a 
major role in framing the problem as a matter of both 
sovereign and consumer choice; the right to know and to 
choose safe food based on the precautionary principle, 
and resistance to corporate control over the agri-food 
chain (Levidow 2007: 133).

From a critical constructivist standpoint, the economic, 
energy, and security interests of the USA are not pre-given 
and they are always open to redefi nition by social agents, 
including foreign policy elites. As it happens, an increasing 
number of Americans within both the state and civil soci-
ety are beginning to rethink the meaning of these interests.

 ❑ US foreign environmental policy cannot be examined in 

isolation from domestic environmental policy, on the one 

hand, and broader developments in US foreign policy, on 

the other hand.

 ❑ The USA has never been an importer of ‘foreign environ-

mental policy’ ideas from abroad but it has often sought to 

‘export’ its domestic environmental regulations.

 ❑ The key international environmental problems of the 

post-Cold War period have increasingly challenged US 

grand strategy, while US grand strategy has increasingly 

constrained the ability of the USA to adopt a proactive 

response to these problems, especially climate change.

KEY POINTS

If there is one major lesson to be learned from the 
foregoing history of US foreign environmental policy 
making it is that a considerable confl uence of domestic 
political forces is needed to produce US international 
environmental leadership. Strong leadership requires 
widespread acceptance of the need for an integrated 
energy, economic, and environmental strategy for 
sustainable development that guides both domestic 
and foreign policy making. Ideally, this would require 
a green president surrounded by a forceful and envi-
ronmentally sympathetic cabinet, an environmentally 
sympathetic Congress, a well-funded scientifi c com-
munity, a vigorous environmental movement, and an 

environmentally proactive business community that 
cooperates with the environment movement because 
it sees market advantage in being an environmen-
tal pace setter. The existing US political system and 
political culture is unlikely ever to produce this per-
fect alignment of political and economic forces for 
environmental change, but if it comes to pass then 
US international environmental leadership could be 
formidable. However, if some kind of rough align-
ment of at least some of these forces is not produced 
within the next decade (particularly in Congress), 
then the outcome for the world’s climate could be 
unthinkable.

Conclusion
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Questions

 1.  How relevant are the environmental sympathies of the President in accounting for US international 

environmental leadership?

 2. What role has Congress played in US foreign environmental policy making? 

 3. Why was the USA an international environmental leader in the 1970s? 

 4.  Why did the USA play a leadership role in the Montreal Protocol given the anti-environmental sympathies of 

the Reagan administration?

 5. Why was the end of the Cold War a turning point in US foreign environmental policy making?

 6.  What was the relationship between US grand strategy and foreign environmental policy before the end of the 

Cold War? In what ways did this relationship change in the post-Cold War period? 

 7. Why did President George Bush Jr. repudiate the Kyoto Protocol in 2001?

 8. What is the relationship between energy security and environmental security?

 9.  What theories of foreign policy can best explain the shifts in US foreign environmental policy making from the 

1970s?

 10. Why has the Obama administration failed to move the USA from a climate change laggard to a leader?
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2005b), the regular State of the World Reports prepared by the Washington-based Worldwatch Institute (e.g. 2007), the UK Stern Report 

(Stern 2007), and the reports of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (e.g. IPCC 2007).

 2.  Major amendments to the Montreal Protocol have since been made (in 1990, 1992, 1997, and 1999) which have expanded the list of 

ozone-depleting substances covered by the regime.

 3.  According to Michael Lisowski (2002: 114), an ABC News poll released on 17 April 2001 revealed that 61 per cent of Americans sup-

ported ratification of the Kyoto Protocol.

 4. The six original partners are the USA, Australia, Japan, China, South Korea, and India. Canada joined the partnership in 2007.

 5.  Only one new environmental treaty of significance has been negotiated since 2004, which is the Nagoya Protocol on Access to Genetic 

Resources and the Fair and Equitable Sharing of Benefits Arising from their Utilization to the Convention on Biological Diversity, ac-

cepted in Nagoya, Japan on 29 October 2010. However, this is not open for signature until 2 February 2011.

 6.  The only two environmental treaties ratified by a Republican-controlled Senate during this period were the Protocol to the 1970 Con-

vention on Long-Range Transboundary Air Pollution on Heavy Metals (Aarhus 24 June 1998), which the USA signed in 24 June 1998 and 

ratified on 10 January 2001, and the Protocol to the 1970 Convention on Long-Range Transboundary Air Pollution to abate Acidification, 

Eutrophication and Ground-level Ozone (Gothenburg, 30 November 1999), which the USA signed on 1 December 1999 and ratified on 

22 November 2004.

For a range of additional resources to support your learning visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this 

book at www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/cox_stokes2e/.

www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/cox_stokes2e/


This page intentionally left blank 



Section 5

Futures and Scenarios

21 American foreign policy after 9/11 377

22 The future of US foreign policy 392

23 US decline or primacy? A debate 409



This page intentionally left blank 



 21  American foreign policy after 9/11
Caroline Kennedy-Pipe

Chapter contents 

Introduction 377

The background 378

Framing 9/11 and its aftermath 380

The triumph of ideology: the neo-conservatives in the ascendant 381

Blowback: US foreign policy against itself? 382

The centrality of military power—and ‘imperial overstretch’? 383

The shape of America’s wars 384

Iraq: the new Vietnam? 386

After Iraq: continuity and disjunction in US foreign policy 387

Obama: a new direction? 388

Introduction

In his book Th e Landscape of History the distinguished 
Cold War historian John Lewis Gaddis (Gaddis 2002) 
makes an arresting suggestion: ‘If you think of the past 
as a landscape,’ he tells us, ‘then history is the way we 
represent it, and it’s that act of representation that lift s 
us above the familiar to let us experience vicariously 
what we can’t experience directly: a wider view’ (Gad-
dis 2002: 5).

Th at wider view is what this chapter as a whole seeks 
to place upon contemporary American foreign policy. 
By seeing the past and the present of American foreign 
policy as a ‘landscape’, in Gaddis’s sense, one might be 
able to suggest certain features of a particular landscape, 

prominent now, which were also apparent long before 
9/11. We might then be able to refl ect upon whether 
the consequences of those features might be similar. In 
other words, however much the foreign policy of George 
W. Bush and his neo-conservative agenda might strike 
us as having led the USA down entirely new avenues 
in terms of the conduct of American foreign policy—
the alleged emphasis upon securing oil resources, for 
example, or the desire to remove dictators and ‘spread 
democracy’—as this chapter will suggest, these ten-
dencies are as much a part of certain traditions within 
US foreign policy as they are in some ways a departure 
from it.
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Th us, this chapter will try to give an outline account 
of US foreign policy aft er the 9/11 attacks with a view 
to looking at continuities as well as the disjunctions of 
Washington’s engagement with the world. Th e terror-
ist attacks unquestionably altered the shape and thrust 
of US foreign policy in the short to medium term and 
have raised many questions, not just about the direc-

tion of US foreign policy but also about the shape of the 
international system itself. Th e question, however, is the 
extent to which they have, can, or should change the 
direction of US foreign policy in the longer term, and 
so this chapter will try to assess the extent to which US 
foreign policy aft er 9/11 manifests familiar tendencies 
as well as unfamiliar ones.

The background

Th e period between the mid-1990s and the early 
twenty-fi rst century was certainly not one that was 
shy of challenges for the USA. Th e early euphoria of 
the immediate post-Cold War world wore off  rather 
rapidly and there was little left  of the fi rst President 
Bush’s much vaunted New World Order, which he had 
announced in the aft ermath of the Gulf War of 1990–1 
in a speech to Congress (Nye 1992). Nonetheless, the 
Clinton administration had sought to position itself 
as central to a wide range of mulilateral and bilateral 
relationships, to be, as Secretary of State Madeleine 
Albright termed it, ‘the indispensable nation’ (Albright 
2004). Th us the USA was throughout the decade aft er 
the Soviet Union collapsed heavily involved in the 
Middle East, in negotiations over world trade and 
the replacement of the General Agreement on Tariff s 
and Trade (GATT) with the World Trade Organiza-
tion (WTO), in trying to support newly established 
democracies in eastern and central Europe and Latin 
America, and in building free trade areas throughout 
the Americas. It had also become somewhat reluctant-
ly but centrally involved in the confl icts in the former 
Yugoslavia with the bombing campaign that eventu-
ally led to the Dayton Agreement of 1995, and then 
in the controversial NATO (but US-#and British-led, 
some might say British-inspired) intervention in Kos-
ovo in 1999 Milosovic (Halbestam 2003; Holbrooke 
1999).

Despite the turmoil of the international system and 
the resurgence of genocide in both Africa and Europe, 
however, the American presidential election of 2000 
was chiefl y and somewhat predictably about domes-
tic politics. Foreign policy played little part in the tus-
sle over the White House. Th e Republican candidate, 

George W. Bush, son of the forty-fi rst president, was 
in fact critical of President Clinton’s ‘overambitious’ 
foreign policy (as he saw it) and the supposed ten-
dency to interventionism. He pressed a range of rela-
tively familiar criticisms of Clinton’s policies although 
he had little knowledge or background in foreign 
policy. Th is ‘ignorance’ was a fact in which he almost 
seemed to glory and he chose to run in the election as 
a ‘compassionate conservative’, focusing on a domes-
tic agenda and issues guaranteed to appeal to his core 
supporters on the Christian right—such as opposition 
to abortion, stem cell research, and marriage between 
gay couples.

Th e people who actually did advise the Bush cam-
paign formed the nucleus of the team that became 
the key foreign policy makers of his administration 
in 2001. His campaign director of foreign policy was 
Condoleezza Rice, who became National Security 
Adviser in the fi rst Bush administration and then 
Secretary of State in the second. His second campaign 
adviser, Paul Wolfowitz, later became Deputy Sec-
retary of State and one of the chief architects of the 
Iraq War. Perhaps most important of all, Bush’s run-
ning mate, Dick Cheney, had huge experience of for-
eign policy, having served in Congress and as White 
House chief of staff  (under President Ford) and hav-
ing been Defense Secretary under Bush’s father. As 
James Mann has argued, this was an important choice 
as ‘the selection of Cheney was of surpassing impor-
tance for the future direction of foreign policy’ (Mann 
2004: 252).

Many of these individuals were part of a network of 
policy intellectuals and activists generally referred to 
as neo-conservatives. Perle, Wolfowitz, and Cheney 
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especially had ties to this group (Mann 2004). Neo-
conservatism is a very broad intellectual movement in 
American public life and can be traced back to reactions 
to both communism and liberalism in American life 
and, in foreign policy terms, to a radical critique of the 
‘realism’ of Henry Kissinger, Richard Nixon’s National 
Security Adviser and Secretary of State (see Kissinger 
1982, 1994; Isacson 1996).

Th e neo-conservatives resisted realist claims. As 
one of the major architects of neo-conservatism, Irv-
ing Kristol, said, realism had no purchase on the future 
because it was simply a defence of the status quo. But, 
to his mind, modern politics is necessarily ideological 
since it is, fundamentally, a battle over ‘who owns the 
future’ (Stelzer 2005) and changing the shape of global 
politics.

9/11 put the neo-conservative agenda in pole posi-
tion as far as foreign policy was concerned. It was only 
halfway through Bush’s second term that that alliance 
really stared to unravel and the neo-conservatives 
began to lose their dominance in a wealth of acrimony 
about the failure in Iraq.

Perhaps the most important fi gure to play a role 
in Bush’s foreign policy who was not part of the Bush 
inner circle was in fact Colin Powell. As the chairman 
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff  during the 1990–1 Gulf War, 
as a highly decorated black American, and as a fi gure 
who in many respects stood above politics in the eyes 
of many Americans, Powell’s active endorsement of the 
Bush candidacy was an enormous boost. His reward 
was to be appointed Secretary of State.

Th e most surprising appointment was in fact that of 
Donald Rumsfeld as Secretary of Defense. He had been 
Secretary of Defense before, under President Gerald 
Ford some twenty-fi ve years previously, but had not 
been part of the circle around the previous President 
Bush. However, he had experience, ability, and was per-
ceived as ‘tough’, somebody who the military couldn’t 
overawe, and it was that factor that seemed to clinch his 
appointment.

Th e Bush foreign policy team, then, was set. What 
of the world they would confront? Initially, it looked 
as though relatively traditional foreign policy issues 
would be the order of the day. Th e fi rst major visitor 
to Washington with serious foreign policy concerns 
was the South Korean President Kim Dae Jung, and 

Kim found a distinct toughening of the US stance in 
relation to North Korea. Th is coldness was in keeping 
with a paper that Condoleezza Rice had published in 
the infl uential periodical Foreign Aff airs just before the 
election (Rice 2000). Entitled ‘Promoting the Nation-
al Interest’, the article was a fi ne example of the lat-
est version of what some might call ‘national security 
realism’. Th ere was in that early discussion of policy 
towards North Korea a hint of the views and debates 
that were to characterize US foreign policy aft er 9/11. 
Th is was the predilection of Powell and the State 
Department for negotiation and multilateralism ver-
sus an emergent and powerful unilateralist view. It was 
this latter position which was supported by Cheney, 
Rumsfeld, and Wolfowitz at the Pentagon. We might 
also note a very public commitment by George Bush 
to modernize the military capabilities of the United 
States and his stress on the importance of diversifying 
US oil supplies.

Aside from Korea, the early months of the Bush 
administration’s foreign policy were concerned with 
relations with China, now dubbed a ‘strategic competi-
tor’, and with Russia, no longer a superpower but still 
a major player in Eurasia and one with an increasingly 
authoritarian domestic agenda. Washington’s relations 
with its European allies were also something of a pri-
ority, especially as sharp diff erences had emerged over 
environmental questions, particularly the US refusal to 
ratify the Kyoto Protocol. Indeed, it appeared to be busi-
ness in the US world as usual—how to balance friends 
and foes with the protection of US interests. And then 
came the events of 9/11.

 ❑ After the collapse of the USSR in 1991 the United States 

proclaimed a New World Order.

 ❑ The USA did seem to be the indispensable nation and 

throughout the 1990s was engaged in a range of activi-

ties which included negotiations over world trade, the 

promotion of democracy in central and eastern Europe, 

and discussions over the Middle East peace process.

 ❑ Throughout the 1990s, the USA displayed a continuing 

preoccupation with dictators and dictatorships.

KEY POINTS
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Framing 9/11 and its aftermath

It is now a commonplace to claim that 9/11 changed eve-
rything in world politics. John Lewis Gaddis invoked a 
powerful emphasis on the ‘newness’ and radically trans-
formative character of that autumn day in his medita-
tions on the US experience of the 9/11 attacks. He has 
written thus:

“It’s as if we were all irradiated, on that morning of Septem-

ber 11 2001, in such a way as to shift our psychological 

makeup—the DNA in our minds—with consequences that 

will not become clear for years to come. (Gaddis 2004: 

4–5) ”Whether this is true in general or not—and we will 
come back to this question at the end of the chapter—it 
was certainly true at least in the short to medium term 
in the context of American foreign policy and US cul-
tural politics. Th e impact of 9/11 on America itself is 
certainly hard to overstate. Both in intellectual circles 
and in many arenas 9/11 became central to what one 
might call the ‘cultural shape’ of the USA in the early 
twenty-fi rst century. Films like United 93 and World 
Trade Center sought specifi cally to grapple with the 
events of 9/11. Peter Jackson’s Lord of the Rings tril-
ogy owed a good deal to 9/11. So for example in the 
fi nal fi lm, the King, Aragorn, gives a speech to his own 
troops before they engage in battle with the forces of 
the enemy. He uses the evocative phrase ‘Stand, Men of 
the West’. Presumably his forces are to counter, in a war 

they did not seek, an enemy seeking to undermine and 
destroy the values of the west.

In particular, the assumptions that have gone to make 
up the key organizing principle of US foreign policy in 
the immediate aft ermath of 9/11—the so-called ‘war on 
terror’ later redefi ned by the Bush administration as ‘the 
long war’—are incomprehensible without the context of 
the terrorist attacks of 9/11. How a few men could hijack 
American planes and launch surprise attacks on US soil 
against probably the world’s greatest military power was 
quite simply, for many citizens, astounding. No won-
der that comparisons with the Japanese attack on Pearl 
Harbor in 1941 proved compelling. One example of 
this was the development of what amounts to a preven-
tive war strategy as articulated in the National Security 
Strategy of 2002. Th is strategy had at its core the right of 
the USA to eliminate any challenge (real or perceived) 
to US security. Alongside this articulation of American 
determination came a vibrant propaganda campaign 
which claimed that Saddam Hussein was himself a clear 
and present danger to the security of the United States 
and perhaps even involved in the events of 9/11 (Chom-
sky 2003). Saddam, for so long a thorn in the side of 
the USA aft er the First Gulf War, was obviously at some 
point going to be a target for US vengeance, something 
the neo-conservatives had long sought.

Signifi cant change was also apparent in respect to 
traditional assumptions about the relationship between 
law and national security. Th is was marked most obvi-
ously by the creation of the Department of Homeland 
Security, the establishment of the highly controversial 
internment centre at the Guantánamo Bay military base 
in Cuba, and the activities of the CIA in operating so-
called ‘black sites’ in which suspected enemies of the 
USA would be held outside of normal legal jurisdic-
tion. (Here we might note that ‘black sites’ had oper-
ated under the Clinton regime but the scale of these 
operations intensifi ed aft er 9/11.) Most obviously in 
the months and years that followed 9/11, the use of war 
seemingly made a comeback as the tool of choice for 
those in the White House.

So, on the evening of 9/11, President Bush declared 
that ‘night fell on a diff erent world’ (Fawn and Buckley 

The phrase ‘war on terrorism’ is not one that was dreamt 

up by George Bush. It was used as far back as the nine-

teenth century to refer to attempts by anarchists to attack 

and assassinate political leaders. Indeed many anarchists 

used the term ‘terrorist’ to describe their actions. After the 

terrorist attacks of 9/11, George W. Bush resurrected the 

term and argued that the war on terror would begin with 

al-Qaeda but not end with al-Qaeda. It has been used not 

just to justify the use of war in Afghanistan and Iraq but 

also to underpin a series of controversial activities, includ-

ing extraordinary rendition and torture (see Box 21.3).

BOX 21.1 The war on terror
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2003). As this chapter goes on to argue, yes, 9/11 was a 
defi ning moment for the USA and did herald shift s in 
US behaviour, especially allowing the neo-conservatives 
to put into policy their specifi c world view, but as we 
go on to note there were also constants in the shape of 

debates about the foreign policy and the place of the 
USA in global politics.

I shall suggest that there were three overarching 
framings for US foreign policy aft er 9/11: the ideologi-
cal shape of US politics and the agents/individuals who 
interpreted that ideology, the impact of previous US 
policy/decisions taken both during the years of Cold 
War and aft er, and the new assumptions about the util-
ity of the use of force/war and specifi cally the idea that 
the USA could ‘go it alone’. It is on this issue of the utility 
of war that I argue that the USA has antagonized long-
standing allies and foes, Muslim sentiment, and some of 
its own citizens. Th e war in Iraq, although not perhaps 
a Vietnam, has diminished the Bush presidency and the 
reputation of the United States. But before we come to 
the war in Iraq, let me take each of the three categories 
in turn.

The triumph of ideology: the neo-conservatives 
in the ascendent

 ❑ Whatever we think of the claim that 9/11 irrevocably 

transformed global politics we cannot doubt that for 

many Americans it was a cataclysmic event.

 ❑ Bush responded to the events of 9/11 with the war on 

terror and a New National Security Strategy, which was 

enunciated in 2002.

 ❑ The war on terror challenged many accepted legal 

norms, such as the prohibition on torture. It also led 

to the controversial practise of extraordinary rendition.

KEY POINTS

Perhaps the most obvious way in which 9/11 changed US 
foreign policy, and which has been much commented 
upon, was the extent to which it created an opportunity 
for the most overtly ideological elements of the Bush 
administration to take the initiative: that is to say to allow 
the neo-conservatives to infl uence policy (see Box 21.2).

President Bush has emphasized that this period of 
world history is as much, if not more, a struggle about 
values as it is about interests. As Bush himself argued 
in the autumn of 2001, ‘We wage a war to save civiliza-
tion itself. We did not seek it, but we must fi ght it and 
we will prevail.’ Current American leaders therefore see 
this struggle with radical Islam as in part a cultural or 
civilizational confl ict; a war for a certain type of ‘civili-
zation’ even if it is not a war actually against moderate 
Islam. Politicians such as Bush make clear for public 
consumption that al-Qaeda does not actually represent 
Islamic ‘civilization’.

Th ese complex ideological dimensions of the struggle 
between certain parts of Islam and what extremists claim 
are the perils of modernity played into the hands of those 
who thought, as the neo-conservatives did (and do), that 

‘all politics is a battle over who owns the future’. It also 
fed into a view which was widely believed about the ‘real’ 
nature of the geopolitical confl icts that faced the USA at 
the opening of the twenty-fi rst century: to wit that they 
were fundamentally civilizational, or cultural (and even 
religious), in character. Amongst the most widely cited 
(semi-)academic books of the last ten years that sought 
to emphasize this feature of international politics was 
Samuel Huntington’s controversial Th e Clash of Civili-
zations and the Remaking of World Order (Huntington 
2002). Huntington’s thesis is now well known. It is per-
haps worth pointing out though just how widely taken 
up his ideas were. It is perhaps now usual to speak of the 
inevitable ‘clash’ of civilizations as a motor of confl ict in 
twenty-fi rst-century world politics, and there are echoes 
of this language in the academic, journalistic, and politi-
cal commentary of, for example, the collapse and bloody 
wars of the former Yugoslavia or the possible emergence 
of a Chinese ‘threat’ to American primacy.

Yet in some of the language that has been routinely 
used in the war on terror there are clear ideological 
claims made by the United States about the battle with 
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the terrorists. Th e term of preference for the ‘Islamic 
fundamentalism’ of Osama bin Laden and his peers, 
for example, seems increasingly to be ‘Islamofascism’, a 
deliberate harking back to an earlier period of ideologi-
cal struggle in the turbulent years of the 1930s. Presi-
dent Bush himself has also used terms such as ‘Islamic 
caliphate’ or ‘militant jihadism’, themselves evocative of 
earlier struggles with non-Christian forces. References 
to the struggle against communism during the years of 
Cold War as similar to the current battles with al-Qaeda 
are also frequently made, especially in the United States.

Th is is understandable. It is clear that bin Laden 
and his allies entertain notions of representing a spe-
cifi c type of world view based on a certain reading of 
fundamentalist Islam. Some—for example Bernard 
Lewis—have therefore seen these undeniable ideologi-
cal rigidities and apparent certainties that have charac-
terized world politics aft er 9/11 as a trend that is new 

and distinct. One aspect of this that has perhaps been 
most commented on—and for some years now—is the 
apparent resurgence of religious sentiment in world and 
domestic politics (Th omas 2005).

In fact religious confl ict was a powerful feature of the 
shape of politics throughout the twentieth century, as 
Michael Burleigh’s work has recently shown (Burleigh 
2004, 2006). His term ‘political religions’ is certainly 
one useful way through which the current ideological 
struggles that dominate world politics can be seen. In 
this respect, the Bush administration itself is a conspicu-
ously religious one, with both Bush himself and many of 
his closest advisers avowedly and militantly ‘born again’ 
Christians. Th e tendency to see political situations, espe-
cially confl ict, through explicitly religions lenses was 
present from the start. President Bush’s initial reaction 
to 9/11 was to speak in terms of a ‘crusade’ and while 
that was quickly altered to avoid embarrassing Islamic 
and Arab allies, it revealed a certain mindset. Th erefore 
the attacks of 9/11 seemed to allow for a resurgence of 
neo-conservative thinking about the world in which 
democratic (and Christian) forces are pitted against 
anti-democratic and Islamic forces at both state and sub-
state levels. Th e terrorists had to be countered, defi ed, 
and defeated by the USA or another 9/11 might occur.

The neo-conservatives were originally liberals but liberal 

thinkers who had become disillusioned with the so-called 

New Left culture of the 1960s. These liberals began to take 

up increasingly conservative positions based on the think-

ing of Irving Kristol. They were critical of the failures of lib-

eralism both in domestic and foreign policy. Specifi cally in 

foreign policy they were dismayed by the degree of anti-

Americanism they perceived in critiques of the Vietnam 

War and the trend towards the downgrading of defence 

and military issues. More recently neo-conservative think-

ers were critical of Clinton and what they saw as a lack of 

idealism and patriotism in foreign policy as well as, crucial-

ly, a lack of moral purpose to the conduct of policy abroad. 

Neo-conservatives wanted Saddam Hussein removed 

after the fi rst Gulf War.

BOX 21.2 The neo-conservatives

 ❑ It became common after the events of 9/11 to depict 

global politics as a battle of civilizations or a competi-

tion of competing world views.

 ❑ The USA became preoccupied after 9/11 with Islamic 

fundamentalism, its causes, and its ambitions.

 ❑ It is important to consider how and why ideas and 

beliefs matter in international relations.

KEY POINTS

Blowback: US foreign policy against itself?

But the point is that the attacks of 9/11 did not sim-
ply come out of nowhere. Clinton himself knew of 
the attacks on the USS Cole in Aden in October 2000 
and the earlier bombing of the World Trade Center by 
radical forces in 1993. Th ere had for many years been 

those scheming to take a certain type of ‘revenge’ on the 
USA. In this respect some of Osama bin Laden’s appeal 
to Muslims worldwide must lie in his skilful use of the 
very real grievances such as the question of Palestine 
and the humiliations many of his audience have or feel, 
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just as communism as an ideology genuinely appealed 
to the many who were, or felt themselves to be, at odds 
with a rich and perhaps decadent west. But for the pur-
poses of this chapter, we come to the debates about the 
nature of US foreign policy over the last few decades 
and its ability to create antagonisms that can and have 
returned to haunt the USA both at home and abroad.

Bernard Henri Levy wrote, shortly aft er 9/11, that 
there is a tendency in the west to ignore the voices 
throughout the developing world antagonized by a suc-
cession of American policies over a considerable peri-
od. As he has written:

“There are other kamikazes ready to say to the nations of 

the world, You ignored us while we were alive: now we are 

dead: you didn’t want to know about our deaths as long 

as they happened in our own countries; now we throw 

them at your feet, into the same fi re that is consuming 

you. (Levy, quoted in Chan 2004: 57)”To repeat: the attacks of 9/11 did not come out of 
nowhere. Th e hijacking of aircraft  and the deliberate 
destruction by those terrorists intent on suicide can and 
perhaps must be seen as part and parcel of longer-term 
patterns of resistance to established US power. Here 
contemporary global politics remains deeply aff ected 
by the origins and development of the Cold War and 
by the choices made by earlier generations of ‘agents’, 
especially—if not exclusively—the United States. Th e 
rise of a variant of militant Islam itself, al-Qaeda for 
example, can be traced to the emergence of groups like 
the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, groups who were 
profoundly aff ected by the revolutionary changes of the 
inter-war period and by the emergence of the Cold War. 
Events, as the old saying has it, have consequences. Th e 
Iranian Revolution of 1979 was in many respects inde-
pendent of the Cold War, but the revolutionary methods 
of the Bolsheviks had been studied to great eff ect by 
some of the Iranians, and the passions roused by the 

events that followed it (such as the Iraq/Iran War and 
the growth of groups like Hamas and Hezbollah) were 
all framed by the overarching structures of the Cold 
War and the decisions taken by those in Washington 
to contest the ideological battles with Moscow on every 
front, especially those of the Middle East.

Most obviously of all, al-Qaeda itself, and the leader-
ship of Osama bin Laden in particular, was forged in 
the reaction to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in late 
1979, and the passions that were subsequently infl amed 
throughout the Muslim world were themselves an 
off shoot of the Cold War obsession with spheres of 
infl uence (Keppel 2005; Rashid 2001). Th e mujahidin 
in Afghanistan—including bin Laden and al-Qaeda—
were supported by the Pakistani intelligence service 
(ISI) for largely Islamic reasons, but also supported by 
the USA and the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) for 
geopolitical ones—not least because they were consid-
erable thorns in the side of the Soviet Army. Th e logic 
of the Cold War therefore had, in some respects, more 
than a hand in the creation of al-Qaeda, an irony of his-
tory perhaps best summed up in Chalmers Johnson’s 
now infamous term for it: ‘blowback’ (Johnson 2002). 
Th e key question for those in the White House was how 
to react to this ‘blowback’. Th eir choice was that of war.

 ❑ The events of 9/11 were preceded by a number of 

terrorist attacks against US personnel and assets both 

abroad and at home.

 ❑ Some elements of al-Qaeda emerged out of the Soviet 

War in Afghanistan, most notably Osama bin Laden, a 

Saudi, was radicalized by his experiences of Soviet–US 

rivalry in the country.

 ❑ Blowback is the notion that the USA is now suffering the 

consequences of its actions, especially its covert actions 

during the period of Cold War.

KEY POINTS

The centrality of military power—and ‘imperial overstretch’?
One of the areas in the contemporary context that 
has received most comment is the extent to which 
the post-9/11 world has given a heft y new impetus to 

those who have always believed in the central utility of 
force/war in global politics (Gray 2005). Much of the 
legacy of the ‘nuclear era’ had been premised on the 



384 Caroline Kennedy-Pipe

idea of the ‘declining’ utility of force. Nuclear deter-
rence was considered to render major war unthink-
able. Certainly within the European Union, militaries 
lost much of their resonance and even within the Unit-
ed States, despite victory in the fi rst Gulf War, there 
seemed little enthusiasm for the deployment of troops 
abroad. None of this meant that wars did not happen, 
or that states gave up their right to use force in defence 
of their own interest, but certainly war seemed to be 
on the wane.

Perhaps the general assumptions governing this were 
best laid out in the late 1970s by Robert Keohane and 
Joseph Nye. In their now classic study Power and Inter-
dependence they asserted, as one of the three central 
characteristics of the now dawning age of interdepend-
ence, the ‘declining utility of military force’ (Keohane 
and Nye 2000).

In the immediate aft ermath of 9/11, this trajectory 
seemed to shift , almost overnight. For many, what 9/11 
seemed to demonstrate was not the declining utility 
of force, but actually its huge importance. Th e Bush 
administration followed up the events of 9/11 not only 
with the invasion of Afghanistan but also, as we noted 
earlier, with the new National Security Strategy, which 
made it perfectly clear that the United States now saw 
pre-emptive war as a legitimate form of defence and 
also expanded and redefi ned the general assumptions 
on which defences of pre-emption had rested in the 
past. Th e war in Iraq was initially justifi ed, in 2003, by 
the removal of the dictator but soon morphed into a 
diff erent set of justifi cations for the Bush administra-

tion. Not the least of these were the supposed linkages 
between Iraq and the production of weapons of mass 
destruction (WMD), and Iraq and the encouragement 
of terrorism. Th ere was also a determined eff ort to reject 
multilateralism and a determination to ‘go it alone’ in 
terms of shaping regional politics. Th is has had a series 
of consequences, not the least of which was a rejection of 
the authority of the United Nations but also a widening 
gap with its European allies (apart from Britain) and an 
increasingly diffi  cult period for the USA in the Middle 
East. Franco-American relations became characterized 
by a barrage of diplomatic wrangling and insults. Most 
notably a number of American journalists and indeed 
politicians characterized the French nation as a bunch 
of ‘cheese eating surrender monkeys’. (Th is memorable 
phrase was actually taken from the American hit car-
toon Th e Simpsons.) But beneath this Euro-Atlantic dif-
ference of opinion lay the critical issue of the American 
determination to be unfettered in its choice of war.

 ❑ Although many analysts believed that war had a declin-

ing utility in international relations, the war on terror 

proved them wrong.

 ❑ The emphasis of the Bush administration on war as 

an instrument of policy proved problematic for many 

allies of the USA.

 ❑ The war in Iraq, although initially popular with the 

American public, has increasingly become regarded as 

the new Vietnam.

KEY POINTS

The shape of America’s wars

If ideology, the unintended consequences of previous 
US policy, and the increasing belief in the utility of mili-
tary power set the parameters of post-9/11 US foreign 
policy, what were the key decisions and consequences?

Th e fi rst major decision aft er the 9/11 attacks was, of 
course, what to actually do in response. Aft er all, this was 
like the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941, taken 
as a horrifi c crime against the USA itself. Very swift ly 
it became clear that al-Qaeda was responsible for the 
attacks (Wright 2006), but al-Qaeda itself, unlike Japan, 

was not a state, but rather a transnational or subnation-
al movement. However, it did have very close ties with 
the government of a state—the Taliban in Afghanistan, 
which had sheltered the leadership, provided training 
and basing facilities for the terrorists, and was openly 
and ideologically sympathetic. Th e decision was taken, 
therefore, to request the Taliban to surrender the lead-
ers of al-Qaeda and, if they did not do so, to launch an 
invasion to remove the Taliban and eliminate al-Qaeda’s 
infrastructure in Afghanistan. George W. Bush, in his 
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recently published memoirs, describes how the radical 
mullahs in Afghanistan off ered sanctuary to Osama bin 
Laden, the leader of al-Qaeda. Th e Taliban refused the 
US request and so, on 7 October 2001, the USA and the 
UK initiated military operations against this primitive 
regime.

To begin with these operations were largely air 
assaults, the fi ghting on the ground being largely the 
work of the anti-Taliban factions within Afghanistan 
itself, principally the Northern Alliance. Th ere were 
strong indications that al-Qaeda’s leadership expected 
some response along these lines, as shortly before the 
9/11 attacks they had successfully assassinated the 
Alliance’s legendary battlefi eld commander, Ahmed 
Shah Massoud, the so-called ‘lion of the Panshir’ and 
the greatest of the guerrilla mujahidin who had fought 
against Soviet troops throughout the 1980s. In the last 
few months of 2001, the US delivered 767 tonnes of 
supplies and 70 million dollars to equip and fund some 
50,000 militiaman to fi ght Taliban forces.

From 2002, however, US and British troops were 
present on the ground (special forces had been deployed 
earlier). While the invasion was largely successful in the 
short term—the Taliban were removed from power 
and al-Qaeda’s infrastructure in Afghanistan was 
destroyed—the invasion did not succeed in capturing 
or killing the senior al-Qaeda leadership, who escaped, 
probably into the wild borderland between Pakistan 
and Afghanistan, aft er the battle of Tora Bora at the 
end of 2001. Moreover, the decision to invade Iraq (of 
which more in a moment) took forces and resources 
away from Afghanistan at a crucial time and allowed 
the Taliban to regroup.

In general, the reaction of the international commu-
nity to the invasion of Afghanistan was muted. Most 
states understood that the USA was bound to respond 
to the 9/11 attacks and the Taliban regime had few if 
any friends in any event. Th e USA’s NATO allies in 
particular rallied round, with even the sometimes criti-
cal French declaring, famously and in light of what we 
discussed earlier ironically, that aft er 9/11 ‘we are all 
Americans now’. So 9/11, or so it had seemed, united 
much of the world in support of the USA, and the inva-
sion of Afghanistan was widely viewed as a reasonable, 
just, and proportionate response to the appalling acts 
of savagery perpetrated by the terrorists. Aft er the 9/11 

attacks, any fetters upon US power were not only seen as 
problematic in themselves but they could be painted as 
being dangerous to the USA ‘in a time of war’ (Hansen 
2002).

Th is tendency in US foreign policy was visible in 
President Bush’s 2002 State of the Union Address to 
Congress, perhaps the signature statement of the US 
intention to wage a ‘war on terror’. One phrase in par-
ticular from that address became notorious. It is worth 
quoting the passage:

“Iraq continues to fl aunt its hostility toward America and 

to support terror. The Iraqi regime has plotted to develop 

anthrax, and nerve gas, and nuclear weapons for over a 

decade. This is a regime that has already used poison gas 

to murder thousands of its own citizens—leaving the bod-

ies of mothers huddled over their dead children. This is 

a regime that agreed to international inspections—then 

kicked out the inspectors. This is a regime that has some-

thing to hide from the civilized world.

States like these, and their terrorist allies, constitute an 

axis of evil, arming to threaten the peace of the world.’ (www.

whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2002/01/20020129-11.

html)”By expressly linking the ‘axis of evil’ to the global jihad 
of al-Qaeda and its affi  liates, President Bush was greatly 
expanding the administration’s original mission and, 
arguably, running together problems that were perhaps 

Legal rendition has been used by the United States for over 

two decades as a means of dealing with foreign suspects/

defendants. Extraordinary rendition is a different and 

highly controversial process that became common after 

9/11 and forms a central part of the war on terror. Sus-

pects/alleged terrorists are placed in US custody but then 

are taken to a third-party state without ever coming before 

the US judiciary. Commonly suspects are taken to Egypt, 

Jordan, Uzbekistan, or certain states in central and eastern 

Europe. Critics of the process allege that the movement of 

suspects to such sites allows the CIA to avoid US legislation 

that prohibits torture and allows CIA operatives to gain 

evidence/confessions through the physical and mental 

abuse of suspects over a prolonged period. These are the 

so-called ‘black sites’.

BOX 21.3 Extraordinary rendition and black sites

www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2002/01/20020129-11.html
www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2002/01/20020129-11.html
www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2002/01/20020129-11.html
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best kept separate. Most signifi cantly of all, perhaps, it 
seemed to fl ag up to many the increasing stridency of 
US intentions and the increasing unwillingness of the 
administration to act within the parameters that their 
predecessors had been prepared to accept.

A corollary of the above, which also seems to fl ag up 
a similar trajectory, was the additional policies the USA 
put in place aft er 9/11 and the Afghan invasion. Th e 
creation of the special detaining centre at Guantána-
mo Bay, the passing of the Patriot Act, the increas-
ing reports on the use of torture, and the practice of 
extraordinary rendition all pointed towards a USA 
that was increasingly going its own way, independent 
of what even its allies might think (Kennedy-Pipe and 
Rengger 2006).

All of this came to a head, however, in what was 
certainly the most controversial decision in post-9/11 
policy, the decision to invade Iraq.

 ❑ After the terrorist attacks of 9/11 parallels were imme-

diately drawn with the shock Japanese attack on Pearl 

Harbor in Hawaii in December 1941.

 ❑ It was apparent that the USA would seek to destroy 

the terrorist groups which had perpetrated the attacks. 

Afghanistan and its Taliban rulers were chosen as the 

target because of their links to al-Qaeda.

 ❑ The Bush administration made the military response 

the central one, enabled by a surge of patriotism and 

a resolve to support America that was apparent in the 

immediate months after 9/11.

 ❑ Unilateralism characterized the Bush administration. 

This is the approach by which the USA avoids any per-

manent alliance with foreign powers and argues against 

entanglement with international institutions such as the 

International Criminal Court (ICC) or the UN. It seeks to 

avoid prohibitions upon the making of US policy.

KEY POINTS

Iraq: a new Vietnam?

It is now clear that this decision was one with deep 
roots in the administration. According to the veteran 
journalist Bob Woodward, Bush asked Rumsfeld about 
the status of the military plans for an invasion of Iraq 
very soon aft er 9/11 itself (Woodward 2004). Part of the 
frustration was that the USA had been for more than a 
decade involved in an undeclared war with Saddam in 
attempting to enforce the two designated no-fl y zones 
put in place aft er the end of the fi rst Gulf War. Th e prob-
lem, of course, was that while other states accepted the 
need of Washington to strike back aft er 9/11, and while 
the Taliban had few allies, an attack on Iraq, which was 
unconnected to 9/11 and did have some allies, was 
bound to be much more diffi  cult diplomatically.

So, indeed, it proved. In the months running up to the 
invasion in March 2003, the US found that its policy was 
opposed by many of the powers that had supported it 
over Afghanistan. Of its major allies only Britain, Aus-
tralia, and Spain remained fi rmly committed and in each 
of those countries there was substantial political and 
popular opposition to an invasion of Iraq. Part of the 
problem was simply that despite many attempts, no 

link between Iraq and al-Qaeda could be established and, 
indeed, there was in fact a good deal of evidence of hos-
tility to Saddam from the al-Qaeda leadership (Saddam 
was, aft er all, a notorious and very public secularist). 
Th at led to a focus on what might be termed the ‘axis of 
evil’ rationale for intervention, i.e. the prevention of the 
spread of WMD. Th e diffi  culty here was that the evidence 
for Iraq’s possession of WMD was at best sketchy, and 
both the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) 
and the inspectors who had been seeking to verify Iraq’s 
destruction of its previous programmes were saying they 
needed more time to make a proper assessment.

Th is, of course, bogged down the USA in the UN 
timetable. Th e USA had successfully obtained a fi rst 
UN resolution criticizing Iraq and had, largely at the 
insistence of the British, gone back to the UN for a sec-
ond resolution explicitly authorizing the use of force if 
Iraq continued to be in ‘material breach’ of its obliga-
tions under the 1991 ceasefi re agreement. It very quick-
ly became clear, however, that this would be eff ectively 
vetoed by the Russians, the Chinese, and the French. 
Th us the resolution was never put to the vote.
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For many in the USA this confi rmed their fears about 
the restrictions being imposed on US power by the ‘mul-
tilateralism’ of the international system. It was doubt-
less this in part which fed into Rumsfeld’s dismissive 
comment about ‘old Europe’ and ‘new Europe’ (many of 
the newly emerging eastern and central European states 
supported Washington in its ambitions). His point was 
that old Europe was failing to take up its responsibilities 
for maintaining peace (Kagan 2003).

Th e offi  cial rationale for the Iraq invasion was set 
out by Secretary of State Powell, in his now famous 
set-piece presentation to the UN Security Council on 
5 February 2003:

“Given Saddam Hussein’s history of aggression . . . given 

what we know of his terrorist associations and given his 

determination to exact revenge on those who oppose 

him, should we take the risk that he will not some day use 

these weapons at a time and the place and in the man-

ner of his choosing at a time when the world is in a much 

weaker position to respond? The United States will not 

and cannot run that risk to the American people. Leav-

ing Saddam Hussein in possession of weapons of mass 

destruction for a few more months or years is not an 

option, not in a post-September 11th world.”We might note the extent to which the statement 
presents not only an unquestioned attempt to link 
Saddam to al-Qaeda but also an emphasis that, even in 
the absence of such a link, indeed even in the absence 
of clear evidence of Saddam possessing WMD, it is not 
possible to leave Saddam with possible WMD ‘in a post 

September 11th world’. Th is is the point at which 9/11 
had clearly shaped the priorities of US foreign policy.

Th e invasion itself began on 20 March 2003, pre-
ceded by an attempted so-called ‘decapitation’ strike 
against senior military and political fi gures (including 
Saddam himself) that was only partially successful. 
Th e initial campaign, however, was relatively swift . 
Unlike previous campaigns (for example the Gulf 
War of 1990–1 and the Afghan campaign in 2001) 
there was not a long period of aerial bombardment 
followed by a ground campaign. Rather there was a 
combination of both together. Th e ground campaign 
lasted just over three weeks and the Iraqi military 
crumbled quickly, outgunned by allied fi repower, 
skill, and equipment. Baghdad fell in April 2003 and 
President Bush declared (unwisely, as it turned out) 
‘mission accomplished’ on board the aircraft  carrier 
Abraham Lincoln on 1 May 2003.

 ❑ The decision to wage war against Saddam and Iraq 

proved controversial with long-standing US allies.

 ❑ The ground invasion of Iraq was actually a success with 

Baghdad falling rapidly to US troops.

 ❑ Debate still continues as to the actual motivations for 

the US invasion. Was it about revenge on Saddam, 

WMD, oil, or an attempt to reshape Middle Eastern 

politics?

KEY POINTS

After Iraq: continuity and disjunction in US foreign policy

Th e problem, however, was not the military campaign 
itself; the problem which very rapidly became appar-
ent was that there was less than coherent planning for 
the post-war scenario. Th e result of a series of bungled 
decisions taken in the immediate aft ermath of the 
victory—the decision to disband the Iraqi army, the 
reluctance to stamp early on local looting, and a host 
of many others—helped to turn a chaotic and patch-
work post-confl ict Iraq into a hotbed of dissent and 

insurgency. Th is was aside from the anger and emotion 
at the civilian casualties infl icted by the invading forc-
es. Th is in turn infl amed Muslim sentiment across the 
world against the USA and its allies, sucked in Muslims 
from outside Iraq, and acted as a recruiting sergeant 
for al-Qaeda, which was, to all intents and purposes, 
one of the chief benefi ciaries of the post-war shambles. 
Th e terrorist group established a presence in Iraq for 
the fi rst time.
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Th e immediate post-Iraq setting for US foreign 
policy was, however, very bullish. Th ose in charge in 
Washington felt that they had achieved a good deal and 
were keen to continue further with this trajectory. In 
the presidential election the following year—unlike in 
2000, as we saw—foreign policy and the record of the 
administration in the post-9/11 climate was the major 
campaign issue and the incumbent beat his Democratic 
Party challenger (Senator John Kerry) convincingly.

Aft er the election, however, problems began to multi-
ply for the Bush administration. Th e situation in Iraq went 
from bad to worse and popular support for the occupation 
in the USA began to ebb away. Th e situation in Iraq went 
from bad to worse and popular support for the occupation 
in the USA began to ebb away and the resurgence of com-
parisons between Iraq and the Vietnam quagmire began.

In 2006, the Republican Party suff ered its biggest 
defeat in a mid-term election for over a decade—and 
primarily because of the Iraq issue, although the debacle 
over Hurricane Katrina and the inadequate presidential 
response appears not to have helped Bush’s popularity.

Th ere seemed to be a recognition on the part of 
some that the ‘perceived’ unilateralism of the fi rst 
Bush term had hurt US interests and there began 
a concerted eff ort to change the diplomatic ‘mood 
music’. Attempts were made to come to terms with 
the new French leader, Sarkozy, who seems at least on 
an initial showing to be more persuaded by President 
Bush than his predecessor, even remarking that, like 
all families, amongst allies there will be arguments, 
but France remains within the family. More tell-
ing were the repeated attempts by Bush to persuade 
the UN to play an enlarged role in post-war Iraq. In 
August 2007 Resolution 1770 was adopted by the UN 
Security Council, and this paved the way for a wider 
political role for the UN within Iraq. Although cyn-
ics argued that Bush was simply using the UN to pick 
up the pieces of a failed strategy, more optimistically 
it refl ected the fact that the Bush administration rec-
ognized the complexities of the aft ermath of war and 
the futility of even a superpower attempting alone to 
shape a complex and dangerous regional problem.

Obama: a new direction?

Th e election of Barak Obama in 2008 seemed to her-
ald a revision of some of the worst excesses of the ‘war 
on terror’. Obama promised a diff erent vision of for-
eign policy associated with an emphasis not just on 
war but on diplomacy and development. However, 
whilst Obama and those around him have proved more 
thoughtful in the rhetoric they have employed over the 
struggle with al-Qaeda, shift ing policy on the ground 
has proved more problematic.

As has so oft en been noted, Obama is the fi rst non-
white President of the United States. Much has been 
made of his family roots in Africa and Arabic name. 
Some commentators have extrapolated from this exot-
ic background that this would mean a reversal of the 
‘warrior state’ that had grown up under his predeces-
sor. In his pronouncements on foreign aff airs, Obama 
seemed clear that there would be revisions in the war 
on terror. Torture would be unthinkable, Guantánamo 
closed, and troops withdrawn from the Iraq. If the war 

in Afghanistan was to be continued Obama would want 
resources shift ed out of the Iraq theatre. Obama had 
anyway opposed that war and in a debate on 31 January 
2008 in California he went further than simply oppos-
ing the war in Iraq he wanted to ‘end the mind-set that 
got us into that war in the fi rst place’.

Th e use of torture and Guantánamo were, Obama 
argued, stains on the reputation of the United States. 
He made promises that when he was President ‘special 
facilities’ or black sites would be closed. More impor-
tantly Obama signalled an end to the unilateralism of 
the Bush years and made clear that the United States 
could not achieve its objectives alone. What has become 
known as the Obama Doctrine is a form of realism that 
is not afraid to assume the burdens of leadership, but 
one with practical limits.

Obama has also made a clear link between diploma-
cy and development. His oft en stated view is that the 
breeding ground for the root causes of terrorism is that 
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of global poverty. His spokesmen and-women, includ-
ing his Special Assistant, Samantha Power, who wrote 
an award-winning book on genocide, have made the 
idea of ‘dignity’ key to the way in which individuals and 
groups must be set free from hunger and insecurity.

Th e greatest running sore for the Obama adminis-
tration has unquestionably been the continued war in 
Afghanistan. Originally aft er the events of 9/11, as we 
saw above, the US worked with the Northern Alliance 
in a bid to depose the Taliban government, which was 
widely perceived as a positive venture to destroy an 
unsavoury regime that had for many years oppressed 
the peoples of Afghanistan and provided sanctuary for 
international terrorism. However, by 2005 the war was 
proving problematic on a number of counts and by the 
time that Obama was elected there was a widespread 
view that the US was if not losing the war in Afghani-
stan then certainly not winning it. Th e Taliban and 
associated insurgent groups had proved resilient and 
clever in countering NATO forces. Michael O’Hanlon 
has argued in an excellent article in Foreign Aff airs that 
by the end of 2009 the Taliban had become a ‘smarter 
insurgent’ force. Rather than engaging in large-scale 
assaults on NATO forces the targets were changed to 
smaller, more vulnerable, NATO enclaves. Smaller-
scale attacks could and did prove lethal, with the wide-
spread use of roadside bombs and IEDs followed-up by 
attacks using small arms. Th e Taliban eschewed attacks 
on civilians and concentrated attention on ‘foreign’ 
troops and Afghan security personnel, with 2009 prov-
ing an especially a bloody year for NATO forces.

Under Obama there is a degree of fatigue at the 
ongoing and seemingly inconclusive war. With 100,000 
troops deployed, fewer than half of Americans now 
support the war. It is not just a concern about popular 
opinion at home, which presidents are notoriously sen-
sitive about given the way in which the war in Vietnam 
damaged the body politic in the 1960s and 1970s, allies 
are also proving far from durable as casualties and costs 
mount. While it is true that the International Security 
Assistance Force (ISAF) involves some forty coun-
tries, many have already left  or will do so imminently, 
for example the Netherlands and Canada, leaving the 
Americans to carry out the brunt of the fi ghting.

Th e Obama response to the Taliban resurgence, aft er 
much debate, was an approach put together by General 

Stanley McChrystal. Th e strategy was to implement a 
limited degree of state building, which placed the onus 
on Afghan forces to eventually control territory in the 
south and the east of the country. Building institutions 
that provide order means that the Taliban cannot retake 
power and thus denies al-Qaeda sanctuary.

McChrystal also emphasized the limiting of civil-
ian casualties in a bid to win over more of the civilian 
population. In July 2010, in show of presidential power, 
General McChrystal was sacked by Obama for having 
breached military accountability to the civilian author-
ity. McChrystal’s mistake was to off er contentious and 
contemptuous comments about senior political fi gures 
such as the Vice President Joe Biden and by extension the 
President himself to journalists from Rolling Stone maga-
zine. McChrystal was replaced with the man widely cred-
ited with having ‘won’ in Iraq, General David Petraus.

Th is was widely seen at the time as a master stroke in 
that Petraeus, a Republican who may harbour his own 
political ambitions, was now yoked to the President’s 
own agenda. Of course it could also be that Petreus will 
enhance his already formidable reputation if the second 
‘surge’ succeeds. More worryingly, however, it has also 
made Obama’s Afghan policy dependent on Petraes. If 
he were to resign citing diff erences over Obama’s strat-
egy it could rebound on Obama in the 2012 presidential 
election, whether or not Petreus is himself a candidate.

Th e public doubts about the mission of US forces in 
Afghanistan seem to be shared by the President himself. 
Bob Woodward, the eminent journalist and essayist, has 
had access to both President Bush and his successor, and 
his published tale of the Obama administration thus far is 
one of persistent concern over the war eff ort and its end-
game. While Obama has always pledged that Afghani-
stan is the right war (as opposed to the wrong war waged 
by President Bush in Iraq) he has promised that by the 
summer of 2011 America will start bringing its troops 
home. In August 2011 he argued that ‘open-ended war 
serves neither our interests nor the Afghan people.’

While the war in Afghanistan remains a central 
preoccupation for the administration, with Obama 
announcing that as from the summer of 2011 there will 
be a phased withdrawal of foreign troops, it is far from 
being the only serious foreign policy headache for the 
administration. In a perhaps conscious echo of debates 
from the 1970s, commentators have begun to talk about 
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a new ‘arc of crisis’, running from North Africa, through 
the Middle East and into Iran. Th e ‘Arab Spring’ and US 
withdrawal from Iraq have added to this perception. 
Also geo-politically notable is the seemingly continuous 
rise of China as a major world power, plus the rise of the 
other BRIC countries (e.g. Brazil and India), all of which 
portend a rather less favourable international system for 
the US and its allies.

Four problems are profoundly interwoven. Th e fi rst 
is the continued and, at least according to some, grow-
ing instability in Pakistan. Th is threatens to tip a US 
ally into being a problem for US policy on a major scale 
(what if the Pakistani bomb were to fall into the hands 
of a regime sympathetic to al-Qaeda) but has already 
created major problems of a lesser sort. Th ere are now 
more drone attacks being carried out by US forces in 
the tribal areas of Pakistan than in Afghanistan, a fact 
that is greatly resented in Pakistan at all levels, yet the 
Pakistani state and military seem unable (or unwill-
ing) to restrain al-Qaeda or the Taliban. On top of 
this there is, of course, the ongoing standoff  with Iran 
about its nuclear policy. Th ere seems to be no sign of 
this being any closer to resolution than when Obama 
came into offi  ce and is perhaps, over the longer term, 
the most damaging persistent problem in the region, 
aside of course from the still-central Israeli–Palestinian 
dispute, itself still held hostage by the issues of Israeli 
settlements.

All these issues were thrown into further ambiguity 
with the so-called Arab Spring, in early 2011, which 
has seen revolution and rebellion ripple across the 
Middle East and North Africa. Perhaps most trouble-
some of all in this context has been the political implo-
sion of Libya, which many Americans fear may yet lead 
to an infl ux of young radical forces into Afghanistan 
and which has in any event launched perhaps a new 
wave of ‘liberal interventionism’, albeit not one led by 
the US. Th e Obama administration’s caution in this 
regard is one of the most telling things about Obama’s 
new direction. Nonetheless, 2011 has opened with yet 
further western military intervention in the Middle 
East, albeit this time backed with a UN resolution and 
supported at least in part by local actors (for example 
the Arab league). But it is very hard to see how this will 

turn out. Th e possibilities for miscalculation and error 
remain enormous.

Obama’s ‘new direction’, while real and important in 
its own right, should not blind us to the ongoing reali-
ties of the US position in the world; it certainly does 
not do that to Obama himself. His campaign rhetoric 
to one side, his whole career to date shows a man very 
much in charge of himself, but aware of the diffi  culties 
of always controlling the general agenda. He is aft er all 
a great admirer of the protestant theologian Rheinhold 
Niebuhr. Recalling Niebuhr from his days at Harvard as 
having a lasting infl uence, Obama gleaned that, ‘Th ere’s 
serious evil in the world, and hardship and pain. And we 
should be humble and modest in our belief we can elimi-
nate those things. I take away … the sense we have to 
make these eff orts knowing they are hard, and not swing-
ing from naïve idealism to bitter realism.’ He then called 
Niebuhr his ‘favourite philosopher’ (Allen, 2008).

Th is suggests that while Obama certainly marks a 
change from the neo-conservative agenda prevalent in 
the previous administration, he will not lack the capacity 
to enforce America’s will if he believes it necessary to do 
so. Th e assassination of Osama bin Laden by US special 
forces in 2011 indicates that the President, whatever 
he may say, recognizes that to end the war on terror its 
chief protagonists could not be left  alive. Th e killing of 
bin Laden enables the President to close a decade-long 
chapter that began on 9/11. 

 ❑ The lack of post-war planning for Iraq led to a situation 

in which many critics claim that the US was mired in a 

civil war, with US and British troops suffering increasing 

casualties—hence the idea of Iraq as a Vietnam.

 ❑ The Obama administration has signalled the withdraw-

al of troops from Afghanistan beginning in the summer 

of 2011.

 ❑ Barack Obama has signalled an end to unilateralism in 

the conduct of foreign policy and stressed the impor-

tance of allies such as France.

 ❑ Barack Obama and Hiliary Clinton have stressed pov-

erty and individual degradation as motors of terrorism.

KEY POINTS
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Questions

 1. To what extent did the events of 9/11 alter US foreign policy?

 2. What infl uence did neo-conservatism have on the making of US foreign policy?

 3. What were the motivations for the US attack on the Taleban?

 4. Why was the war in Iraq an error for the USA?

 5. Are the attacks on Pearl Harbor and 9/11 comparable?

 6. Is the enduring success of the presidency of George W. Bush the promotion of an anti-tyranny agenda?

 7. What constituted the ‘axis of evil’?

 8. How has President Obama reshaped policy over the war in Afghanistan?

 9. Has the use of extraordinary rendition and torture injured the image of the United States?

 10. Can President Obama redeem the reputation of the United States in the Muslim world?

 11. Has the Vietnam Syndrome been buried?
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Introduction

Th is chapter analyses and portrays possible futures for 
US foreign policy in terms of the interests and ideol-
ogy of the US elites (and to a lesser extent the popula-
tion at large), the structures of US political life, the real 
or perceived national interests of the US, and future 
developments on the world stage, especially concern-
ing the rise of China and the instability of the Muslim 
world.

On this basis, it suggests that there will not be a fun-
damental change in US global strategy whichever party 
comes to power, since both share the same basic view 
of US goals internationally, and the same class interests 
domestically, and are subject to the same domestic and 
international constraints. Th is has already been dem-
onstrated by the failure of the Obama administration 

seriously to change the course of US foreign and secu-
rity policy, despite all the hopes for change invested in 
Obama when he came to power.

However, US administrations may diff er quite con-
siderably when it comes to the adoption of more or less 
reckless tactics in pursuit of their policies. Th is chapter 
argues that as a result of the extremely costly war in Iraq 
and Afghanistan, US foreign policy will probably fol-
low the line of the Obama administration (and even the 
Bush administration’s second term) in becoming more 
cautious when it comes to radical actions and major 
interventions, but will not necessarily become wiser. 
Interventionism will be replaced by drift , until some 
major global crisis occurs to upset the entire present 
international order.
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Th e analysis of possible futures of US foreign policy set 
out in this chapter will be based on a combination of ele-
ments from two diff erent traditions in international rela-
tions analysis: the realist tradition, which focuses above 
all on state interests and the relative power of states, and 
what in German is called the Primat der Innenpolitik, 
the predominant infl uence of domestic policy on for-
eign policy. Domestic policy in this sense is defi ned not 
just as domestic political agendas and ambitions, but the 
constitutional, political, economic, social, and ideologi-
cal structures of the domestic  political order.

Realism dictates that many US ‘vital national inter-
ests’ must at present be regarded as givens, even though 
historians of the future may see them as not really in 
the interest of the great majority of Americans. Th is is 
because they are defi ned as vital, unchangeable inter-
ests by the great majority of the US political classes, 
the security establishment, and the media. I argue here 
that the leaderships of the Republican and Democratic 
parties are to a great extent drawn from the same US 
establishment, share the same basic class interests, are 
subject to the same domestic pressures on key issues, 
and are shaped by the same nationalist and imperialist 
ideology, in somewhat diff erent forms.

Th is being so, it is likely that future US foreign policy 
will share the same basic contours whether the Republi-
cans or Democrats form the administration at the time. 
In addition—from a realist perspective—all US admin-
istrations will face certain irreducible constraints and 
imperatives stemming from US external interests, the 
international balance of power, and the extent of US 
power or the lack of it. Th e severe limits on the freedom 
of action of US administrations in the face of domestic 
and international constraints has been demonstrated 
by the inability of the Obama administration to bring 
serious change to most areas of policy, or to bring about 
results when policies were changed. On the other hand, 
Obama’s partially successful ‘reset’ of relations with 
Russia demonstrates that US policy is not set in stone, 
and does retain a certain fl exibility in some areas of sec-
ondary importance.

US power, to be assessed accurately, has to be judged 
not in absolute terms—total US military spending, 
the numbers of US aircraft  carriers and warplanes, the 
size of the US economy and so on—but in terms of the 
US power that can actually be mobilized domestically 

behind a given objective, and applied locally, to a par-
ticular place or issues, relative to the power that other 
states can bring to bear on the same place or issue.

Viewed in these terms, US foreign policy for the 
foreseeable future will be chiefl y defi ned by two desires: 
the desire of the US political elites, and a large part 
of US public opinion in general, for the US to play a 
hegemonic role on the world stage, and their equally 
profound desire, as individuals, not personally to pay 
or fi ght to maintain this role. Th is unwillingness has 
been increased still further since 2008 by the depres-
sion gripping the US economy. Th e US is in fact facing 
its own version of the experience of previous empires 
entering on their period of decadence: led by the elites, 
the population starts evading both military service and 
taxes. Th e diff erence is that in the case of the US this be-
haviour is perfectly legal, as in the case of tax cuts—but 
it is no less damaging to US power.

Th is creates a severe mismatch between American 
ambitions and the American power actually to achieve 
them. Th e problems stemming from this mismatch are 
likely to be made considerably worse by two additional 
factors. Th e fi rst is the rise of China as a global rival to 
US power, with Russia, Iran and even India also compet-
ing in diff erent ways in their own regions. Th e second 
factor is sharpening geopolitical competition over access 
to vital and increasingly scarce natural resources. At pre-
sent this refers above all to oil, but if the economic rise 
of China and India continue, and concerns about oil and 
global warming continue to fuel the diversion of grain to 
ethanol production, within a generation the world may 
also be facing shortages of grain and other vital products.

In these circumstances, it would seem obvious for 
the US to seek to redraw its priorities (or at least choose 
between them) and reduce its commitments in certain 
parts of the world that are not in fact central to US vital 
interests—the strategy pursued by Britain in the gen-
eration before 1914. However, this is not easy for any 
empire, and for reasons that this essay will explore, it is 
especially diffi  cult for the United States.

Belief in America’s mission to lead the world towards 
freedom, democracy, and progress stems from an 
American nationalism whose roots stretch back almost 
500 years, to the Protestant Reformation in England 
and Scotland. And for reasons which will be explored 
in this essay, the US political system has become so 
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cumbersome, so snarled by powerful and even in-
domitable interest groups, that it may no longer even 
be capable of making clear decisions that off end any 
signifi cant domestic lobby. Th e US might then come 

to resemble France under Louis XV and Louis XVI—a 
country whose immense latent strengths simply could 
not be mobilized behind an eff ective foreign policy, 
without revolutionary domestic change.

The ideological roots of US foreign policy

Th e great majority of Americans do not believe that they 
have or should have an empire. At the same time, how-
ever, a sense of America’s mission to bring democracy, 
freedom, and progress to the rest of the world is deeply 
rooted in American culture, and deeply entwined with 
American civic nationalism. It is connected to a wide-
spread sense of the innate goodness of America’s actions 
on the world stage, and of the US military in particular. 
Th is in turn goes to strengthen an intense nationalist 
pride in American power.

Th is is a key link between the ideological bases of 
American civic nationalism (based on general belief in 
the values of what has been called ‘the American Creed’) 
and American imperialism. Insofar as they can use 
this rhetoric in support of their plans, the imperialists 
have a tremendous means of seduction as far as many 
Americans are concerned. Th is is America’s version of 
the missions of the great civilizational empires of the 
past: of the duties of Rome and imperial China—as seen 
by their rulers, elites, and intellectuals—to spread their 
civilizations to the barbarians beyond their borders, of 
the Spanish to Christianise the New World, of the mis-
sions civilisatrices of the nineteenth century European 
empires, of the Soviet Union to bring the light of Com-
munism to the rest of humanity.

In the words of Russell Nye,

“All nations . . . have long agreed that they are chosen peo-

ples; the idea of special destiny is as old as nationalism 

itself. However, no nation in modern history has been 

quite so consistently dominated as the United States by 

the belief that it has a particular mission in the world. (Nye 

1966, quoted in Cobb 1998: 4)”So powerful is this form of nationalism, and so continu-
ously reinforced by the media, popular culture in general, 
much of the school system, many of the churches, and the 

rhetoric of politicians, that it survived what should have 
been the searing lessons of Vietnam, and will probably 
survive what ought to be the equally searing lessons of 
Iraq. It played a key part in the rhetoric of the Bush ad-
ministration in the ‘war on terror’. Th is ideological na-
tionalism also, however, profoundly infl uences most of 
the leadership and established intelligentsia of the Dem-
ocratic Party, including those who call themselves liberal 
internationalists. Lines written by C. Vann Woodward 
during the Vietnam War are no less valid today:

“The characteristic American adjustment to the current 

foreign and domestic enigmas that confound our national 

myths has not been to abandon the myths but to reaffi rm 

them. Solutions are sought along traditional lines. . .What-

ever the differences and enmities that divide advocates 

and opponents (and they are admittedly formidable), 

both sides seem predominantly unshaken in their adher-

ence to one or another or all of the common national 

myths. (Woodward 1968: 218)”Louis Hartz wrote of the American Creed’s ‘compul-
sive nationalism’ and the ‘fi xed, dogmatic liberalism of a 
liberal way of life’ (Hartz 1955: 9, 15, 175, 225–37). One 
result of this ideological conformity is to make it much 
more diffi  cult for most Americans to imagine America 
as a country among others, or an international commu-
nity that includes America as a member rather than a 
hegemon.1 It thereby contributes to the shortage of true 
internationalists in the US, and indeed to an absence 
of real debate on key underlying principles of foreign 
policy.

In the areas of foreign relations and security, a capacity 
for really open debate on underlying principles has also 
been discouraged by the close links between govern-
ment, particular university departments, think tanks, 
and journalists working in this fi eld. Paradoxically, the 
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American system of political appointments, whereby a 
President chooses some 4000 offi  cials from outside the 
civil service, has worked if anything to limit the advice 
coming to government. Rather than opening the bu-
reaucracy, it has tended to bureaucratize those sections 
of academia with a role in the foreign policy debate.

Because they are divided into two political tribes, 
these parabureaucrats retain a capacity to criticize spe-
cifi c policies of particular administrations. With very 
few exceptions, however, like most bureaucrats they lack 
completely an ability to distance themselves from the 
supporting myths of the state system which supports 
them.

As a result of this complex of factors, in the view of 
Andrew Bacevich, the basic American consensus on 
foreign policy ‘is so deep-seated that its terms have 
become all but self-evident, its premises asserted rather 

than demonstrated’. As a result, much of the public and 
media debate on international issues within the US is 
no more than ‘political theatre’ (Bacevich 2002: 9, 33).

Th e eff ects of this ideology and this conformism 
are twofold. Overall, it is extremely diffi  cult within the 
US establishment to question whether the US actually 
needs to remain the sole global superpower, with all the 
immense costs and risks that this involves. In specifi c 
regions and on specifi c issues, it makes it much more 
diffi  cult to propose reasonable compromises with local 
great powers because this can always be presented as 
‘appeasement’ and ‘betraying American values’. As the 
example of Colonel Bacevich and others show, it is of 
course possible to put forward these ideas in the US—
but the general result is to be excluded from the estab-
lishment, and to a great extent from the mainstream 
media.

 ❑ The US public debate on foreign policy takes place with-

in a framework of exceptionally strong civic nationalist 

myths about America’s uniquely good institutions and 

mission. These myths limit how far Americans can think 

frankly and deeply about their country and its interna-

tional role.

 ❑ This includes a commitment to military spending vastly in 

excess of any potential rival, and a military presence in a 

number of key areas of the world.

 ❑ American world “leadership” is seen as necessary and desir-

able by the vast majority of the foreign policy establishment, 

the leading elements of both political parties, and the media.

KEY POINTS

Key contemporary challenges for US foreign policy

Relations with China
Th e United States obviously possesses tremendous 
latent strength, as both the world’s largest economy 
and the world’s greatest military power by far. How-
ever, China’s economic growth is rapidly eroding 
America’s lead. Th is has been most strikingly the case 
since the economic crisis of 2008–09, which for some 
time at least has plunged the US economy into near-
stagnation, while China’s double-digit growth has been 
barely aff ected.

To judge by this Chinese achievement, and the pre-
vious East Asian examples of Japan, Taiwan, and South 

Korea—and barring the collapse of Communist rule 
or an international war—present Chinese growth rates 
may well continue for another two decades or more. If 
so, and unless US growth can recover to levels not seen 
for many years, the Chinese economy will surpass that 
of the US by 2030. Th is would be a development of truly 
epochal signifi cance, reversing the global economic 
trend not only of the past 100 but of the past 400 years. 
Adapting and reacting to China’s rise will be the biggest 
challenge facing US statesmen in the fi rst half of the 
twenty-fi rst century and perhaps beyond.



396 Anatol Lieven

Managing such a shift  in the balance of power 
requires immense reserves of caution and restraint in 
both countries concerned. Unfortunately, on the Chi-
nese side the aggressive language and economic pres-
sure used against Japan aft er a clash between a Chinese 
trawler and Japanese coastguards near the disputed 
Senkaku (Diaoyu) islands in September 2010 strongly 
suggests that as Chinese power grows, so will Chinese 
assertiveness, at least when it comes to Chinese terri-
torial claims (though not necessarily in the Middle 
East and elsewhere). Particularly striking has been the 
extent of militant nationalism in the mass of the Chi-
nese educated population, revealed through the inter-
net and the blogosphere.

On the US side, the rise of the Tea Party movement 
among the Republicans suggests that if the economic 
decline of the US white middle classes over the past 
generation continues, it is likely to lead to more and 
more irrational politics on their part. Th is will not nec-
essarily lead to more aggressive external policies, for the 
US conservative masses also harbour deep isolation-
ist sentiments. At the same time, they are passionately 
nationalistic and are highly unlikely to react well to the 
increasing eclipse of the US by China, and especially by 
a China whose economic policies can be portrayed as 
directly responsible for their own economic woes.

It should of course be recognized that in terms of pure 
military power, even a China which has passed the US 
economically is unlikely to be able to project anything 
like the same degree of global might. For example, as of 
2011 China is only beginning to develop aircraft  car-
rier capacity, and as past Soviet experience shows, this 
is something which it takes a very long time to develop 
from scratch. In China’s own region, however, US mili-
tary power is likely to become more and more eclipsed. 
A particular threat to the US presence is China’s de-
velopment of ballistic anti-ship missiles, which could 
potentially make it impossible for US aircraft  carriers 
to operate within eff ective striking distance of China’s 
coast. Th at would render US security guarantees to Tai-
wan meaningless.

On the other hand, the US does possess other strate-
gic assets in the region which may even be strengthened 
by China’s rise. Th ese are the US alliances with Japan 
and South Korea, and security relationships with South 
East Asian states. Th e rise of China, and what seems to 

be an increasingly aggressive Chinese nationalism (in-
cluding territorial claims to disputed islands and their 
surrounding seas) may well drive these countries closer 
to the US, guaranteeing Washington military bases 
and therefore a set of unsinkable aircraft  carriers in the 
region.

Moreover, while the US navy and air force’s capac-
ity to infl ict catastrophic damage on infrastructure 
targets is irrelevant to the fi ght against terrorist and 
guerrilla enemies, it is a very important latent means 
of pressure on organized states, as was shown by the 
Kosovo air campaign of 1989. In contemplating any 
military confrontation with the US, the Chinese lead-
ership would have to be infl uenced, for example, by the 
tens of billions of dollars they had spent on the Th ree 
Gorges Dam—and the consciousness that it could all be 
knocked to pieces by American missiles.

US military power
Apart from the changing military balance with China, 
elsewhere in the world the problem for the US then is 
not its absolute strength, but the twin questions of how 
to bring that strength to bear on particular issues and, 
even more importantly, how to persuade the American 
political classes and population actually to mobilize 
that strength for foreign policy goals.

Th e US military itself is profoundly ambiguous about 
the use of military power. A mixture of colossal military 
spending (dwarfi ng that of the State Department), the 
role of that spending in what is in eff ect an unadmitted 
US strategy of supporting industrial and technolog-
ical development, and the instinctive deference to the 
military on the part of politicians and the population 
combine to give the military immense power within the 
state. Th is power, and the successful record of retired 
US generals in running for political offi  ce, means that 
the Democratic Party in particular has to be very care-
ful indeed not to anger the military and allow itself to be 
portrayed by the Republicans as hostile to the military 
and weak on security.

Th e power of the US military within the state was 
demonstrated by its ability to dictate Afghan policy to 
the Obama administration aft er 2008. However, the 
US military should not be seen as aggressive and war-
mongering in the style of pre-1914 European militaries. 
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Th ey are of course absolutely committed to US global 
power and when already involved in wars like Iraq and 
Afghanistan, the US military are naturally determined 
to win them, or perhaps more accurately not to be seen 
to lose them. But the attack on Iraq was the work of 
civilian offi  cials, not the uniformed military, much of 
which was highly skeptical about the operation.

Th e uniformed military and US intelligence played 
a major part in blocking a US attack on Iran during 
the last year of the Bush administration, fearing the 
massive, unpredictable, and open-ending confl ict that 
might result. Above all, the senior ranks of the military 
deeply fear any new prolonged ground confl ict, see-
ing that this would impose crushing burdens on their 
budgets and recruitment. Some are even beginning to 
return to Eisenhower’s recognition that the true under-
lying strength of a country lies more in its economy and 
fi scal stability than in its military. Finally, the military 
are well aware that in almost no circumstances will the 
US public agree to a reintroduction of conscription. Th e 
spectre of Vietnam is something of which the US gen-
erals are well aware.

Th e contrast between a desire for imperial glory and 
an unwillingness to pay or fi ght for empire is not new in 
western history. Th e British and French empires were 
conquered very much on the cheap, oft en largely by na-
tive auxiliaries recruited and paid for by the colonies 
themselves. Th e outrageous cost (by previous imperial 
standards) of the Boer War brought about a major re-
vulsion of public feeling in Britain.

Until the First World War, the British always rejected 
conscription. Concern about the deaths of British con-
script soldiers in colonial wars was one reason for the 
speed with which British empire was wound up in the 
1950s. Th e French did have conscription, but this was 
restricted to service in metropolitan France, and was 
legitimized to the French public as necessary to fi ght 
in Europe, in the defence of France herself. Hence the 
creation of the Foreign Legion, explicitly for imperial 
campaigns.

Th e suggestion that the US lacks the military power 
to conduct a successful strategy of world hegemony 
may seem absurd in the face of US military spending 
that as of 2007 probably exceeds the rest of the planet 
put together, based on a US economy which remains by 
some distance the largest on earth. However, military 

and geopolitical power and infl uence are not abstract 
things. In the end, all true power is local, and relative: 
that is to say, it is power that can actually be brought to 
bear on a particular place or a particular issue, relative 
to the power that can be brought to bear on the same 
place and issue by another power or powers.

Moreover, in concentrating on US military spend-
ing, on US high technology, and on the number of US 
aircraft  carriers, warplanes, and tanks, military analysts 
have too oft en forgotten an older, but still extremely 
important, measure of military strength: the number 
of ‘bayonets’ an army possesses, in other words, the 
number of its fi ghting infantry. Th is too is an old di-
lemma for western empires, as Kipling noted in his 
poem ‘Frontier Arithmetic’.

As the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan demonstrate, 
while conquering a territory may well require compar-
atively few troops, holding it aft erwards, protecting a 
client government in the face of local revolt, and en-
suring basic local stability require very large numbers 
indeed—numbers which probably cannot be gener-
ated in the long term, or for multiple such operations, 
without a resort to conscription. In April 2007, a senior 
retired General, Barry McCaff rey, warned publicly that 
the US military was now so overstretched that if faced 
with a successful North Korean invasion of South Korea 
it could have to resort to an early use of nuclear weapons 
(Robberson 2007).

The [US] military is grossly under-resourced. It’s a fl ippin’ 

disaster . . . Their equipment is shot. It’s coming apart. We 

are in a position of enormous strategic peril. What hap-

pens if the other shoe drops [in Iran or North Korea]?

General (retd) Barry McCaffrey

KEY QUOTE 22.1

As of 2011, conscription is categorically rejected by 
both political parties, the overwhelming majority of US 
politicians, and the US public, and indeed the US mil-
itary itself, which has no desire to replace well-trained 
and motivated professionals by demoralized conscripts. 
It is just conceivable that conscription might be agreed 
to in the public hysteria following a massive new terror-
ist attack on the US or the large-scale disruption of oil 
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supplies to the US, but if so, in the long run anxieties 
and protests about conscript losses would probably 
restrain and even end future imperial operations, not 
enable them.

Th e number of casualties suff ered by the US military 
in Iraq and Afghanistan is not high by historical stan-
dards, although one should be careful to note that as of 
the start of 2011, not only had 5876 US servicemen been 
killed, but more than 35,000 had been wounded. Recent 
advances in medical technology mean that many of 
these wounded who in previous wars would have died 
can now be saved. Th ey are, however, in many cases dis-
abled, and have to retire from the military. Moreover, 
extensive disabilities have as great or even greater ef-
fects on morale and recruitment as do deaths in action.

As several leading generals and military experts have 
warned, over time, this level of casualties is incompati-
ble with the maintenance of a volunteer army. Th is is all 
the more so since unlike in the nineteenth century, even 
ordinary soldiers have to be able to master quite com-
plicated military technologies. Th ey also of course have 
to be able to understand not just orders but manuals in 
English. Th is fact, as much as political considerations, 
renders highly questionable the strategy advocated by 
Max Boot and others, of recruiting increasing numbers 
of soldiers from the impoverished masses of Mexico 
and Central America in return both for pay and US cit-
izenship for themselves and their families.

These constraints make it almost impossible to 
imagine the US being able to generate the forces that 
would be able to defeat and occupy Iran or Pakistan, for 
example— which in turn places obvious limits on the 
degree of pressure and infl uence Washington can exert 
over those countries. In the past, empires have sought 
to circumvent such constraints by eschewing outright 
conquest in favour of punitive expeditions, intended not 
to replace or rule over another state, or even necessarily 
to replace a government, but rather to infl ict suffi  cient 
damage to force the government, country, or people con-
cerned to bow to the will of the imperial power on spe-
cifi c issues; at the milder end of this range of options is 
the strategy known as ‘gunboat diplomacy’.

Gunboat diplomacy was the strategy that the Brit-
ish Empire generally adopted towards Afghanistan 
and the Pashtun tribes of the Afghan frontier aft er 
the crushing British defeat of 1842. On a larger scale, 

this punitive strategy was essentially the military 
approach of the British and other western imperial 
powers towards China in the nineteenth century; 
since, unlike the Russians and Japanese, they did not 
believe that it was possible for them actually to incor-
porate large parts of China into their empires. Some 
aspects of the western military campaigns in China 
were ‘punitive’ in the sense of extracting fi nancial 
compensation. Others, like the infamous destruction 
of the Summer Palace near Peking in 1860, were di-
rectly and crudely punitive in terms of deliberate de-
struction and vandalism.

Th is strategy has indeed sometimes been adopted by 
the US in recent decades, including the bombardment 
of Libyan government buildings and military positions 
in 1988, and the Clinton administration’s repeated at-
tacks on Iraq in the 1990s (Peters 2006). US economic 
sanctions against various countries, a strategy beloved 
of the US Congress in particular, can also be seen as a 
non-military version of the punitive approach.

However, as these examples demonstrate, there are 
many problems with the punitive approach to the ex-
ertion of US power. In the case of Libya, the US attack 
did not deter—and may have provoked—the Lockerbie 
terrorist attack. Sanctions did have an eff ect, but took a 
generation to work. Th ey have not worked at all in the 
cases of Cuba, Syria, or as yet Iran; partly, it has been 
argued, because by reducing international economic 
contacts and the usual workings of the market, they ac-
tually strengthen the power of ruling elites which con-
trol access to key economic resources and goods. In the 
case of Iraq, a mixture of US economic sanctions and 
intermittent bombardment had no eff ect in either tam-
ing or bringing down the Ba’athist regime, and their fail-
ure helped lead in the end to US invasion, with severe 
consequences for US power in terms of fi scal health, 
military prestige, and popularity in the Muslim world.

Th e rise of international terrorism as a threat has 
greatly increased interest in punitive strategies, but has 
also made them much more problematical. Punitive ac-
tion always brought with it the risk that rather than co-
ercing the state concerned, it would lead to its collapse. 
Th is indeed was the eventual result, in 1911, of seventy 
years of humiliation of the Manchu Dynasty in China 
by western powers. Collapse may be followed either by 
the appearance of a new, even more hostile, regime or 
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by anarchy; either may be seen to necessitate the direct 
intervention and rule of the imperial power.

The US political order 
and foreign policy
Th e diffi  culty the US has in mobilizing its wealth for 
foreign policy goals is shown most glaringly in the area 
of foreign aid. During the Cold War, both Democratic 
and Republican administrations saw aid as an abso-
lutely critical part of US strategy in the struggle against 
Communism. Since the end of that confl ict, spending 
on aid has declined precipitously, and even 9/11 has led 
to no really signifi cant improvement, even in most of 
the Muslim world.2 In 2011, the Republicans in Con-
gress tried to impose deep cuts in the foreign aid budget 
as part of their programme of reducing the defi cit and 
diminishing ‘big government’.

Th e foreign aid that the Obama administration was 
seeking was only $56 billion—around one-ninth of 
America’s military budget. Th e prestige of foreign aid 
within the US system has worsened in recent years 
because of the massive shift  of resources and infl uence 
from the State Department (including USAID) to the 
Pentagon. Th is refl ects not only administration but 
Congressional priorities. Congress will not pay much 
any longer to build up countries like Pakistan which 
may emerge as economic competitors of the US in par-
ticular fi elds, as South Korea and Taiwan did during 
the Cold War. Th ey will pay for the military, not only 
because of security paranoia or the allure of military 
‘pork’ for their own states, but because more broadly 
the US military budget serves as something that accord-
ing to its free market ideology, the US does not have: a 
massive, and in some areas extremely successful, pro-
gramme of state-subsidized industrial development, 
heavily slanted towards high technology.

Th e militarization of the structures of US foreign 
policy does not necessarily mean a more bellicose 
stance—on the contrary, the US Army and Marine 
Corps have emerged as forces for relative moderation 
and caution in Washington. It does, however, naturally 
mean that more and more of America’s signifi cant dip-
lomatic contacts with key states will be military to mili-
tary, and that less aid will be for development and more 
is likely to be security related, or at best humanitarian 

aid administered by the US military, as aft er the Asian 
tsunami and the Pakistan earthquake.

As a result, the US is not merely failing to project 
infl uence and goodwill, but is being heavily outspent 
by rival powers in certain parts of the world. Th us 
Chinese aid to the Philippines (a former US colony) 
in 2006 was four times that of the United States. Even 
aft er the rise in Russian gas prices at the start of 2006, 
Russian annual energy subsidies to Ukraine exceed 
many times over US aid to that country. In several 
parts of Latin America, a strategic combination of the 
oil wealth of Hugo Chavez’s regime in Venezuela and 
the numerous, highly trained medical and engineering 
cadres of Communist Cuba are greatly overshadowing 
limited US aid to the region; indeed, Cuba did more 
to help Pakistan aft er its 2005 earthquake than did the 
US. As Colonel Larry Wilkerson, former chief of staff  
of the State Department, remarked in 2007, ‘People are 
beginning to like Cuban public diplomacy and despise 
ours.’3

Th e severe limits on foreign assistance have been es-
pecially striking on America’s own continent. In Cen-
tral America and the Caribbean, economic stagnation 
and the transfer of the cocaine trade from Colombia (a 
malign but inevitable consequence of the US ‘war on 
drugs’ in the region) has led to a degree of organized 
criminal violence in Mexico, Guatamela, and elsewhere 
that is crippling these states. As of 2011 the US seems 
both impotent and curiously indiff erent in the face of 
this emerging threat, which prior to the First World War 
would have been seen as the priority of US foreign and 
security policy. Meanwhile, the rapid economic growth 
of Brazil may create an alternative pole of political and 
economic infl uence for the countries of Latin Ameri-
ca, although so far this has not raised great concern in 
Washington.

Th e inability to generate increased foreign aid 
refl ects the unwillingness of US taxpayers to provide 
the funds, but also profound structural problems in 
the US political system, which make it extremely dif-
fi cult to carry out any radical change of policy—even 
one supported by a majority of the population and 
the establishment—if this is opposed by even one re-
ally powerful lobby or interest group. From this point 
of view, the inability to raise spending on foreign aid, 
the inability to end the utterly counter-productive 
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forty-year-old embargo against Cuba, the pursuit of 
pointless and dangerous anti-Russian agendas, and 
unconditional support for Israel all fi nd their echoes 
in certain domestic failures, for example the inability 
to reform America’s horribly costly and ineffi  cient pri-
vate health system or to introduce restrictions on gun 
sales, despite the existence of large national majorities 
in favour of these reforms.

Th e power of small but determined lobbies is 
favoured by a number of factors: broad church political 
parties with little central party leadership or direction, 
Senators who are enabled by this and by the constitu-
tion to act as virtually autonomous political princes in 
Washington politics, the need for larger and larger sums 
in order to fi ght elections, above all for television adver-
tising, presidential elections which increasingly hinge 
on a small number of evenly divided states, making the 
votes of every lobby count.

Perhaps the single most important factor of all is the 
apathy of the wider public, which makes it extremely 
diffi  cult to mobilize large numbers of people behind 
any broad programme of reform. If this is impossible 
when it comes to gun controls—even aft er a series of 
horrors like the massacre at Virginia Technical Univer-
sity in April 2007—how much more diffi  cult it would 
seem to get masses of Americans to demand radical 
shift s in policies towards foreign countries of which 
most know nothing. As a result, US foreign policy will 
for the foreseeable future be run by a mixture of an un-
representative security elite deeply attached to its own 
agendas and interests (a pattern very familiar in the 
history of many states in the past) and particular lobby 
groups with no concern for the wider national interest 
at all. It is not just diffi  cult radically to change course 
with such a system, it is oft en diffi  cult to steer any ratio-
nal and coherent course at all.

 ❑ The United States seems set for a prolonged period of 

economic stagnation, which will undermine American 

power and infl uence in the world.

 ❑ This decline is being made worse by the dysfunction of 

the U.S political system and America’s inability to generate 

funds for international aid even to vital allies.

 ❑ Barring severe domestic upheaval in China, that country 
will overtake the United States in terms of real GDP some-
time in the 2020s. Since Chinese power projection capac-
ity will remain limited, this is unlikely to lead to China 

challenging the US in the wider world, but it will defi nitely 
lead to greater Chinese assertiveness in its own region.

 ❑ The United States civilian establishment has very little 

idea of how to respond to this challenge. Higher military 

spending is very diffi cult in present circumstances, and 

military alliances against China risky and not necessarily 

desired by China’s neighbours.

 ❑ Even in the event of major terrorist attacks on the Unit-

ed States, new wars of invasion and occupation are highly 

un likely. Punitive strikes however may only increase terrorism.

KEY POINTS

Future foreign policies

On the basis of the above, we can predict with reasonable 
confi dence that for a long time to come the basic contours 
of US foreign policy will remain the same, under both 
Republican and Democratic administrations. An unkind 
summary of the most likely course of US foreign policy 
is that in the wake of the debacle in Iraq, it will become 
more cautious without necessarily becoming any wiser.

For US foreign policy to change radically would 
require a revolutionary shift  in the US domestic polit-
ical and economic systems, the international balance 
of power, or most likely both simultaneously. In a few 
generations, such a revolutionary change is extremely 
probable, as the impact of global warming undermines 
many of the basic structures of international order. Long 
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before that, it also seems probable that a really severe 
global economic recession will destroy many of the as-
sumptions on which American power and the interna-
tional system are now based. When this will happen is, 
however, impossible to predict with any certainty. Th e 
recession which began in 2008 has done severe damage, 
especially to US economic power vis-à-vis China, but it 
has not so far crippled US power.

Th e rest of this chapter will therefore deal only with 
US policy over the next generation, not the next cen-
tury. It will be based on the assumption that during 
that period, the world situation will continue to de-
velop roughly along existing lines, or at least within the 
parameters of presently recognized alternatives, for ex-
ample either that China will continue to grow in wealth 
and power until it becomes a serious global rival to the 
US or that it will suff er a severe setback from some 
combination of political and economic factors.

Th e most important features of US foreign policy are 
likely to remain the following:

The Middle East
At some point in the future the US will cease to be 
dependent on oil because environmental concerns have 
fi nally begun seriously to bite, because competition 
with China has forced prices up to uneconomical levels, 
or simply because the oil itself has run out. Until this 
comes to pass, however, the US establishment will see 
vital US interests as lying in a maintenance of the open 
fl ow of oil from the Persian Gulf, at reasonable prices.

Th e price, and not the oil itself, is the reason for this 
interest. Th e great majority of imported US oil comes 
from Canada, Latin America, and Africa, but Gulf sup-
plies are essential to world supplies and therefore to the 

world market price. Th e only alternative to dependence 
on the world market would be a strategy of controlling 
the oil at source through outright conquest and mili-
tary occupation, or some form of locked-in relation-
ship of patronage and defence with a local government.

Such a strategy may have partly underlain the 
decision to invade Iraq. It was discussed by the Nixon 
administration with regard to the Saudi oilfi elds dur-
ing the fi rst oil shock of 1973, and this possibility has 
been raised again in neo-conservative circles in recent 
years. Contingency plans to this eff ect certainly exist in 
the Pentagon. Leaving aside the question of the secu-
rity of Gulf supplies, it is possible that in the decades to 
come, geopolitical rivalry with China will lead the US 
(and maybe China too) to intervene militarily in some 
troubled oil producer to ensure that supplies continue 
to fl ow to the US. Nigeria has occasionally been men-
tioned as a future candidate in this regard.

However, the miserable example of the US occupa-
tion of Iraq, and what is likely to be the ongoing confl ict 
in Afghanistan, will for a considerable time to come act 
as a deterrent to further military occupations. More 
likely is continued strong military and political com-
mitment to key oil producers, led of course by Saudi 
Arabia.

Just as there is no sign that the US will seriously 
reduce its dependence on oil in the near to medium 
term, so the bipartisan US political elite seems locked 
into support for Israel, to the exclusion of any real pos-
sibility of a genuine peace settlement with the Palestin-
ians, the Arab world, and Iran. If the twin triumphs of 
the disappearance of the enemy Soviet superpower and 
the defeat of Iraq at the start of the 1990s could not per-
suade most Israelis that it was safe to make peace, then 
nothing will.

In March 2006 Professors John Mearsheimer (University of 

Chicago) and Stephen Walt (Harvard) published an essay 

in the London Review of Books entitled ‘The Israel Lobby’, 

strongly criticizing the role of that lobby in shaping US pol-

icy towards the Middle East and suppressing free debate of 

the issue in the US. Although their essay was unexception-

able by European standards, and certainly not anti-semitic, 

the authors were subjected to a storm of criticism in the US. 

However, in a sign that the atmosphere of debate may be 

very gradually changing, leading journals like Foreign Policy 

did actually invite them to debate their work, rather than—as 

would have generally been the case in the past—either ignor-

ing it or printing only their critics.

CONTROVERSIES 22.1



402 Anatol Lieven

And if the shock of 9/11 could not persuade the present 
US elites that it was necessary to put real pressure on 
Israel for the sake of better relations with the Muslim 
world, then nothing will. To break the grip of the Israel 
lobby on the US political system would take a tremen-
dous political upheaval, involving either a fundamental 
transformation of one of the two US political parties, 
or the replacement of one of them by a new party. Th is 
will happen one day—but most probably not for a con-
siderable time.

Partly in consequence, we can equally confi dently 
predict that the US will not achieve most of its key ob-
jectives in the Greater Middle East, whether in terms 
of eliminating Islamist extremism as a serious threat, 
bringing about the acceptance of Israel by the Muslim 
states, or bringing acceptance of US hegemony by Iran, 
Syria, and other states. On the contrary, the overthrow 
of pro-US regimes by street protests in Tunisia and 
Egypt suggests that the US will have more and more dif-
fi culty in keeping allies in the Middle East, and that fear 
of Israel more than US domination will be what main-
tains the sham of ‘peace’ between Israel and the Arabs.

Th is does not of course mean that—in the short to 
medium term at least—the US will suff er any really 
shattering defeats, such as outright military catastrophe 
or another massive attack on the US itself. Th ese sce-
narios are possible at some time in the future, but it may 
be a long time, unless the US itself precipitates a disas-
ter by another military attack on a major state. Apart 
from anything else, fear of Islamist revolution and a 
new oil shock is likely to restrain China from active in-
volvement in backing anti-US and anti-Israel states in 
the region. Th is means that unlike during the Cold War, 
such states will have no outside superpower backing.

More likely seems to be a kind of long-term US hold-
ing action, in which the US will suff er a constant drain 
on its manpower, resources, and international prestige, 
without coming under the kind of pressure that will 
force it from the region altogether or draw it into a gen-
eral regional war. Disastrous scenarios—like a US war 
with Iran or intervention in Pakistan—do, however, 
exist, and will be examined briefl y at the end of this 
section.

For the further future, one critical question for US 
strategy in the Middle East is whether the US remains 
the only international superpower with major infl uence 

in the region, as it has been since the collapse of the 
Soviet Union (or even, by some estimates, since Egypt 
changed geopolitical sides under Anwar Sadat more 
than thirty years ago.

China is obviously the most likely contender for 
such a role, driven by a thirst for oil, but India suff ers 
the same thirst, and Russia retains a certain residual 
strength (especially through relations with Iran and 
Syria). Moscow seems to be working cautiously towards 
the possible of an international gas cartel on the model 
of OPEC, although its ability actually to achieve this will 
depend on the spread of liquid natural gas technology 
and a very considerable reduction in its cost as com-
pared to the cost of fi xed pipelines.

The Far East
If China does adopt this role, it will also have a severe 
impact on wider relations with the US. By twenty years 
from now, these will in any case be largely shaped by 
competition for increasingly scarce resources, includ-
ing not only oil and liquid natural gas but grain and 
paper. As Chinese power grows, it is now clear that the 
spirit of ‘China’s Peaceful Rise’ (as the offi  cial slogan has 
it) is likely to be progressively abandoned, and China 
will become increasingly assertive in pursuit of its inter-
ests in the Far East and possibly beyond. Th is will risk 
clashes with US allies in the region, including possibly 
India.

Rivalry with China, and pressure from within the 
US (especially on the Democratic Party) for tougher 
protectionist measures against Chinese imports, must 
be set against the strong impulse in the US for good 
relations with China, the roots of which have been 
explored earlier in this chapter. Given the very great 
interdependence of the US and Chinese economies, 
and US fears of Chinese power, this impulse is likely 
to survive both of these countervailing factors, and the 
constant irritant of Taiwan.

In the case of North Korea, the Bush administration 
between 2001 and 2007 conducted what amounted to a 
180 degree turn towards attempts at compromise with 
Pyongyang. Th e key reasons for this were not only that 
due to the Iraq War the US military was badly over-
stretched, but even more importantly that the US could 
in any case not conduct any successful policy vis-à-vis 
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North Korea without the help of China. But Chinese 
pressure on North Korea has not been forthcoming, 
and in consequence US policy under both Bush and 
Obama has been paralysed.

Given the fact that militarily China seems set to grow 
stronger and stronger—and the possibility of a deeply 
provoked China backing North Korean aggression—it 
seems for the foreseeable future extremely unlikely that 
the US would sanction a Taiwanese declaration of out-
right independence, or that Taiwan would make such a 
declaration without US sanction.

However, if US economic relations with China were 
to suff er really serious disruption, then latent hostil-
ities could quickly rise to the surface. As has oft en been 
remarked, the present structure of US–Chinese eco-
nomic relations creates a kind of ‘Mexican stand-off ’, 
whereby neither side can seriously hurt the other with-
out doing terrible damage to itself. If China seriously 
provokes the US, then US protectionism will smash 
China’s export economy. On the other hand, if the US 
seriously provokes China, then China will cease to sup-
port the dollar and the US consumer boom, bringing 
the domestic US economy down in ruins.

Th e problem for the US is that this equation is not 
stable, and whatever changes in China over time the 
outcome may be unfavourable for the US. If China 
continues to grow as at present, then sooner or later 
China will produce a group of middle-class con-
sumers so large and prosperous that its economy 
will no longer depend on exports to the US. At that 
point, Beijing will be able to use its ownership of US 
bonds and support for the dollar as a massive lever of 
infl uence.

If, on the other hand, China’s economic growth 
comes to a halt as a result of some combination of 
domestic economic and political shock, then equally 
China will no longer be able to support US finances 
in the same way, quite possibly leading to a deep US 
recession and a radical reduction in the US popula-
tion’s willingness to pay the costs of global hegemony. 
Fortunately, key officials on both sides have so far 
recognized the need to preserve stable relations—
a striking contrast with the rhetorical bluster and 
immoderate ambition that characterizes US policy 
towards Russia and the lands of the former Soviet 
Union.

Russia and the former Soviet Union
So deep-rooted is hostility to Russia in much of the US 
establishment that it is diffi  cult to foresee any formal 
and public change of course in US strategy, for exam-
ple a deal with Moscow on abandoning further NATO 
expansion in return for greater Russian support in the 
Middle East. Th is hostility is multi-faceted, and oft en 
does not present itself, or even see itself as hostility.

Th e fi rst source is of course the legacy of the Cold 
War, refl ected not only in attitudes but also in a range 
of institutions with built-in antagonism to Russia and 
instinctive support for Russia’s enemies. Th ese include 
semi-offi  cial media outlets like Radio Liberty/Radio 
Free Europe, and democracy promotion/propaganda 
outfi ts like Freedom House and the National Endow-
ment for Democracy. Created to serve the struggle 
against the Soviet Union and its global Communist 
agenda, these institutions have to a considerable extent 
simply continued this attitude since the end of the Cold 
War. Th is legacy naturally strongly aff ects older security 
fi gures like Vice President Dick Cheney, whose entire 
being was shaped by the Cold War, but it has been 
passed down to younger generations. In any dispute in-
volving Russia, no matter how distant, and no matter its 
relationship to real US interests, their natural tendency 
is to take the other side.

Deliberate hostility to Russia, especially in the US 
Congress, is also encouraged by the role of east Europe-
an and Baltic ethnic lobbies in shaping the attitudes and 
behaviour of Senators and Congressmen drawn from 
these ethnic groups, or in whose constituencies these 
ethnic groups are strongly represented. Th e dispropor-
tionate infl uence of ethnic and other lobbies, due to the 
structure of the US political system and the apathy of 
the US public, has already been noted.

Th ese factors have created a mood towards Russia in 
the leaderships of both major parties that has been very 
diff erent from the mood regarding China. Th is is to be 
seen in the push in 2006 for an off er of a NATO mem-
bership action plan to Ukraine, in the face of vehement 
Russian opposition and private threats of drastic retali-
ation, despite the fact that US military offi  cials warned 
in private that the US would not even be able to defend 
Ukraine against any future Russian aggression or inter-
nal revolution, and despite the fact that according to 
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opinion polls a large majority of the Ukrainian popula-
tion did not even want to be part of NATO. Th is plan 
was eventually suspended, not because of opposition 
within the US establishment, but because of events on 
the ground in Ukraine, the collapse of the pro-Western 
‘Orange Coalition’, the return to power as prime minis-
ter of the pro-Russian Viktor Yanukovych, and not least 
the defeat of Georgia by Russia in the war over South 
Ossetia initiated by Georgia in August 2008—appar-
ently in the hope of US military support, which was not 
forthcoming.

Initially, the Russia–Georgia war led to an outburst 
of hostile rhetoric from Washington. With time, how-
ever, it seems to have had a sobering eff ect. Th e Obama 
administration devoted considerable eff ort to a ‘reset’ 
of relations with Moscow, based on the shelving both 
of NATO enlargement and of plans for missile defence 
systems in eastern Europe. At the end of 2010, the US 
and Russia signed a new START (Strategic Arms Re-
duction Treaty) on limits on nuclear arms, which had 
been strongly desired by Moscow. In response, Moscow 
has become considerably more helpful to the US over 
Iran’s nuclear programme—although without produc-
ing any concessions on the Iranian side—and as of 2011 
has not sought to exploit US diffi  culties in the Middle 
East. Russia’s good will is also increasingly important 
when it comes to supply routes to US and NATO forces 
in Afghanistan through the former Soviet Union, since 
as of 2011 Pakistan’s internal unrest was making the 
route through Pakistan more and more unreliable.

Th e Obama administration has therefore adopted a 
realist policy of scaling back US ambitions and commit-
ments in one area so as to be able to concentrate forces 
and resources on more important challenges. However, 
with the exception of START—which was passed with 
the support of a number of Republican senators—this 
new relationship with Russia has not been formalized 
by treaty. As a result, the possibility exists that a future 
Republican administration will resume policies that 
would be seen in Russia as hostile, leading to a fresh 
breakdown in relations. Th is is especially true of missile 
defence, to which the Republicans have an almost reli-
gious adherence.

In consequence, Russia’s commitment to better rela-
tions with the US will also remain limited and provi-
sional. Th is may be the most the US political system can 

achieve, since any kind of ‘grand bargain’ with Russia 
(on the analogy of Nixon’s and Kissinger’s reconcilia-
tion with China) would be massively unpopular in the 
US political classes. Th e problem about such a future—
as already noted with regard to US strategy towards 
Iran, Taiwan, and North Korea—is that the absence of 
a formal agreement with the rival power makes the re-
lationship vulnerable to shift s in perception or actions 
by third parties.

Europe and the transatlantic 
relationship
Relations with Russia constitute one area of US foreign 
policy where the traditional transatlantic relationship 
with Europe continues to matter in Washington—not 
surprisingly, since the entire structure of transatlantic 
relations during the Cold War was built around the al-
liance against Moscow. In other areas, the real impor-
tance of relations with Europe does not necessarily 
correspond to the importance they are given in the 
language of the US media and the US political class.

In fact, economic relations and the issue of global 
warming aside, there is a certain degree of conscious 
or unconscious play-acting about certain aspects of the 
 present—and probably future—relationship, which stem 
more from domestic political and even psychological 
needs than from objective international reality. On the 
European side, a mixture of factors stemming from the 
Second World War and Cold War continue to combine 
to produce a sense of dependence on the US: memories 
of the self-infl icted horrors of Europe’s modern history, 
residual (or in the case of the east Europeans, actual) fear 
of Russia, and acute consciousness of Europe’s weakness 
and division. As long as the US does not do something 
quite exceptionally wild, like invading Iraq, sullen Euro-
pean adherence can usually be taken for granted.

However, this does not add up to a willingness to 
make serious sacrifi ces for the sake of US strategy. With 
the partial exception of Britain, the military contribu-
tions of America’s European allies in Iraq and Afghani-
stan have been so pathetic that one might wonder why 
the US even bothered to go to the diplomatic eff ort of 
asking for them. Th en again, however, it is equally true 
that the US in recent years has never made a serious 
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change of any important policy in order to win Euro-
pean support.

Rather, in the geopolitical and security fi elds (as op-
posed to the equally vital but at present largely separate 
ones of trade, international fi nance, and the environ-
ment), this relationship operates on both sides at the level 
of psychological comfort. Th e Europeans need America 
to reassure them that they have not been left  alone in the 
wild wood of international geopolitics, from which most 
instinctively shrink (except for the British establishment, 
for its own post-colonial reasons).

The Americans (with the exception of the neo- 
conservatives and the ultra-nationalists of the Cheney–
Rumsfeld type) need the Europeans to reassure them 
that they are still ‘leaders of the Free World’. Th is is espe-
cially true in the ‘liberal internationalist’ school in the 
Democratic party intellectual establishment, which in 
the run-up to the 2008 elections is doing its best to con-
vince the American political classes (and perhaps most 

of all themselves) that the old centrality of the demo-
cratic west to US strategy is essentially sound and that 
it can be extended to strategy in the Middle East—and 
indeed to the whole world, through the idea of a global 
‘alliance of democracies’. In truth, Europe is practically 
almost worthless to the US in the critical area of the 
Muslim world.

For a long time to come, therefore, US–European re-
lations will be characterized by a version of an old Soviet 
joke: the Americans will pretend to listen to the Euro-
peans, and the Europeans will pretend to work for the 
Americans. Th e transatlantic alliance will not collapse 
completely, but neither will it amount to anything much 
in real geopolitical terms. If as seems likely Afghanistan 
remains permanently unsettled, then sooner or later 
most European forces will be withdrawn, and NATO 
will have lost its last raison d’etre other than hostility 
to Russia and job creation for otherwise unemployable 
military bureaucrats and staff  offi  cers.

 ❑ There will be in the United States a continued bipartisan 

determination to remain the world’s dominant power, 

although most probably stripped of the extreme unilater-

alism and anti-diplomacy of the Bush administration.

 ❑ The U.S. will rely above all on military structures (including 

at least one multilateral one, NATO) as the chief vehicles 

for US global power and infl uence.

 ❑ Leaders of both the Democrats and the Republicans will 

engage in continued rhetoric concerning America’s role as 

the leader of the free world and America’s right and duty 

to spread democracy and freedom.

 ❑ In practice, however, Washington will remain cautious 

about actually putting this into practice, except in the case 

of real or perceived enemies.

 ❑ Whether Democrats or Republicans are in power, there 

will be a continued effort to manage the relationship with 

China along basically non-confrontational lines. This, 

however, is likely to come under increasing strain from 

protectionist impulses in the US, from rivalry over access 

to natural resources, and from popular nationalist impuls-

es within both China and the US.

 ❑ There will be widespread underlying emotional hostil-

ity towards Russia in the US establishment, and a desire 

to diminish Russian infl uence. In practice, however, this 

strategy is likely to be severely limited by the already men-

tioned constraints on America’s own power, both military 

and economic.

 ❑ There will be repeated attempts to validate US global 

leadership through gaining the formal support of western 

Europeans for US strategies, irrespective of the very lim-

ited real help that Europe can or will give to the US on 

most issues.

 ❑ Indifference to Latin America will continue, increased by 

growing Democratic hostility to open trade and by grow-

ing hostility in US society to illegal immigration.

 ❑ There will be growing rivalry over access to key interna-

tional commodities. This will increasingly overshadow 

US relations with China, but over time could also lead to 

increased tension with India and even Europe.

 ❑ Because of US dependence on imported oil and commit-

ment to Israel, for a long time to come the Greater Middle 

East will be the most important and dangerous subject of 

US foreign policy. The erosion of US economic power and 

economic assistance will diminish US infl uence in certain 

areas, and the US will fi nd it more and more diffi cult to 

control internal changes in Muslim countries.

 ❑ Due to economic stagnation, the cost of change, the infl u-

ence of energy companies, and prejudice against science 

on the American Right, no signifi cant action will be taken 

to limit greenhouse gas emissions.

KEY POINTS



406 Anatol Lieven

Catastrophic scenarios

Most of the scenarios set out in this chapter have en-
visaged drift , overstretch, and relatively slow decline 
rather than disaster. However, in many areas of the in-
ternational scene the potential for disaster does exist, 
and if in every individual case the odds are against this 
happening, if you add all of these possibilities together, 
then the chances of the US avoiding all of them begin 
to seem much less promising. Yet, as noted, it seems im-
possible for the US establishment as presently confi g-
ured to take the radical action that would be necessary 
to extricate the US from any one of these potentially 
disastrous entanglements.

Th e potential disasters can be broken down into 
three main groups: actions by the US itself, actions by 
third parties, with the US drawn in, and global eco-
nomic crisis, crippling US power and leading to the tri-
umph of radical chauvinist and anti-American forces in 
key countries of the world. Of these, the greatest danger 
may come from what could be called the 1914 scenario: 
a situation in which the US has committed itself rhetor-
ically to some local state (Georgia, Taiwan, and above 
all Israel) which then carries out some highly provoca-
tive action, leading to a regional war in which the US is 
forced to intervene on its behalf, just as Russia came to 
Serbia’s help against Austria in July–August 1914.

Th e chief specifi c possibilities are the following:

 ● An Israeli or US attack on Iran, leading to a drastic 
intensifi cation of attacks on US troops in Afghani-
stan, a withdrawal of European and British forces 
from both countries, and a radical growth in the 
extent and eff ectiveness of anti-US terrorism.

 ● Another major terrorist attack against the continen-
tal United States, leading to a savage and indiscrimi-
nate US response that further radicalizes much of the 
Muslim world and drastically increases anti-western 
terrorism. In the case of a US ground attack on Tale-
ban and al-Qaeda bases in Pakistan, this could pro-
voke the mutiny of the Pakistani army, the collapse of 
the state, and the entanglement of the US in a confl ict 
so severe that it could in itself bring US global hege-
mony to an end.

 ● Th e internal collapse of a major Muslim state (once 
again, such as Pakistan), leading to US intervention 
and another disastrous war of occupation.

 ● Th e collapse of the Israeli–Egyptian peace treaty 
and a new war between Israel and some or all of its 
neighbours, leading to Islamist revolution across the 
region.

 ● A much deeper global economic crisis than the one 
experienced aft er 2008, leading to a collapse of the 
US–Chinese economic relationship and a surge in 
mutual hostility.

 ● A Taiwanese declaration of independence or a clash 
between China and a neighbour over rival territorial 
claims in which the US helped China’s enemy, leading 
to a military confl ict between the US and China. Th is 
confl ict would be limited to sea and air operations, but 
from a US point of view even if the US prevailed it 
would have a disastrous eff ect on the US economy. In 
the worst-case scenario China would destroy or drive 
off  US naval forces and occupy Taiwan, bringing US 
global hegemony to an end.

Conclusion

Any of the above scenarios would be capable of severely 
shaking, and even possibly shattering, the existing 
global order and bringing US global power to an early 
end. Assuming that none of them take place, then what 
we are likely to see instead will be a slower decline in US 
power. Afghanistan on top of Iraq will emphasize the 
limitations of US military power, and more states will 

therefore feel able to defy the US without fearing US 
invasion. Th e Middle East will remain deeply troubled 
and a constant drain on US resources and attention, but 
without an abrupt collapse of US power.

Th e rise of China will mean that more and more states 
in the developing world will look to China, rather than 
the US, as their key partner. Russia will consolidate its 
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predominance—although not outright control—in the 
area of the former Soviet Union, without the US being 
able to do much about i. Europe, crippled by internal 
divisions, will make mostly impotent noises from the 
sidelines, neither really challenging nor really support-
ing US strategies.

If this is the future, then the US may be able to han-
dle the gradual decline of US hegemony and the rise 
of China without disastrous convulsions. Th e US will 
never formally abandon its hegemonic ambitions, but 
over time will be drawn more and more to treat China 
and even other leading regional powers on a footing of 
equality. Increasing disasters as a result of global warm-
ing will make many of the seemingly vital problems of 
today seem less and less important, and will push major 
states towards closer co-operation.

Th is is the benign version of the decline of US he-
gemony and the future of US foreign policy. It must be 
said, however, that history off ers few encouraging ex-
amples when it comes to the decline of empires. Most 
such experiences have been bloody and disastrous 
in the extreme. Th is is true even if one takes the west 
European empires of Britain, France, Belgium, and 
Holland, ruled by west European democracies and with 
self-assigned civilizing missions not dissimilar to that 
of the United States.

Th e end of all these empires involved terrible wars 
and convulsions, and only took place at all because the 
countries concerned had previously been crippled by 
two world wars which exhausted the will of their met-
ropolitan populations to pay or fi ght for empire, and 
undermined the entire claim of Europe to civilizational 
and racial superiority.

Th e US may do better, given its own anti-imperi-
alist traditions, the even greater unwillingness of its 
population to fi ght, and the fact that with rare excep-
tions it is not trying to maintain a territorial empire 
in which it rules directly over other people. However, 
Israel—perceived by the Muslim world as identical to 
the US—fulfi ls that bitterly unpopular and dangerous 
role on America’s behalf as far as a large proportion of 
the world’s population is concerned. Moreover, while 
most Americans may not believe that they possess an 
empire, belief in America’s pre-ordained right to lead 
humanity is so deeply rooted in the culture of the es-
tablishment and most of the population as easily to 
match the popular imperialism of Europe in the past. 
Drift ing along, in the style of the Democrats, may not 
be as openly reckless as steaming full speed ahead, 
in the style of the Bush administration. But given 
the number of icebergs about, it is still extremely 
dangerous.

 1. What are the principal ideological forces shaping US foreign policy?

 2. What are the chief domestic political forces and structures shaping US foreign policy?

 3. Why is the belief in America’s mission to lead the world towards freedom so strong?

 4. What are the positive and negative consequences of this belief for US policy and America’s role in the world?

 5. What are America’s chief strengths and weaknesses when it comes to projecting power and infl uence?

 6. Why is US international aid so low compared to America’s previous record during the Cold War?

 7. What is the role of domestic ethnic lobbies in shaping US foreign policy?

 8. How great a challenge does China pose to US global leadership?

 9. What are the different possible future courses of US foreign policy with regard to China?

 10. What role does Europe play in the US foreign policy mentality?

 11. What are some possible future disasters that could accelerate the decline of US power?

Questions
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Th is chapter is composed of two distinct and separate 
contributions to a single and very important debate: is 
US power in decline and if so, what is the best grand 
strategy that the US needs to pursue? Th e editors of this 
volume asked the leading experts in these fi elds, Chris-
topher Layne, William Wohlforth, and Steven Brooks, 
to give us a state of the art summary.

For Layne, a combination of the US’s high relative 
debt levels coupled with the rise of new ‘great powers’, 
most notably China, means that the US’s position at 
the top of the global food chain is now in dire jeopardy. 
As a result, he argues that the US is now in inexorable 
decline and the pursuit of global primacy in the post-
Cold War period has merely hastened this process of 

Editors’ introduction
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decline. Primacy, Layne argues, engenders balancing 
by other great powers as well as erodes America’s ‘soft  
power’ global consensual leadership. Th e key question 
to emerge from this analysis is if we accept the fact of US 
decline, what would be a sensible strategy to pursue? In 
answer, Layne forcefully advocates US ‘off shore balanc-
ing’ whereby the US reduces its global military reach 
and uses regional proxies to pursue its national security 
interests.

In contrast, Wohlforth and Brooks argue that the 
United States not only remains the sole superpower, but 
faces comparatively weak systemic constraints on the 
global exercise of its power. A US grand strategy of pri-
macy may confront many problems, they contend, but 
counterbalancing by other great powers is not among 
them. Th ey argue that analysts overestimate the speed of 
China’s path to matching US power (if we take Chinese 

per capita GDP—rather than aggregate GDP—China 
currently ranks below even former war-torn countries 
like Bosnia). And China, in their view, continues to face 
the kinds of systemic constraints many commentators 
wrongly think confront Washington. Moreover, they 
argue that the US has much greater potential to extract 
itself from ‘overstretch’ as the US can strategically with-
draw from global hotspots without the threat of subse-
quent great power war (as previous global hegemons 
did) or systemic constraints on the withdrawal process 
itself. In short, the pace of American decline on the 
world stage is widely exaggerated: unipolarity is a long 
way from ending.

Th ese two individual contributions thus speak to a 
broader debate on contemporary US power, its longev-
ity and viable US grand strategies as we move further 
into the twenty-fi rst century.

US Decline
Christopher Layne

Introduction

Before the Great Recession’s foreshocks in autumn 2007, 
most American security studies scholars and policy mak-
ers dismissed the idea that the US was experiencing rela-
tive decline. On the contrary, it was widely believed that 
American unipolarity—and perforce hegemony—would 
be enduring features of international politics far into 
the future. Judging from some important recently pub-
lished books, many of them still believe in the long-term 
durability of American hegemony—the Great Recession 
notwithstanding (Brooks and Wohlforth 2008; Zakaria 
2008, Norrlof 2010). American policy makers also cling 
to their belief in the durability of US hegemony. In Sep-
tember 2010, for example, Secretary of State Hillary Clin-
ton proclaimed a ‘new American moment’ that would 
lay the ‘foundations for lasting American leadership for 
decades to come.’1 Even those who have acknowledged 
that US hegemony will end—sometime in the distant 

future—contend that the post-Second World War Pax 
Americana will endure even if American primacy does 
not (Brooks and Wohlforth 2008; Ikenberry 2000, 2011).

In the Great Recession’s aft ermath, it is apparent that 
much has changed since 2007. Predictions of continu-
ing unipolarity have been superseded by intimations 
of American decline and geopolitical transformation. 
Th e Great Recession has had a two-fold impact. First, 
it has raised doubts about the economic and fi nancial 
underpinnings of US primacy. Second, just as the Great 
Recession has focused attention on American decline, 
China’s breathtakingly rapid rise to great power status 
has confi rmed the erosion of American geopolitical 
dominance. Of course, this is not the fi rst time that the 
US has been gripped by fear of decline. In the 1980s 
Paul Kennedy’s Th e Rise and Fall of the Great Powers 
triggered an intense—but brief—debate about  whether 
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America’s power was in relative decline (Kennedy 
1987).

In arguing that the United States was experiencing 
the relative decline of its economic power, Kennedy was 
not alone. Other prominent scholars making this case 
included Robert Gilpin, David Calleo, James Chace, and 
Samuel P. Huntington (Gilpin 1987; Calleo 1982, Chace 
1981; Huntington 1988). Th e Rise and Fall of the Great 
Powers resonated because it dovetailed with popular 
fears that the US—enervated by the costs of the Cold 
War—was being surpassed economically by West Ger-
many and—especially—Japan. While Kennedy’s thesis 
struck a chord with the public, the US foreign policy 
elite lashed out at the notion that the US was declining. 
Indeed, one of the leading establishment scholars, Har-
vard Professor Joseph S. Nye, Jr., went so far as to label 
Kennedy and the others as ‘declinists’—a subtle use of 
the English language that implied that they were advo-
cates of US decline rather than dispassionate analysts of 
what they regarded as worrisome trends in the United 
States’ great power trajectory (Nye 1990).

Counterfactual questions—’What would have hap-
pened if?’—are diffi  cult to answer. Nevertheless, it is 
useful to ask where the US might be today if the warn-
ings of the ‘declinists’ been heeded. Aft er all, they did 
not claim that the US would suff er a precipitous, cata-
strophic collapse. Rather they argued that the United 
States would be affl  icted by a kind of slow, termite-like 
decline as fundamental structural weaknesses in the 
American economy—too much consumption and not 
enough savings, persistent trade and current account 
defi cits, chronic federal budget defi cits and a mount-
ing national debt, and de-industrialization—gradually 
weakened the foundations of the United States’ eco-
nomic power. Over time, they said, the United States’ 
goals of geopolitical dominance and economic pros-
perity would collide. Robert Gilpin’s 1987 description 

of America’s economic and grand strategic dilemmas 
could just as easily describe the United States aft er the 
Great Recession.

Had the warnings of the so-called declinists been 
taken more seriously in the late 1980s, perhaps the 
United States would have taken corrective economic 
and fi scal steps two decades ago that would ameliorated 
the crisis in which it now fi nds itself. However, just as 
the debate about US decline was heating up it ended 
abruptly when, in short order the United States’ main 
geopolitical and economic rivals—the Soviet Union 
and Japan, respectively—experienced calamitous mis-
fortune. Th e Soviet Union unravelled and in the early 
1990s Japan’s economic bubble burst—plunging it into 
a cycle of defl ation and low growth from which, two 
decades later, it has yet to recover. Seemingly overnight 
the only two threats to the United States’ military and 
economic supremacy were removed from the interna-
tional chessboard. Th e 1990s subsequently witnessed a 
euphoric American triumphalism that wiped away any 
thoughts of US decline. On the contrary, the ‘unipolar 
moment’ and the ‘end of history’—along with the emer-
gence of the so-called Washington consensus—seemed 
to confi rm that both America’s power and its ideology 
were unchallengeable in the post-Cold War world.

Th e Soviet Union’s implosion transformed the bipo-
lar Cold War international system into a unipolar sys-
tem in which the United States—as senior US offi  cials 
never tired of pointing out—was the ‘sole remaining 
superpower’. Unipolarity objectively described the 
post-Cold War distribution of power in the interna-
tional system. At the same time, preserving the United 
States’ hegemonic role in a unipolar world has been the 
overriding grand strategic objective of every post-Cold 
War administration from George H. W. Bush’s to Barack 
Obama’s. With the notion of American decline appar-
ently put to rest by the Cold War’s end, a new debate 

With a decreased rate of economic growth and a low rate 

of national savings, the United States was living and defend-

ing commitments far beyond its means. In order to bring its 

commitments and power back into balance once again, the 

United States would one day have to cut back further on its 

overseas commitments, reduce the American standard of liv-

ing, or decrease domestic productive investment even more 

than it already had. In the meantime, American hegemony 

was threatened by a potentially devastating fi scal crisis.

(Gilpin 1987: 347–48).

KEY QUOTES 23.1: US dilemmas in the 1980s
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emerged. Th is was about unipolarity’s implications, and 
it focused on two key questions: how long would uni-
polarity last and is the maintenance of hegemony a wise 
grand strategy for the United States?

In the immediate aft ermath of the Cold War, a few 
scholars—notably Christopher Layne and Kenneth 
Waltz—argued that unipolarity would be a short-lived 
transitional phase from bipolarity to multipolarity 
(Layne 1993; Waltz 1994). Unipolarity, they argued, 
would spur the emergence of new great powers to act 
as counterweights to US hegemony. Th ese unipolar 
pessimists also questioned the wisdom making the 
preservation of US dominance in a unipolar world the 
overriding goal of the United States’ post-Cold War 
grand strategy. Pointing to a long historical record, they 
argued that failure is the fate of hegemons. Th e hege-
monic bids of the Habsburgs (under Charles V and 
Philip II), France (under Louis XIV and Napoleon), 
and Germany (under Wilhelm II and Adolph Hitler) 
were all defeated by the resistance of countervailing 
alliances and by the consequences of their own strategic 
over-extension. In a unipolar world, they argued, the 
US would not be immune from this pattern of coun-
ter-hegemonic balancing. However, from the Soviet 
Union’s collapse until the Great Recession, unipolar 
pessimism was a distinctly minority view among secu-
rity studies scholars and US policy makers.

 ● Heretofore, the conventional wisdom has been that 
unipolarity and US hegemony will last for a very long 
time. Unipolar optimists have maintained that the US 
would buck the historical trend of hegemonic failure 

for two reasons. First, they said, the magnitude of US 
power precludes other states from balancing against 
its hegemony. In a word, the military and economic 
power gap between the US and its nearest rivals is 
insurmountable—so wide that no state can hope to 
close it (Wohlforth 1999, 2002). Second, they argued 
that because US hegemony is ‘benevolent’ there is no 
reason why other states would want to balance against 
the United States. Th e argument for US benevolence 
has three prongs. One is that other states have strong 
incentives to align with American power because they 
derive important security and economic benefi ts from 
US hegemony (Brooks and Wohlforth 2002, 2008). 
Th e second prong is that by practising self-restraint, 
demonstrating sensitivity for others’ interests, and 
acting through multilateral institutions, the United 
States can allay others’ fears that it will use its hegem-
onic power for self-aggrandizing purposes (Walt 2005; 
Mastanduno 1997). Th e third prong is that the United 
States’ ‘soft  power’—the attractiveness of its ideology 
and culture—draws others into its orbit (Nye 2002).

 ❑ The Great Recession has focused attention on the ques-

tion of American decline.

 ❑ The Great Recession has dramatized China’s great 

power rise.

 ❑ The Great Recession has called into question arguments 

about ‘unipolar stability’.

KEY POINTS

From the unipolar moment to the unipolar exit

Some twenty years aft er the Cold War’s end, it now is 
evident that both the 1980s declinists and the unipo-
lar pessimists were right aft er all. Th e Unipolar Era 
has ended and the Unipolar Exit has begun. Th e Great 
Recession has underscored the reality of US decline, and 
only ‘denialists’ now can bury their heads in the sand 
and maintain otherwise. To be sure, the Great Recession 
itself is not the cause either of American decline or the 
shift  in global power, both of which are the culmination 
of decades-long processes driven by the big,  impersonal 

forces of history. However, it is fair to say the Great 
Recession has both accelerated the causal forces driving 
these trends and magnifi ed their impact.

Th ere are two specifi c drivers of American decline, 
one external and one domestic. Th e external driver of 
US decline is the emergence of new great powers in 
world politics and in the unprecedented shift  in the 
centre of global economic power from the Euro-Atlantic 
area to Asia. In this respect, US relative decline and the 
end of unipolarity are linked inextricably: the rise of 



Chapter 23 US decline or primacy? A debate 413

new great powers—especially China—is in itself the 
most tangible evidence of the erosion of the United 
States’ power. Simply put, China’s rise signals unipo-
larity’s end. Domestically, the drivers of change are 
the relative—and in some ways absolute—decline in 
America’s economic power, the looming fi scal crisis 
confronting the US, and increasing doubts about the 
dollar’s long-term hold on reserve currency status.

Unipolarity’s end also means the era of the post-
Second World War Pax Americana is over. When the 
Second World War ended, the United States was incon-
testably the most powerful actor in the international 
system. Indeed, 1945 was the United States’ fi rst uni-
polar moment. Th e United States used its command-
ing, hegemonic position to construct the postwar 
international order—the Pax Americana—which has 
endured for more than six decades. During the Cold 
War, the Pax Americana refl ected the fact that outside 
the Soviet sphere, the US was the hegemonic power 
in the three regions of the world it cared most about: 
Western Europe, East Asia, and the Persian Gulf. Th e 
Pax Americana rested on the foundational pillars of US 
military dominance and economic leadership, and was 
buttressed by two supporting pillars: America’s ideolog-
ical appeal (‘soft  power’) and the framework of interna-
tional institutions that the US built aft er 1945.

Following the Cold War’s end, the United States used 
its second unipolar moment to consolidate the Pax 
Americana by expanding the scope of its  geopolitical 

and ideological ambitions. In the Great Recession’s 
aft ermath, however, the economic foundation of the 
Pax Americana has crumbled and its ideational and 
institutional pillars have been weakened. Although the 
US remains preeminent militarily, the rise of new great 
powers like China, coupled with US fi scal and economic 
constraints, means that over the next decade or two the 
United States’ military dominance will be challenged. 
Th e entire fabric of world order that the United States 
established aft er 1945—the Pax Americana—rested 
on the foundation of US military and economic pre-
ponderance. Remove the foundation and the structure 
crumbles. Th e decline of American power means the 
end of US dominance in world politics and the begin-
ning of the transition to a new constellation of world 
power. Without the ‘hard’ power (military and econom-
ic) on which it was built, the Pax Americana is doomed 
to wither in the early twenty-fi rst century. Indeed, it 
already is withering.

 ❑ External and domestic factors are the drivers of Ameri-

can decline.

 ❑ The military, economic, ideational, and institutional 

foundations of the present international order—the Pax 

Americana—are being eroded.

KEY POINTS

The external driver of American decline: the rise of new 
great powers

American decline is part of a broader trend in interna-
tional politics: the shift  of economic power away from 
the Euro-Atlantic core to rising great and regional pow-
ers (what economists sometimes refer to as the ‘emerg-
ing market’ nations). Among the former are China, 
India, and Russia. Th e latter category includes Indone-
sia, Turkey, South Korea, Brazil, and South Africa. In 
a May 2011 report, the World Bank predicted that six 
countries—China, India, Brazil, Russia, Indonesia, and 
South Korea—will account for one-half of the world’s 
economic growth between 2011 and 2025. In some 

respects, of course, the emergence of new great powers 
is less about rise than restoration. As Figure 23.1 indi-
cates, in 1700 China and India were the world’s two larg-
est economies. From their perspective, they are merely 
regaining what they view as their natural, or rightful, 
place in the hierarchy of great powers. Pricewaterhouse 
Coopers has forecast that by 2050, India and China—
in that order—once again will be the world’s two top 
economies. In the early twenty-fi rst century, however, 
China is exhibit A for the shift  in the world’s centre of 
geopolitical gravity.
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Th e strongest evidence of that unipolarity is end-
ing is the ascent of new great powers. Th e two most 
important indicators of whether new great powers are 
rising are relative growth rates and shares of world 
GDP (Gilpin 1981; Kennedy 1987). Th e evidence that 
the international system is rapidly becoming multipo-
lar—and that, consequently, America’s relative power 
is declining—is now diffi  cult to deny. China illustrates 
how, since the Cold War’s end, potential great powers 
have been positioning themselves to challenge the US.

To spur its economic growth, over the past fi ft een 
years China has accommodated the US and integrated 
itself in the American-led world order. But Beijing’s 
long-term goal is to become wealthy enough to acquire 
the military capabilities it needs to compete with the 
US for regional hegemony in East Asia. China has 
taken a low profi le and avoided direct confl ict with 
the US. In fact, China’s self-described ‘peaceful rise’ 
has followed the script written by Deng Xiaoping: ‘Lie 

low. Hide your capabilities. Bide your time.’ Th e Great 
Recession, however, has caused a dramatic shift  in 
Beijing’s perceptions of the international balance of 
power. China now sees the US in decline while simul-
taneously viewing itself as having risen to great power 
status. Chinese newly gained self-confi dence was evi-
dent in its foreign policy muscle-fl exing in 2010.

Objective indicators confi rm the reality of China’s 
rise—and the United States’ corresponding relative 
decline. In 2010, China displaced the United States as 
the world’s leading manufacturing nation—a crown 
the US had held for a century. As Figure 23.2 demon-
strates, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) fore-
casts that China’s share of world GDP (15 per cent) 
will draw nearly even with the US (18 per cent) by 
2014. Th is is especially impressive given that China’s 
share of world GDP was only 2 per cent in 1980, and as 
recently as 1995 was only 6 per cent. Moreover, China 
is on course to overtake the US as the world’s largest 
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economy. While analysts disagree on the date when 
this will happen, as Figure 23.3 indicates the most 
recent projections by leading economic  forecasters 
have advanced the date dramatically over what was 
being estimated just a few years ago. For example, 
in 2003 Goldman Sachs predicted that China would 
surpass the US as the world’s largest economy in 2041. 
In 2008, Goldman Sachs advanced the date to 2028. 
However, the most recent forecasts now indicate 
China will pass the US much sooner than 2028. Th e 
Economist Intelligence Unit (2009) predicts China 
will become the world’s largest economy in 2021, 
Pricewaterhouse Coopers (2009) says 2020, and the 
Economist (2010) says 2019. More strikingly, accord-
ing to a 2011 IMF study, in terms of purchasing power 
parity (PPP), China will overhaul the United States in 
2016. In fact, also using PPP, some economists have 
calculated that China already is the world’s largest 
economy.2 What could be clearer proof of US rela-
tive decline than the fact that China—if indeed it has 
not already done so—soon will wrest from the United 
States the title of world’s largest economy?

Th at China is poised to displace the US as the world’s 
largest economy has more than economic signifi cance. 
It has geopolitical signifi cance. Th e pattern of great 
power rise is well established. First, China’s claims of 
‘peaceful rise’ notwithstanding, the emergence of new 
great powers in the international system invariably has 
been destabilizing geopolitically. Th e near-simulta-
neous emergence of the United States, Germany, and 
Japan as great powers in the later nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries triggered two world wars (Layne 
1993). Second, as they become wealthier, their politi-
cal ambitions increase and emerging great powers con-
vert their newfound economic muscle into the military 
clout they need to attain their growing geopolitical 
ambitions (Zakaria 1998). Already, China is engaged 
in an impressive military build-up. While it has not yet 
caught up to the United States’ sophisticated military 
technology, it clearly is narrowing the US advantage. 
Th ird, rising powers invariably seek to dominate the 
regions in which they are situated (Mearsheimer 2001). 
Th is means China and the US are on a collision course 
in East Asia—the region where the United States has 
been the incumbent hegemon since 1945, and which 
an increasingly powerful and assertive China sees as its 

own backyard. Fourth, as they rise, new great powers 
acquire economic and political interests abroad, and 
they seek to acquire the power projection capabilities 
to defend those interests (Zakaria 1998). Refl ecting 
its deepening interest in protecting its lines of com-
munication to its overseas markets and sources of 
raw materials, China’s naval ambitions could trigger a 
Sino–American naval rivalry.

Th e bottom line is that China’s great power emer-
gence matters. For nearly two decades aft er the Soviet 
Union’s demise, the United States faced no challenges 
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from peer competitor rivals. Th is is what, in geopolitical 
terms, unipolarity was all about. China’s rise, however, 
means that the unipolar era of uncontested US domi-
nance in international politics is over. Th at the US now 
confronts a risen China—a China that in the near term 
is poised to actually surpass the US as the leading great 
power—is powerful evidence of the United States’ rela-
tive decline.

When will China’s GDP surpass the United States’? 
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 Fig. 23.3 When will China’s GDP surpass the United States?

 ❑ China and India are not rising to great power status—

they are being restored to it.

 ❑ China has displaced the US as the world’s number one 

manufacturing power.

 ❑ China will pass the US in aggregate GDP—the key metric 

of relative power—by the end of this decade.

KEY POINTS

China’s rise is one powerful indicator of America’s rela-
tive decline. Th e United States’ mounting economic 
and fi scal problems are another. Th ere are two closely 
interconnected aspects of the United States’ domestic 
diffi  culties that merit special attention: the spiralling 
US national debt and deepening doubts about the dol-
lar’s future role as the international economy’s reserve 
currency. Between now and 2025, the looming debt 
and dollar crises almost certain will compel the US to 
retrench strategically and begin scaling back its over-
seas military commitments.

Th e causes of the looming US fi scal crisis are mani-
fold and complex. Perhaps the best way to understand 
the gathering fi scal storm is to recall the observation 
of the late political scientist Arnold Wolfers. Modern 
great powers, he said, must be both national security 
states and welfare states. More colloquially, the state 

must provide both guns and butter. Th at is, the state 
must mobilize the resources necessary to defend the 
its external interests while simultaneously manag-
ing the economy to ensure prosperity for its citizens 
and also providing needed social services (education, 
health care, pensions). Since the Second World War, 
the United States has largely been able to avoid making 
diffi  cult ‘guns or butter’ decisions precisely because of 
its hegemonic role in the international economy. Th e 
dollar’s role as the international system’s reserve cur-
rency allows the US to live beyond its means in ways 
that other nations cannot. As long as others believe 
that the US will repay its debts, and that uncontrolla-
ble infl ation will not dilute the dollar’s value, the United 
States can fi nance its external ambitions (‘guns’) and 
domestic social and economic programmes (‘butter’) 
by borrowing money from foreigners. Th is is what the 

Domestic drivers of American decline: debt, defi cits, 
and the dollar’s uncertain future
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United States has had to do since the 1980s because it 
has run a chronic current account defi cit. Th at is, the 
US owes the world more than it makes from its various 
economic and fi nancial transactions with the rest of the 
world. Moreover, the majority of US government debt 
is owed to foreign, not domestic, investors, and China is 
the largest single holder of US government debt.

Following the Great Recession, it has become 
increasingly apparent that unless dramatic measures 
to rein-in spending are implemented, by the end of 
this decade there will be serious questions about the 
United States’ ability to repay its debts and control 
infl ation Th e causes of mounting US indebtedness 
are many. More immediate causes can be attributed 
to the Great Recession, which caused the Obama 
administration and the Federal Reserve to inject a 
massive amount of dollars into the economy—in the 
form of stimulus spending, bail-outs, and ‘quantita-
tive easing’—to avert a replay of the Great Depression 
of the 1930s. Longer-term causes can be attributed to 
the mounting costs of entitlement programmes like 
Medicare, social security, and Medicaid—costs which 
will escalate because of the ageing of the ‘baby boom-
er’ generation. Another factor is the cost of the wars 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, which have been fi nanced by 

borrowing (mostly from abroad) rather than raising 
taxes to pay for them. Th ese wars have been expen-
sive. Joseph Stiglitz, the Nobel Laureate in econom-
ics, and his co-author, Linda Bilmess, have calculated 
that the ultimate direct and indirect costs of the Iraq 
war will amount to $3 trillion (Stiglitz and Bilmess 
2008). Although no similar study has as yet been done 
of the cost of the Afghanistan war, it is certain to be 
substantial.

Because of the combined costs of Federal government 
expenditures—on stimulus, defence, Iraq and Afghani-
stan, and entitlements—the US, as the Congressional 
budget offi  ce has warned, is looking at defi cits of $1 tril-
lion or more until at least the end of this decade (Congres-
sional Budget Offi  ce 2009). As the Congressional Budget 
Offi  ce warned in 2009, ‘Even if the recovery occurs as 
projected and the stimulus bill is allowed to expire, the 
country will face the highest debt/GDP ratio in 50 years, 
an increasingly urgent and unsustainable and urgent fi s-
cal problem (Congressional Budget Offi  ce, 2009: 13).’ 
In a subsequent 2010 report, the Congressional Budget 
Offi  ce noted that if the US stays on its current fi scal tra-
jectory, the ratio of US government debt to GDP will 
be 100 per cent by 2020 (Congressional Budget Offi  ce, 
2010). Economists regard a 100 per cent debt-to-GDP 
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ratio as critical indicator that a state will default on its 
fi nancial obligations. In an even less sanguine 2011 anal-
ysis, the IMF forecast that the US will hit the 100 per cent 
debt-to-GDP ratio in 2016. If these estimates are these 
correct, over the next decade the growing US national 
debt—and the budget defi cits that fuel it—could imperil 
the dollar by undermining foreign investors’ confi dence 
in the United States’ ability to repay its debts and keep 
infl ation in check. Th is is important because, for the 
foreseeable future, the US will depend on capital infl ows 
from abroad both to fi nance its defi cit spending and pri-
vate consumption, and to maintain the dollar’s position 
as the international economic system’s reserve currency.

Th e dollar’s reserve currency role is central to Amer-
ica’s geopolitical preeminence and if it loses that status 
US hegemony will be literally unaff ordable. Th e dollar’s 
reserve currency status has, in eff ect, been a very spe-
cial kind of ‘credit card’—special because when the bills 
come due the United States can print money and/or 
borrow from abroad to pay them—that has permitted 
the US to live beyond its means by borrowing money 
from foreigners to pay for its military dominance, its 
costly domestic programmes (including entitlements), 
and excessive private consumption. Without the use of 
the credit card provided by the dollar’s reserve currency 
status, the US would have had to pay for its extravagant 
external and internal ambitions by raising taxes and 

interest rates, and by consuming less and saving more, 
or by tightening its belt and reducing its military and 
domestic expenditures. In other words, the US would 
have had to learn to live within its means. And that 
would entail forgoing its geopolitical primacy. As a lead-
ing expert on international economic aff airs observed 
just before the meltdown began, the dollar’s vulnerabil-
ity ‘presents potentially signifi cant and underappreci-
ated restraints upon contemporary American political 
and military predominance’ (Kirshner 2008).

Although doubts about the dollar’s long-term health 
predated the Great Recession, the events of 2007–09 
have amplifi ed them in two key respects (Helleiner 
2008; Kirshner 2008). First, the other big players in the 
international economy are now either military rivals 
like China or ambiguous ‘allies’ like Europe, which has 
its own ambitions and no longer requires US protection 
from the now-vanished Soviet threat. Second, the dol-
lar faces an uncertain future because of concerns that its 
value will diminish over time. Indeed, China, which has 
vast holdings of American assets (more than $2 trillion) 
is worried that America’s fi scal incontinence will leave 
Beijing holding the bag with huge amounts of depreci-
ated dollars. China’s vote of no confi dence in the dollar’s 
future is refl ected in its calls to create a new reserve cur-
rency to replace the dollar, the gradual ‘internationaliza-
tion’ of the renminbi, and in the lectures China’s leaders 

American budget and trade defi cits have not been a serious 

problem heretofore because US creditors have believed that 

the United States is able to repay its debts. There are signs 

that this confi dence gradually may be eroding. For example, 

in March 2010 Moody’s indicated that over the next decade 

linked concerns about the United States’ sovereign debt and 

the risk of future infl ation could result in the downgrading of 

the credit rating of US government bonds ( Jolly and Rampell 

2010). Standard and Poor’s issued a similar warning in April 

2011. Even before the Great Recession, key central banks 

were signalling their lack of long-term confi dence in the dol-

lar’s soundness by diversifying their currency holdings. There 

were rumblings, too, that OPEC was thinking about pricing 

oil in euros, and that the dollar could be supplanted by the 

euro as the international economy’s reserve currency. (These 

suggestions have quieted down in the wake of the sover-

eign debt crisis in the Eurozone periphery.) In the wake of 

the Great Repression, doubts about the dollar’s future have 

grown. If, whether for economic or, conceivably, geopoliti-

cal reasons, others are no longer willing to fi nance American 

indebtedness, Washington’s choices will be stark: signifi cant 

dollar devaluation to increase US exports (which will cause 

infl ation and lower living standards) or raising interest rates 

sharply to attract foreign capital infl ows (which will shrink 

domestic investment and worsen America’s long-term eco-

nomic problems). Moreover, given the de-industrialization of 

the US economy over the past three decades, it is question-

able whether, even with a dramatically depreciated dollar, the 

United States could export enough to make a major dent in 

its foreign debt (Gilpin 1987: 33).

CONTROVERSIES 23.1: American defi cit
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have delivered to Washington telling the United States 
to get its fi scal house in order. Alarm bells about the 
dollar’s uncertain status now are ringing. In April 2011, 
Standard and Poor’s warned that in the coming years 
there is a one in three chance that the United States’ tri-
ple A credit rating could be reduced if Washington fails 
to solve the fi scal crisis, and in a May 2011 report the 
World Bank declared that the dollar probably will lose 
its status as the primary reserve currency by 2025.

In coming years, the US will be pressured to defend the 
dollar by preventing runaway infl ation and reassuring for-
eign investors (i.e. China) that it can pay its debts. Th is will 
require some combination of budget cuts, tax increases, 
and interest-rate hikes. Because exclusive reliance on the 
last two options could choke-off  growth, there will be 
strong pressure to slash the federal budget in order to hold 
down taxes and interest rates. It will be almost impossible 
to make meaningful cuts in federal spending without deep 
reductions in defence expenditures (and entitlements) 
because, as Figure 23.5 shows, that is where the money is.

With US defence spending currently at such high 
absolute levels, domestic political pressure to make 
steep cuts in defence spending is almost certain to 
increase. As the Cornell international political econo-
mist Jonathan Kirshner puts it, the absolute size of 
US defence expenditure ‘is more likely to be decisive 
in the future when the US is under pressure to make 
real choices about taxes and spending. When bor-
rowing becomes more diffi  cult, and adjustment more 
diffi  cult to postpone, choices must be made between 
raising taxes, cutting non-defense spending, and cut-
ting defense spending’ (Kirshner 2008: 431). In spring 
2011, the Obama administration proposed to cut US 
defence spending by $400 million over eleven years. 
But that is a drop in the bucket, and cuts of a much 
larger magnitude almost certainly will be required.3 If 
this analysis is correct, during the next ten to fi ft een 
years the United States will be compelled to scale back 

its overseas military commitments. Th is will have two 
consequences. First, as the US spends less on defence, 
China (and other new great powers) will be able to close 
the military power gap with the United States. Second, 
as fi scal constraints lessen US military capabilities, the 
United States’ ability to act as a regional stabilizer and 
guardian of the global commons will be vitiated. In this 
respect, America’s fi scal crisis and the dollar’s uncer-
tain future—and the likely geopolitical consequences 
they will cause—are compelling evidence of American 
decline.

 ● Th e U.S. Faces A Severe Long-Term Fiscal Crisis
 ● Th e U.S. is the World’s Largest Debtor
 ● Th e U.S. Runs Chronic Balance of Payments and Bal-
ance of Trade Defi cits

 ● Th e Dollar’s Role as the International System’s Reserve 
Currency is the Foundation of U.S. Hegemony

 ● It is Widely Predicted Th at the Dollar Will Lose its 
International Reserve Currency Status Sometime 
Next Decade

 ● Fiscal and Economic Problems Will Force the U.S. to 
Retrench Strategically
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The end of the Pax Americana
US decline—which will cause the unwinding of the Pax 
Americana—has profound implications for the future of 
international politics. Hegemonic stability theory holds 
that an open international economic system requires a 

single hegemonic power that performs critical military 
and economic tasks (Gilpin 1975; Kindelberger 1973; 
Posen 2003). Militarily, the hegemon is responsible 
for stabilizing key regions and for guarding the global 
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commons. Economically, the hegemon provides public 
goods by opening its domestic market to other states, 
supplying liquidity for the global economy, and provid-
ing a reserve currency. As US power continues to decline 
over the next ten to fi ft een years, the United States will 
be progressively unable to discharge these hegemonic 
tasks.

Th e US still wields preponderant military power. 
However, as discussed above, in the next ten to fi f-
teen years the looming fi scal crisis is almost certain to 
compel Washington to retrench strategically. As the 
United States’ military power diminishes, its ability to 
command the commons and act as a hegemonic stabi-
lizer will be compromised. Th e end of the United States’ 
role as a military hegemon is still over the horizon. It 
is now apparent that the US no longer is an economic 
hegemon—as the Great Recession dramatized. An eco-
nomic hegemon is supposed to solve global economic 
crises, not cause them, but it was the freezing-up of the 
US fi nancial system triggered by the sub-prime mort-
gage crisis that plunged the world into economic crisis. 
Th e hegemon is supposed to be the lender of last resort 
in the international economy. Th e US, however, has 
become the borrower of fi rst resort—the world’s largest 
debtor. When the global economy falters, the economic 
hegemon is supposed to take responsibility for kick-
starting recovery by buying other nations’ goods. From 
the Second World War’s end until the Great Recession, 
the international economy had looked to the US as the 

locomotive of global economic growth. As the world’s 
largest market since 1945, America’s willingness to con-
sume foreign goods has been the fi rewall against global 
economic downturns. But this is not what happened 
during the Great Recession, however. Th e US economy 
proved too infi rm to lead the global economy back to 
health. In a dramatic reversal of fortune, others—nota-
bly a rising China—had to step up to the plate to do so. 
Th e United States’ inability to galvanize global recovery 
suggests that in key respects it is no longer capable of act-
ing as an economic hegemon. Indeed, President Barak 
Obama said as much during the April 2009 G-20 meet-
ing in London, where he acknowledged that the US is 
no longer able to be the world’s consumer of last resort, 
and that the world needs to look to China (and India 
and other emerging market states) to be the motors of 
global recovery. Two other examples illustrate the US 
loss of economic hegemony: Washington’s failure to 
achieve global economic re-balancing by compelling 
China to revalue the renminbi and the failure to win the 
‘austerity versus stimulus’ debate with Europe.

 ● Militarily the U.S. Continues to Guard the Global 
Commons and Act as a Regional Stabilizer

 ● U.S. Military Power is Eroding and Its Long-
Term Ability to Continue Its Hegemonic Role is 
Problematic

 ● Th e U.S. Already Has Lost its Role at the World’s Eco-
nomic Hegemon

Conclusion: after the Pax Americana, whither 
US foreign policy?

Because of the United States’ decline, America’s unipo-
lar moment is ending. Th e Unipolar Exit into which we 
have entered presages major changes in international 
politics. Under the Pax Americana the world has enjoyed 
a long era of great power peace and international pros-
perity. Th is holiday from history, however, is coming to 
an end and international politics is headed back to the 
future. With the end of American primacy, the real the 
post-American world will be one of  de-globalization, 

rising nationalism and neomercantilism, geopolitical 
instability, and great power competition.

When historians look to pinpoint the end of US 
hegemony, they probably will identify two moments. 
Th e fi rst is the period between August and December 
2008. Th e Beijing Olympics (which was staged deliber-
ately as China’s great power coming-out party) and the 
Russian invasion of Georgia in August 2008 announced 
the impending return of multipolarity. Th e reality of 
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US relative economic decline and the beginning of the 
end of the post-1945 liberal era of international politics 
became evident when the full force of the Great Reces-
sion hit in fall 2008. Th e second pivotal moment was 
President Obama’s November 2009 trip to China, which 
provided both substantive and symbolic evidence of US 
decline and the dramatic shift  in the relative power rela-
tionship between the US and China.

In the wake of Obama’s trip, China both has taken 
an assertive stance toward the United States on a 
number of crucial issues on the bilateral agenda and 
simultaneously fl exed its geopolitical muscles in East 
and South East Asia. Beijing’s perceptions of the bal-
ance of power have shift ed: it sees China as ascend-
ant and the US in decline. Th e lesson of the events 

that transpired between August 2008 and November 
2009 is simple: history and multipolarity are stag-
ing a come-back. In coming years the world looks to 
become a much more turbulent—and dangerous—
place geopolitically than it was during the era of the 
Pax Americana. Adjusting to the new reality of the 
Unipolar Exit—coming to grips with its own decline 
and the emerging multipolarity—will be the United 
States’ central foreign policy preoccupation during 
the next ten to fi ft een years.

 ● Th e Curtain is Falling on the Pax Americana
 ● Th e Key Challenge For the U.S. Over the Next Twen-
ty Years is Coming to Terms with Its Decline and 
Adjusting to a Multipolar World

Coming at a moment when Chinese prestige is growing and 

the US is facing enormous diffi culties, Mr Obama’s trip has 

symbolised the advent of a more multi-polar world where 

US leadership has to co-exist with several rising powers, most 

notably China.

(Dyer and Luce 2009)

KEY QUOTES 23.2: The rise of China—a return to multipolarity

US Primacy
The big picture: a one-superpower world4

William Wohlforth and Stephen G. Brooks

Introduction
As recently as the middle of the last decade, pundits 
considered the term ‘unipolar’ to be too modest to 
capture the extraordinary position of power that the 
United States appeared to occupy. Only ‘empire’ would 
do. But in the eyes of the foreign policy commentariat, 
the United States fell from global empire to hapless Gul-
liver in a historical eyeblink. As the decade closed, the 
US National Intelligence Council’s Global Trends 2025 
report (Directorate of National Intelligence 2008) added 
an authoritative voice the to growing chorus of decline 
(e.g. Layne 2006; Rachman 2011; Zakaria 2008; Khanna 
2009). It was the report’s ‘assumptions of a multipolar 

future, and therefore dramatic changes in the interna-
tional system’ that most clearly diff erentiated it from its 
predecessor—Mapping the Global Future, released only 
four years earlier (Directorate of National Intelligence 
2004). Th ose who had long heralded the end of a one-
superpower world were quick to claim vindication (e.g. 
Layne 2011).

Th e United States’ post-2008 setbacks have rightly 
punctured the ‘empire’ bubble of the early-to-mid 
2000s, but the rapidity and scale of the perceptual pen-
dulum’s swing towards expectations of multipolarity’s 
arrival should give us pause. In the absence of major 
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war or state collapse, the scales of global power move 
slowly. And there is a powerful human tendency to 
overreact to salient trends, allowing expectations of a 
changed tomorrow to aff ect assessments of today’s real-
ity. Did the 2008 fi nancial crisis and ensuing recession, 
coupled with the continuing rise of China, India, and 
other emerging powers really radically transform the 
power landscape in a scant fi ve years? Or are analysts 
merely thinking about what might someday happen as 
if it were already happening today?

Th is essay off ers three correctives to the currently 
popular narrative concerning global power trends. First, 
the scale and rapidity of the power shift  are routinely and 
radically overstated. We still live in a one-superpower 
world; multipolarity is not just around the corner. Sec-
ond, analysts misunderstand the causes and nature of 

the United States’ ‘imperial overstretch’, leading them to 
overestimate its severity and underestimate its revers-
ibility. While the United States’ fi scal problems will gen-
erate pressure to reduce expenditures, equating these 
constraints to those faced by overstretched great pow-
ers of the past is profoundly misleading. Th ird, the core 
dynamics that have characterized great-power politics 
since the advent of unipolarity two decades ago remain 
robustly in place. Key features of the international sys-
tem that constrained leading states of the past do not 
work against the United States to anything like the same 
degree. Yet, rising second-tier powers, notably China, 
continue to strongly face those constraints. Th e result 
is a very diff erent picture of the United States’ place in 
the world, with important implications for US foreign 
policy, which we address in the concluding section.

American decline and the return of multipolarity? 
Not so fast
Th e problem with the current multipolarity talk is sim-
ple: Comprehensive, aggregate capabilities—the kind 
of capabilities powers need to create and sustain glo-
bal orders—remain concentrated in the United States 
to a historically unprecedented degree. Scholars from 
Morgenthau to Gilpin and Waltz have long recognized 
that what matters when thinking about the big ques-
tions of grand strategy and systemic change is a state’s 
share of aggregated power capabilities: raw economic 
heft ,  technological prowess, military and naval power, 
innovation, organizational-institutional competence, 
size and location, the lot. As seductive as it is to sin-
gle out one index—so much easier to measure!—it’s 
misleading because each element interacts with others 
to support a state’s capacity to act on the international 
stage.

If you read carefully the heralds of multipolarity, you 
will notice a near myopic focus on aggregate GDP. Yet 
by that measure, India would have surpassed  Britain 
in the mid-nineteenth century—obviously not a good 
measure of their relative capabilities. Forecasting 
precisely when China’s aggregate GDP will surpass 
America’s is a highly uncertain game. But what we can 

be certain of is that matching US aggregate GDP will 
not make China America’s peer in overall capabilities.

Indeed, there are strong reasons to suspect that ana-
lysts overestimate the speed of China’s path to match-
ing US power. Th eir focus on aggregate GDP growth 
obscures three important general features of the sys-
temic setting and the US–China power transition. First, 
the only way a unipolar system can end rapidly is if the 
unipole collapses or loses a hegemonic war. Barring 
these unlikely events, the system changes as the result 
of the cumulative eff ect of diff erential rates of growth in 
overall capabilities, a prolonged process. Th e last polar-
ity shift  from bi- to unipolarity occurred extremely 
rapidly with the implosion of the Soviet Union. Th at 
experience may underlie contemporary expectations 
that multipolarity is around the corner. But even the 
most extreme declinists do not believe that the United 
States’ grasp on superpowerdom is as fragile as Mos-
cow’s was in the mid 1980s.

Second, as impressive as China’s rise has been over 
the past three decades, we should not forget that it has 
ascended from an extremely impoverished base and it 
still remains a developing country on the basis of the 
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standard measures (China’s GDP per capita is cur-
rently on a par with that of Ecuador). Because of its 
huge population, it has a large economy. And because 
its economy is large, analysts began to think of it as 
the ‘key challenger’ to American primacy long before 
it entered the top league in technological capacity 
(both generally and in the military realm specifi cal-
ly). Previous challengers have not been thought of 
as such until their overall technological and military 
capacities had approached or even surpassed those of 
the dominant state. Although China’s economic rise 
is swift , its rise in other capabilities is more gradual. 
Th e lag between when China will match the US in 
economic size and match the United States’ techno-
logical and military capacity is thus likely to be much 
longer than in previous historical cases in which the 
rising challenger was technologically close or equal to 
the dominant state.

Th ird, China’s growth trajectory is likely to fl atten out 
with time—China would be defying all recent history 
if it continues to be able to grow in the 9–10 per cent 
range even as it becomes rich. In the most comprehen-
sive analysis to date of when fast-growing economies 
slow down, Eichengreen, Park, and Shin maintain that 
‘Periods of high growth in late-developing economies 
do not last forever…. International experience suggests 
that rapid-growing catch-up economies slow down sig-
nifi cantly, in the sense that the growth rate downshift s 
by at least 2 percentage points, when their per capita 
income reach around $17,000 US in year-2005 constant 
international prices, a level that China should achieve 

on or soon aft er 2015…[On average], at that point the 
growth rate slowed from 5.6 to 1.2 per cent per annum.’ 
Th ey note further that while China’s economic open-
ness augurs favourably for it being able to maintain 
rapid economic growth, a series of other factors point 
in the opposite direction: ‘higher old-age dependency 
ratios make growth slowdowns more likely, and China 
will have a higher old-age dependency ratio in the 
not-too-distant future. Higher and more volatile infl a-
tion rates also make slowdowns more likely, and there 
are reasons to worry about China on this score. Most 
provocatively, slowdowns are more likely and occur at 
lower per capita incomes in countries that maintain 
undervalued exchange rates and have low consumption 
shares of GDP.’ (Eichengreen, Park, and Shin 2011).

None of these points is directly disputed by schol-
ars of international relations, who generally agree that 
comprehensive capabilities are what matters, and that 
they tend to change slowly. Why then does there seem 
to be such heated discussion about the impending end 
of American primacy? One answer is the many mean-
ings analysts attach to the term ‘unipolarity’, which for 
some even seems to be a synonym for global empire or 
hegemony.5 When unipolarity comes to be defi ned as 
the United States’ ability to defend Georgia from Russia, 
as Chris Layne comes close to doing in a recent essay 
(Layne 2011), we know the term’s usefulness is in trou-
ble. In our past writings, we went to great pains to defi ne 
and use this term in ways consistent with its origins in 
polarity theory (Brooks and Wohlforth 2008: 11–13). 
It is not about infl uence or outcomes, e.g. whether the 

As scholars who have studied power assessment and fore-

casts over the years, we are well aware that neither econo-

mists nor political scientists nor country experts possess 

crystal balls that tell them when a state’s overall capacity will 

cross a certain threshold. We do not pretend to be able to 

perform such magic. We cannot rule out the possibility that 

the myriad social, economic, technological, and institutional 

factors that underlie China’s power will all line up favourably 

so as to propel it and that the similarly complex set of factors 

underlying US power will all conspire against it. We cannot 

rule out the possibility that, in addition, Beijing will make all 

the right decisions and Washington all the wrong ones. Nor 

can we rule out the possibility that the other major states in 

Asia and globally will seek to facilitate China’s rise and hasten 

America’s decline. And were that concatenation to occur, yes, 

we might see a very consequential shift in aggregate power 

relations in a comparatively short time. Although many things 

are possible, in social science we work with probabilities, and 

the balance of what we know about economic growth, tech-

nological change, diplomatic relationships, institutional and 

political stability, and adaptability suggests that a rapid end of 

a single superpower world is extremely unlikely.

CONTROVERSIES 23.2: The diffi culties of forecasting a return to multipolarity
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United States can defend this or that former  imperial 
province of Moscow, but about whether the system 
‘contains one state whose share of capabilities plac-
es it in a class by itself compared to all other states’ 
(Brooks and Wohlforth 2008: 13). Barry Buzan most 
aptly describes the current system as a ‘1 + X world,’ 
with 1 superpower and X number of great powers. 

Although we use the more conventional terminology of 
 unipolarity, ‘our analysis does not hinge on the particu-
lar term used to describe the current system’ (Brooks 
and Wohlforth 2008: 12). What matters for students of 
US foreign policy is how a world with one superpower 
operates; and while China is rising it is not and will not 
soon be a superpower.

There is only one superpower, and there are no other plau-

sible candidates on the horizon for that status for at least a 

couple of decades.

(Buzan 2004: 65)

KEY QUOTES 23.3: A one superpower world

 ❑ Aggregate capability, not just economic size, is the key 

to power, and on that metric the US lead remains robust.

 ❑ Aggregate capabilities shift slowly, and China has a long 

way to go.

 ❑ China’s growth trajectory is likely to fl atten out with time.

KEY POINTS

It’s not your grandfather’s imperial overstretch

Th e US military is stretched thin in two wars, and its 
government budget is awash in red ink. Th ese pres-
sures will constrain Washington for years to come. For 
scholars such as Layne, this is an obvious case of what 
historian Paul Kennedy called ‘imperial overstretch’. 
Kennedy (1987) used the term to describe the fate of 
past leading states whose ‘global interests and obliga-
tions’ became ‘far too large for the country to be able 
to defend them all simultaneously’. By using this term, 
Layne and others imply that the fi scal constraints and 
military stresses of recent years are necessitated by the 
United States’ structural position in the international 
system. In this view, the United States is stuck in a 
structural trap with a vicious feedback loop: its posi-
tion as the leading state in a unipolar system demands 
ever more resources, which then serves to undermine 
America’s place in it. It sounds like a theoretically 
derived, structurally determined argument for the 
rapid end of American primacy. Th e problem is that it 
is wrong for two reasons.

First, unipolarity did not emerge because the Unit-
ed States took on some new, expensive commitment. 
Rather unipolarity emerged because the Soviet chal-
lenger collapsed—at a time when the United States 
was already the strongest power. Today the costs and 

dangers of the Cold War have faded into history, but 
they need to be kept in mind in order to assess the cur-
rent US  position accurately. Th e United States has sig-
nifi cantly reduced defence expenditure from the Cold 
War norm. During the peak Cold War years 7–12 per 
cent of US GDP went to defence. Today the fi gure is 
4–5 per cent. Risks are lower as well. Cold war crises—
Berlin, Cuba, the nuclear alert during the Yom Kip-
pur War of 1973, the 1982 Able Archer exercise that 
spooked the Soviets into a war scare—all raised the 
spectre of a global thermonuclear war. Today, despite 
many new security challenges, American decision 
makers do not confront or court risks of this magni-
tude. Th is is not to say the American grand strategy in 
the unipolar era is without costs and risks. Th ere have 
been interventions that have imposed heavy economic 
costs and the tragic human cost of some 7000 killed 
in action and tens of thousands of wounded. But the 
human and economic toll of US Cold War grand strat-
egy, and, indeed, the grand strategic commitments of 
most powers in bi- and multipolar systems of the past, 
was much higher.

Second, and even more important, neither the 
US invasion of Iraq, nor its ‘nation-building’ effort 
in Afghanistan, nor indeed its ballooning deficit are 
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necessitated by its structural position as the lead-
ing superpower. These constraints emerge mainly 
from wars of choice, domestic entitlements, deci-
sions regarding taxes, and the financial crisis and 
great  recession of 2008–10. All serious matters, to 
be sure, but not the kind of ‘imperial overstretch’ 
Paul Kennedy analysed. In all those cases, over-
stretch emerged from commitments to contain great 
power counterbalancing or hegemonic rivalry. These 
states had to frame policy in the shadow of a poten-
tial major war with peer rival great powers, which 
meant that devoting a large share of their GDP to 
defence and extracting more resources from their 
societies for security policy could be plausibly be 
seen as an existential necessity. Solving the problem 
of imperial overstretch through retrenchment was 
extremely hard for such powers, for cutting back 
on various commitments seemed to risk geopoliti-
cal catastrophe. Unipolarity spares the US that kind 
of trade-off. Because its international position does 
not hinge on the specific policies that got it into its 
current military and fiscal constraints, it has much 
greater potential to extract itself from ‘overstretch’ 
with its position intact than did the historical lead-
ing states examined by Kennedy, Gilpin (1981) and 
others. Will this be easy to do? No. It is simply easier 
than if the US faced the kind of strategic situations 
confronted by the overstretched powers analysed by 
Gilpin and Kennedy.

One way to see this is to look at the balance of 
power realists’ own analysis. To their credit, Layne 
and many fellow realists—notably John Mearsheim-
er and Stephen Walt (2002, 2003)—opposed the US 
decision to invade Iraq (Coalition for a Realistic For-
eign Policy 2002). Reading their writings in the lead-
up to the invasion, two salient facts emerge. First, 
balance of power theory is not part of their reason-
ing for counselling the US against the invasion. Th ey 
predicted that an invasion would have high costs, 
but counterbalancing by other great powers was not 
among them. And they proved to be right. Th e costs 
of invading Iraq turned out to be high because of the 
challenges intrinsic to nation building and coun-
terinsurgency, not because of systemic constraints 
identifi ed in balance of power realism (or any other 
systemic constraints, for that matter). Second, their 

main argument was precisely that the invasion was 
not necessary for the United States’ security and glo-
bal position. Th ey urged Washington to adopt other 
policies—containment and deterrence—that would 
serve US interests at a much lower cost. At no point 
did they suggest that invading Iraq was a necessary 
condition of maintaining the US position of global 
primacy.6

Bad choices can lead to bad outcomes. Th e Unit-
ed States chose to pursue major military undertak-
ings simultaneously in two tough countries even as 
it sharply cut taxes, expanded domestic entitlements, 
and made some regrettable decisions about its fi nan-
cial system. Th e consequences of these choices are 
serious but their origins are not systemic. Aft er all, 
balanced power is no guarantee against bad choices—
think of the Vietnam War, the savings and loan deba-
cle,7 and the very fi scal crises that sparked Kennedy’s 
and Gilpin’s concerns in the fi rst place. Having a peer 
competitor not only did not induce prudence in Wash-
ington, it clearly fed into a whole series of costly and 
dangerous interventions in the third world. Invading 
Iraq and pursuing a more than decade-long nation 
building eff ort in Afghanistan are choices—argu-
ably poor ones—but not a requirement of the United 
States’ position.

Ultimately, Charles Glaser (2011) is right to con-
clude that ‘the overreach claim is more of an observa-
tion about the past than a well-supported prediction 
about the future…. None of the basic arguments about 
unipolarity explain why [poor choices] are unavoidable.’ 
America may well exhaust itself, but its position of pri-
macy means that the margin of error is actually much 
greater: it will require a longer series of bad choices to 
reach true overstretch than if the external environment 
did powerfully constrain the US.

 ❑ America’s fi scal travails are in signifi cant part the result 

of domestic not foreign policy.

 ❑ Thanks to unipolarity, the US is far better positioned 

than leading states of the past to extricate itself from 

foreign policy challenges.

KEY POINTS
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Still unipolar politics as usual
Many events are obviously not going America’s way. 
Scholars frequently read these diffi  culties as evidence 
of their claim that the international system tightly con-
strains the United States. Many realists, in particular, 
argue that great power balancing either is already occur-
ring (and thus that America’s current foreign diffi  culties 
are partly due to the eff ects of counterbalancing) or is 
in the process of re-emerging (and thus that American 
foreign policy will only become harder to manage in the 
future). Th ese assessments are wrong: balancing is not 
occurring and is not set to do so anytime soon.

A little history may help put this debate in perspec-
tive. Aft er the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, balance 
of power realists claimed that the resulting unipolarity 
would be but an evanescent ‘moment’ because great 
powers would balance against the United States, there-
by recreating a multipolar system (Layne 1995; Waltz 
1993). Towards the end of the decade, with great-power 
balancing nowhere in sight, one of us (Wohlforth 1999) 
analysed the dynamics of unipolarity, arguing that the 
concentration of power in the United States made bal-
ancing strategies infeasible for other major powers. 
Subsequent studies (Brooks and Wohlforth 2002, 2005; 
Wohlforth 2002) built upon this analysis and provided 
the basis for the examination in our 2008 book, World 
out of Balance, in which we presented the most fulsome 
analysis showing why balance of power theory does 

not apply to a unipolar system. We tested the argument 
empirically, delineating the observable implications 
we would expect to fi nd in the historical record if our 
argument were valid as well as those we would expect to 
fi nd if balance of power realism had any purchase in the 
current era. Th e results showed not only that balancing 
was not happening, but also clearly illuminated a cru-
cial reason why it wasn’t happening: the concentration 
of power in the United States as well as the geography 
of unipolarity made it just too expensive and hard for 
would-be balancers like China and Russia.

Th e balance of power realists’ response has been, 
essentially, just wait, balancing and multipolarity are 
coming, this time for real (e.g. Layne 2011). Space con-
straints forbid a full discussion of the evidence here. 
Readers may consult our analysis and evaluate for 
themselves the evidence we present for why our argu-
ment is valid. Th e main point is that we have presented 
a falsifi able argument and tested it, while balance of 
power realists, thus far, have generally responded by 
simply reiterating their argument and asserting that 
balancing will occur eventually. For further discussion 
see Campbell Craig’s comments in Key quotes 23.4.

Indeed, amidst all the talk of balancing and ‘soft  
balancing’, analysts have missed the main story of the 
past fi ft een years: systemic constraints on other major 
powers, not the United States. China began and ended 

The absence of traditional military balancing against the 

US since the end of the Cold War, a fact of international life 

that almost no one now denies, poses a major problem for 

balance-of-power Realists, who argue that major powers 

are destined to build up their own military forces, and/or 

create formal military alliances, in order to balance against 

a dominant state. Prominent structural realists have pre-

dicted such balancing behaviour since the early 1990s, but 

it hasn’t happened yet. . . . [B]alance-of power Realists must 

show why major powers have not shown any indication of 

balancing so far over two decades, indisputably a long time 

in the context of modern international history . . . . Otherwise, 

[they] are forced simply to assert that a new polar system will 

emerge, someday, simply because that is how international 

politics operates. This, as any student of social science knows, 

is an unfalsifi able argument. Nations simply are not trying to 

match the US in military capabilities or to form formal mili-

tary alliances as they constantly did with respect to far less 

preponderant states over the past 300 years. Conventional 

Realists need to account for this: they need to show how 

balance-of-power theory can explain this absence. Respons-

es that amount simply to a plea to ‘just wait’, or to describe 

behaviour as ‘balancing’ that never would have been called 

that before, do not fulfi ll this demand.

Craig (2010)

KEY QUOTES 23.4: Military balancing and realist arguments
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the 2000s with a single reliable ally: North Korea. In 
comparison, in the post-2001 period, nine eastern 
European countries joined NATO, and Japan and 
Australia buttressed their alliances with the United 
States and participated in US-led military operations 
in Iraq and Afghanistan. Moreover, India jettisoned 
its foundational principle of non-alignment to coop-
erate with the United States on a range of military 
activities. By one calculation, of the thirty-nine states 
that surround the rising regional powers of Russia 
and China, all but fi ve have engaged in activities that 
more closely link them to the United States since 2001 
(Selden 2010).

Consider also international institutions and glo-
balization. Because most other powers lack the mate-
rial capacity to help redefi ne rules and provide public 
goods, international rules and norms constrain them 
far more than Washington. And the global economy 
constrains smaller powers far more than the US: 
while other powers are constrained by America’s out-
sized role in the global economy from using economic 
statecraft  (e.g. sanctions) against the US, Washington 

 ❑ For 20 years, balance of power realists have predicted 

that great-power counterbalancing would soon occur, 

and bring about multipolarity.

 ❑ Predicted great power-balancing has not occurred and 

there is little evidence that it is about to.

 ❑ The United States continues to operate in a permissive 

systemic environment.

KEY POINTS

Conclusion: why it matters

To understand the signifi cance of the permissive system-
ic environment facing the United States, one needs to go 
beyond today’s headlines. Analysts typically reckon US 
power as the ability to get others to do something they 
otherwise would not have done. Th ey are certainly right 
that the US oft en lacks power of this kind, for example it 
can’t get the Chinese to help much regarding Iran, it has 
been unsuccessful in getting North Korea to relinquish 
its nuclear weapons, and it struggles to get the Pakistanis 
to combat al-Qaeda and the Taliban more eff ectively. But 
we also to need to keep in mind another way of concep-
tualizing power: power is also the ability to get others to 
not do something they otherwise would have done. Uni-
polarity conveys a lot of such ‘blocking power’ on the US, 
but we almost never see it. Just because this kind of power 
cannot be seen does not mean that it is unimportant.

And when the United States does seek to translate 
its power capabilities into favourable foreign policy 
outcomes, the international system does not push back 

against it the way it did against leading powers in the 
past, and the way it still does against other powers today. 
As they ponder potential security policies, US decision 
makers do not confront the prospect that other great 
powers will construct a counterbalance through allianc-
es or internal eff orts. Th ey need not fear escalating ‘soft  
balancing’ measures on the part of other powers that 
would rein the US in and eventually morph into con-
ventional hard balancing. Th ey do not need to worry 
that other states are in a strong position to use America’s 
links to the global economy strategically to force it to 
toe their line. Th ey do not need to be apprehensive that 
failure to cooperate in a given international institution 
might spoil their government’s general reputation for 
cooperation and thus deny it all the benefi ts it gets from 
the institutional order. And they need not worry that if 
they break some international rule or norm America’s 
overall legitimacy will necessarily be strongly reduced 
and its leadership role will come crashing down.

uses them with impunity against others (albeit not 
always eff ectively).

In short, notwithstanding important new develop-
ments in international aff airs, the United States contin-
ues to operate in a permissive systemic environment, 
while other states, notably China, do not. Th is hardly 
means that the US is omnipotent or that China is inef-
fectual; it simply means that they face very diff erent sys-
temic pressures.
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In diff erent combinations, various of these four con-
straints powerfully shaped the security policies of great 
powers in the bi- and multipolar systems of the past, 
and many continue to shape the policies of other pow-
ers in the unipolar one of today. Systemic international 
relations theory, developed by hundreds of scholars 
over fi ve decades, is not a naked emperor. Th ese theo-
ries are oft en powerful tools for explaining the contours 
of state behaviour. Th ey just do not apply to the con-
temporary United States. One way to escape the perva-
sive ‘presentism’ of debates about US foreign policy and 
get a sense of the importance of these constraints is to 
perform two mental tasks that American international 
relations scholars oft en seem reluctant to undertake: 
think historically and think cross-nationally

Our book, World out of Balance, provides short 
case studies of previous leading powers with inter-
national positions roughly comparable to the United 
States’ today, except that they were in multi- and bipo-
lar international systems: Britain at its nineteenth 
century peak and the United States in the latter Cold 
War. Th ese cases remind readers what it’s like to run 
a great power’s foreign policy in the face of systemic 
constraints like counterbalancing. As noted, the peak 
Cold War years found the United States devoting a 
major proportion of its economy to defence. Increases 
in US military capabilities were predictably and reli-
ably countered—one way or another—by a Soviet 
superpower with the means and the motive to check 
America. And during the latter Cold War, US policy 
makers considering any major undertaking in most of 
the world’s regions had to reckon the probability that 
the Soviet Union’s formidable military machine might 
lend its weight to the other side of the scale. Today, by 
contrast, defence expenditure as a percentage of the 
economy is roughly half the peak Cold War norm, and 
increases in US capabilities are not counterbalanced 

(the combined share of the other major powers’ GDP 
devoted to defence has shrunk since the 1990s). Does 
this mean the US can do whatever it wants? No. But 
when the US contemplates an action—e.g. the surge in 
Afghanistan—it doesn’t have to consider what will hap-
pen if other major powers put their military power at 
the disposal of US adversaries.

Th e bottom line is that as challenging as the world 
may seem, it would be a whole lot more challenging 
if the United States had to tackle all the foreign policy 
problems it faces while also confronting tight systemic 
constraints. Of course, the US can manage its systemic 
opportunity wisely or unwisely; the choices Washing-
ton makes matter greatly. Because it faces a permissive 
systemic environment, the United States can potentially 
avail itself of policy options to better advance its inter-
ests that would not otherwise exist. Most notably, the 
US is now in a favourable position to pursue a policy 
we call ‘systemic activism’—altering the institutions 
that govern the international system (see Brooks and 
Wohlforth 2008: 214–18, 2009). And yet, having more 
foreign policy choices could also enable poor deci-
sions. If the United States truly faced counterbalancing 
and now had a global rival that was providing military 
assistance to the Taliban as the United States aided the 
mujahedin against the Soviet Union in the early 1980s, 
then Washington would face a very diff erent calculus 
about whether to continue its expensive nation-build-
ing exercise there. Th ose who wish for the United States 
to end its costly commitment to Afghanistan might well 
wish that it did, in fact, face tight systemic constraints. 
Regardless, the underlying point is simple: the world is 
clearly a diff erent place for the United States due to the 
permissive systemic environment that it faces and in 
all likelihood will continue to face far into the future. 
Properly understanding of the consequences of Ameri-
can primacy thus remains imperative
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