[image: image]

[image: image]

Table of Contents
Title Page
Praise
Preface to the 2002 Knopf Edition
Acknowledgments
CHAPTER ONE - Grand Strategy and the Paradox of American Power
THE PAST
THE PRESENT
THE FUTURE
CHAPTER TWO - America’s New Map of the World
THE PAST
NEW FAULT LINES
THE END OF AMERICA’S UNIPOLAR MOMENT AND A NEW MAP OF THE WORLD
CHAPTER THREE - The False Promise of Globalization and Democracy
THE PAST
GLOBALIZATION: PANACEA OR PERIL?
DEMOCRACY AND NATIONALISM
CHAPTER FOUR - The Rise of Europe
THE PAST
THE INTEGRATION OF EUROPE
ROME REDUX
CHAPTER FIVE - The Limits of American Internationalism—Looking Back
THE FOUNDING YEARS AND THEIR LEGACY
WORLD WAR I AND THE DEFEAT OF THE LEAGUE OF NATIONS
WORLD WAR II AND THE ONSET OF AMERICA’S GLOBAL CALLING
CHAPTER SIX - The Limits of American Internationalism—Looking Ahead
A RELUCTANT AMERICA
A UNILATERAL AMERICA
TERRORISM AND AMERICAN INTERNATIONALISM
CRAFTING A NEW AMERICAN INTERNATIONALISM
CHAPTER SEVEN - After Pax Americana
THE PAST
THE FUTURE
CHAPTER EIGHT - The Rebirth of History
THE PAST
A THEORY OF HISTORICAL CHANGE
AMERICA IN THE DIGITAL ERA
PREPARING FOR EPOCHAL CHANGE
Notes
Select Bibliography
About the Author
ALSO BY CHARLES A. KUPCAHN
Copyright Page

Acclaim for Charles A. Kupchan’s The End of the American Era
“With his expansive knowledge of history, Kupchan places contemporary trends in perspective. . . . Offers revealing insights into contemporary policy matters with a spectacular eye for detail.”
—The Christian Science Monitor
“Elegantly explores the benefits and dangers of U.S. primacy and the system of globalization that has come with it. His call for a rethinking of America’s role in the world could not be more timely. . . . Well worth reading.” —George Soros
“An important and provocative reassessment of American power and foreign policy.” —Lee H. Hamilton, Director, Woodrow Wilson International Center
“This original and informative work challenges our conventional wisdom and offers useful strategic guidance. Agree with it or not, Kupchan will make you think and reexamine your assumptions as you enjoy the clarity of his writing and thought.” —Anthony Lake, National Security Adviser in the first Clinton administration
“Provocatively embedding his argument in examinations of historical power shifts . . . Kupchan argues that American preeminence is dangerous to sustain, because it is in fact unsustainable.” —Booklist
“Compelling analysis, rich in the lessons of history, that will shatter the illusions of a perpetual Pax Americana. . . . As controversial as it is insightful.” —Ronald Steel, author of Walter Lippmann and the American Century
“An ambitious enterprise. . . . Kupchan should be congratulated for bravely tackling broad issues in an age of specialization.”
—The Times Literary Supplement

Preface to the 2002 Knopf Edition
On September 11, 2001, terrorists turned hijacked airliners into guided missiles, destroying the twin towers of New York’s World Trade Center as well as a sizable section of the Pentagon. The attacks killed thousands and dealt a deft blow to prime symbols of America’s economic and military might. The searing images of destruction left Americans with a new, and perhaps inescapable, sense of vulnerability that will permanently affect how the United States interacts with the rest of the world.
The tragic events of September 2001 served as a wake-up call to America. From the end of the Cold War until terror struck the heart of New York and Washington, the United States had been steadily losing interest in foreign affairs. Elected officials and the public alike had tuned out, lulled into complacency by American primacy and the presumed inviolability of the homeland. The media had all but stopped covering foreign news. Congress rarely found time to debate foreign policy, with crucial issues of the day—controlling the proliferation of nuclear weapons, bringing peace to the Balkans, protecting the environment—regularly subjected to partisan infighting rather than sound deliberation. America’s allies watched with a mix of consternation and dismay as the world’s only superpower appeared to have lost its way.
Not so after September 11. Defending the homeland and combating terrorism became top national priorities. Newspapers were filled with foreign reporting, and many television channels devoted around-the-clock coverage to America’s “new war.” Democrats and Republicans closed ranks, providing a bipartisan spirit long absent from Washington. And America reached out to others, apparently forsaking its increasingly unilateralist bent in favor of rejuvenating fraying alliances and striking new partnerships. One commentator after another invoked Pearl Harbor as the appropriate analogy. September 11, 2001, like December 7, 1941, was a historical turning point, driving home to Americans that they live in a perilous world requiring engagement, vigilance, and sacrifice.
It is, however, an illusion to assume that America’s new sense of vulnerability has put its foreign policy back on course. On the contrary, by riveting the country’s attention and resources on combating terrorism and defending the homeland, the events of September 11 and the bioterrorism that followed make it even less likely that the United States will bring into focus more profound, even if more distant, threats to America’s well-being. Bolstering homeland security is certainly a must. Despite numerous warnings, the United States failed to take adequate steps to prevent terrorist attacks against its territory—and it paid a heavy price for the complacency. The Bush administration has justifiably been working hard to find adequate remedy. But this task should not be allowed to stand in the way of efforts to address the central and much more dangerous challenge that lies ahead—the return of rivalry among the world’s main centers of power.
America’s lack of concern with great-power rivalry is understandable. The opening of the twenty-first century marks the triumph of the democratic ideals upon which the United States was founded and for which it spilled much blood. Some 120 of the almost 200 countries in the world now have democratic governments. Communism, the main rival to liberal democracy during the twentieth century, has been turned back, its adherents struggling to maintain their grip in a few holdouts such as China, North Korea, and Cuba. And the United States itself is in a position of unchallenged dominance. America’s military and its national economy are second to none; no other country even comes close. In combination with its seemingly unlimited capacity for technological innovation and its cultural appeal, these assets provide the United States an unprecedented level of global primacy.
As they survey this landscape, most of America’s strategists remain convinced not only that U.S. primacy is here to stay, but also that a lasting era of great-power peace has finally arrived. The ongoing spread of liberal democracy and capitalism are leading to the “end of history,” the obsolescence of major war, and a world in which satisfied nations will learn to live happily alongside each other. Disaffected individuals and the fringe groups to which they gravitate may well continue efforts to do harm to America and its partners. But assuming that the world’s democracies can contain, if not eliminate, terrorism, they will be headed for a peaceful and prosperous future.
Such confidence about the longevity of the American era is not only misplaced, but also dangerous. America appears to be committing the same error as most other great nations that have come before it—mistaking for a more permanent peace the temporary quiescence that usually follows resolution of a major geopolitical divide. The decade that followed the Cold War’s end was admittedly one of bounty and peace for America. The world’s major players have been at rest, contemplating their next moves. And the current dominance of the United States is no illusion; by any measure, America is in a class by itself.
But the international system is fickle and fragile, and can come apart with remarkable speed. In 1910, Europeans were confident of the peace-causing benefits of economic interdependence and the irrationality of armed conflict. By the late summer of 1914, Europe’s great powers were at war. The United States enjoyed prosperity and optimism during the second half of the 1920s. By 1933, the world was well into a painful depression, Hitler was in control of Germany, and the century was fast headed toward its darkest moments. In early 1945, the United States was busy building a postwar partnership with the Soviet Union, U.S. forces were rapidly demobilizing, and the American people were looking to the United Nations to preserve world peace. Within a few short years, the Cold War was under way and the United States and Soviet Union were threatening each other with nuclear annihilation.
The reemergence of rivalry and conflict among the world’s major states is by no means foreordained. But there is no better way to ensure its return than for America to set its sights on terrorism and presume that great-power peace is here to stay. Instead, America should realize that its preponderance and the stability it breeds are already beginning to slip away. Europe is in the midst of a revolutionary process of political and economic integration that is gradually eliminating the importance of its internal borders and centralizing authority in Brussels. The European Union’s collective wealth will soon rival that of the United States. Russia will ultimately rebound and may well take its place in an integrating Europe. Asia is not far behind. China is already a regional presence and its economy is growing apace. And Japan, the world’s second-largest economy, will eventually climb out of recession and gradually expand its political and military influence.
At the same time that challengers to its dominance are on the rise, the United States is fast losing interest in playing the role of global protector of last resort. The U.S. did pursue a remarkably activist foreign policy during the 1990s; America was busy stopping ethnic slaughter in the Balkans, hemming in Saddam Hussein, keeping the peace in East Asia, working hard to resolve festering conflicts in the Middle East and Northern Ireland, all the while managing a globalized international economy. But American internationalism was at a high-water mark during the last decade and is already on the wane.
During his first few months in office, President George W. Bush made amply clear that he intended to rein in the country’s commitments and focus on matters closer to home. It was no accident that his first foreign trip was to visit President Vicente Fox of Mexico and that Bush held his first state dinner in honor of Fox. Bush also revealed his unilateralist proclivities, early on announcing his intention to back away from many of the institutions and pacts that America itself had helped establish to preserve international order. Moreover, the internationalism of the 1990s was sustained by a remarkably strong and durable economic expansion. An economy suffering through leaner times means a foreign policy that loses its outward-looking activism.
For many, the events of September 2001 arrested this trend, convincing the Bush administration and the American public of the need for global engagement. As Andrew Sullivan, the former editor of The New Republic, wrote only a few days after the attack, “We have been put on notice that every major Western city is now vulnerable.” “For the United States itself,” Sullivan continued, “this means one central thing. Isolationism is dead.”1 Others were confident that the threat of terrorism would reawaken not just U.S. internationalism, but a liberal brand—one committed to multilateral action and reliance on international institutions. Terrorism poses a collective threat and thus should elicit a collective response.
It is by no means clear, however, that terrorism inoculates the United States against the allure of either isolationism or unilateralism. In the long run, America’s leaders may well find the country’s security better served by reducing its overseas commitments and raising protective barriers than by chasing terrorists through the mountains of Afghanistan. The United States has a strong tradition dating back to the founding fathers of seeking to cordon itself off from foreign troubles, an impulse that could well be reawakened by the rising costs of global engagement. America’s initial response to the attacks of September 11, after all, was to close its borders with Mexico and Canada, ground the nation’s air traffic, and patrol the country’s coasts with warships and jet fighters. Americans also have a long-standing aversion to multilateral institutions, stemming from an unwillingness to compromise the freedom of unilateral initiative. Accordingly, when the United States does act, it may well lash out on its own, alienating the partners that it will need to help tame an increasingly divided global system. The liberal internationalism that has sustained America’s global leadership since World War II is under siege from both isolationist and unilateralist extremes.
The American era is alive and well, but the rise of alternative centers of power and a declining and unilateralist U.S. internationalism will ensure that it comes undone as this new century progresses—with profound geopolitical consequences. The stability and order that devolve from American preponderance will gradually be replaced by renewed competition for primacy. The unstoppable locomotive of globalization will run off its tracks as soon as Washington is no longer at the controls. Pax Americana is poised to give way to a much more unpredictable and dangerous global environment. And the chief threat will come not from the likes of Osama bin Laden, but from the return of traditional geopolitical rivalry.
As a matter of urgency, America needs to begin to prepare itself and the rest of the world for this uncertain future. To wait until American dominance is already gone would be to squander the enormous opportunity that comes with primacy. America must devise a grand strategy for the transition to a world of multiple power centers now, while it still has the luxury of doing so. This is the central challenge of The End of the American Era.
Although this book is primarily about where America and the global system erected under its watch are headed, much of it focuses on the past. I develop each of the book’s main arguments by first exploring those historical periods that can best shed light on the nature of our contemporary predicament. This reliance on the past may seem odd for a book that is about the future. But the indeterminacy of the current moment provides no other option. Unless put in historical context, the present offers only a snapshot of a world in the midst of profound transition. Unless anchored in the past, analysis of the present is likely to be of only fleeting relevance and risks overlooking the potent sources of change that run beneath the surface and become apparent only in historical relief.
Using the past as a guide to the future admittedly entails its own analytic dangers. The spread of democracy has unquestionably altered the character of life both within and among nations. Digital technology and its impact on everything from weaponry to communications to commerce surely make it hard to compare the travails of the Roman Empire during the fourth century with the challenges facing America today. The aim is therefore to sift and weigh, to use the past selectively, and to be on the watch for historical lessons that might mislead rather than illuminate. Furthermore, there are certain lasting truths about world affairs that endure because they are rooted in the human condition. It is these truths that provide a sober warning of the need to be on guard against the return of great-power rivalry and the bloodshed that accompanies it. But it is also these truths that provide cause for optimism about our ability to learn from history and avoid repeating the costly mistakes that have come before.
The central challenge of the future, I contend, will be the same as in the past—managing relations among contending centers of power. This claim runs counter to prevailing wisdom, which identifies terrorism, overpopulation and disease in the developing world, ethnic conflict, international crime, and environmental degradation as the purported security challenges of the twenty-first century. By focusing on a more traditional threat, I by no means intend to dismiss or trivialize this new security agenda. On the contrary, I devote significant attention to terrorism, collapsing states, and poverty in the pages that follow. However, these concerns may well pale in comparison to the dangers that will reemerge if America embraces the illusion that its primacy is here to stay and that more traditional geopolitical challenges are gone for good.
This book is thus meant to be a corrective to a national debate that has gone seriously off course. The costs will be high should the United States fail to adjust its foreign policy to a changing international system. The benefits of getting it right are equally substantial. Only if America and the rest of the world start imagining life after Pax Americana now will they have the time and foresight to manage peacefully the turbulent years that lie ahead. Perhaps then the United States can bequeath the best of the American era to the world that comes next.
Preface to the 2003 Vintage Edition
America’s successful war to topple Saddam Hussein appears to have opened a new American century. The United States demonstrated the stunning effectiveness of a military establishment that is second to none. Washington also made clear that it is prepared to act as it sees fit, launching the war against Iraq even though it failed to attain the approval of the UN Security Council. The lessons seem to be clear. The countries that opposed America, such as France, Germany, and Russia, had better think twice before they again cross the world’s only superpower. Rogue nations, too, had better change their ways—or prepare for the worst. America under George W. Bush appears to be the new Rome.
There is, however, an alternative view of the long-term consequences of the U.S. war against Iraq, one that puts the future of American primacy in a different light. Far from opening a new American century, Washington has embarked on a course that is precipitating the end of the American era. America’s military might may be unsurpassed and its resolve unwavering, but by acting against the court of world opinion, the United States has compromised perhaps its most precious asset—its international legitimacy. In the eyes of the world, America’s benign hegemony is no longer so benign. As a result, nations are more likely to resent rather than respect U.S. power and to resist rather than rally behind U.S. leadership.
This second vision is the more accurate one. The diplomatic standoff over the war against Iraq was a symptom, not a cause, of the wider rift that has divided America from much of Europe—indeed, from much of the world. American unilateralism, strengthened by the vulnerability and anger left behind by September 11, has been tearing away at the fabric of the international community. Even before the UN debate over Iraq was under way, many members of the Security Council agreed on the need to restrain a defiant America. Containing U.S. power was one of the main reasons that France, Germany, and Russia sought to block the war, despite their awareness that doing so would put the Atlantic Alliance at risk. Even smaller members of the Security Council—Mexico, Chile, Guinea, and Cameroon among them—were prepared to say no to America. All roads used to lead through Washington. Now a second road is opening up, one that runs primarily through Europe.
The principal cause of the intensifying estrangement between America and its traditional allies is Washington’s approach to global leadership. Indeed, the three guiding principles of the Bush administration’s foreign policy have put the United States on a collision course with Europe. First, Washington has operated under the assumption that the more powerful America is and the more uncompromising its leadership, the more readily the rest of the world will get in line. But exactly the opposite has transpired. Bush’s swagger may come off as determination at home, but in Europe and the rest of the world it smacks of arrogance. Far from evoking deference, America’s policy of preemption and preeminence has invited European resentment and resistance.
Second, the Bush administration presumes that a country as strong as the United States does not need international institutions to manage the global landscape; they are tools of the weak and only constrain America’s room for maneuver. Bush is right that institutions contain American power, but that is precisely why they are so integral to international stability. By obligating Washington to adhere to common rules, they level the playing field and increase confidence in the purpose and predictability of American power. When Washington walks away from international institutions, Europe and the rest of the world run for cover.
The third assumption that has imperiled America’s key international partnerships is Bush’s vast overestimation of the autonomy that comes with military supremacy. The administration has been dismissive of allies because it feels it does not need them. But Washington should look again. The war on terrorism requires extensive international cooperation. Afghanistan is being held together by a broad multinational coalition. Although France, Germany, and Russia could not stop the war against Iraq, they ultimately denied Washington the legitimacy of UN backing, making the war an especially risky gamble. Turkey refused to permit U.S. ground forces access to its territory, leaving America unable to open a northern front.
Despite these obstacles, America’s military prowess enabled coalition forces to win the Iraq war handily. But the legacy of the conflict is a deeply divided diplomatic landscape, not one in which a dominant America leads and the rest of the world dutifully follows. Europe, in particular, has made clear its discontentment with America’s heavy hand. Indeed, the transatlantic link is one of the main casualties of the war, with the United States and its principal continental allies parting company on fundamental questions of war and peace. Now that American and European security are no longer indivisible, the Atlantic Alliance, even if it survives in name, is coming undone in spirit.
To be sure, the war over Iraq proved to be as divisive within Europe as it was across the Atlantic. Europe’s internal divide stemmed primarily from contrasting visions of the future of the European Union (EU). One camp was led by France and Germany, which staunchly resisted the war and cast themselves as counterweights to U.S. hegemony. In the other camp were the smaller countries that stood by Washington, viewing the United States as a hedge against Europe’s major powers and a continued protective presence in the region. Far from edging toward unity and serving as a counterpoise to America, EU members were unable to find common ground.
The divide across the Atlantic, however, promises to prove far more permanent and intractable than the one that opened up within Europe. On Iraq, there was more unity within the EU than met the eye; European governments might have disagreed, but their electorates were almost uniformly opposed to military action. The EU is also in the midst of reforms that will strengthen its governing institutions, including those responsible for forging a common foreign policy.
Perhaps most importantly, those European countries that sided with Washington may well have no choice but to alter course in the years ahead. Most of them backed the Bush administration because they did not want to let the Iraq conflict scuttle the transatlantic link, not because they sincerely supported the war. But even if countries like Poland and Italy remain committed to the transatlantic alliance for years to come, they are unlikely to find a welcoming partner on the other side of the Atlantic. With Europe wealthy, at peace, and no longer as willing to follow Washington’s lead, America is losing interest in remaining its protector. Meanwhile, pressing threats in the Middle East and East Asia are already diverting U.S. resources to those regions. Whether they like it or not, Europeans are increasingly on their own.
France and Germany have realized as much, one of the main reasons they have been taking steps to deepen defense cooperation. Britain has continued to cling to its role as a bridge between America and Europe. But the British will soon realize that they can wield far more influence by becoming a leading member of the EU than by chasing after the American goliath. The Poles have yet to give up hope of a strong Atlantic Alliance, but they can ignore reality for only so long; Warsaw and other like-minded capitals will soon realize that their only option is to settle for a strong EU. As current and prospective EU members face the fact that America is in the midst of decamping from Europe for good, the more readily they will throw their weight behind a more effective and collective union.
The EU’s efforts to acquire greater military capacity are admittedly moving slowly. But there are signs of life—France is increasing its defense spending by twenty percent and Germany appears ready to end conscription in favor of a more capable professional force. At a summit in April 2003, France, Germany, Belgium, and Luxembourg announced plans to establish a joint command headquarters. Even under the most optimistic of scenarios, the EU will not challenge America’s military primacy anytime soon—if ever. But Europe will become far less reliant on the United States for its security and will take its place alongside America as one of the globe’s two main centers of power.
A final source of skepticism toward pronouncements of a new American century stems from the likely consequences of the Iraq war for American foreign policy. The success of the military operation and the speed with which Saddam Hussein’s regime crumbled have unquestionably strengthened the hands of the neoconservative hawks within the Bush administration. That U.S. forces suffered relatively few casualties should also help consolidate broader public support for determined U.S. leadership around the globe.
It would be illusory, however, to presume that the political consensus that formed in favor of war against Iraq will be sustainable over the long term—even amid President Bush’s closest advisers. They may have closed ranks on the question of war, but deep splits reemerged soon after the fighting was over. Neoconservatives like Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz envisaged America’s foothold in Iraq as a lever for fostering broader political change throughout the Middle East—and accordingly favored a long stay. Conservative pragmatists like Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld held a more circumscribed view of America’s objectives in the region and planned on a shorter stay in Iraq—even as he sought to maintain the Pentagon’s tight control over postwar reconstruction. Secretary of State Colin Powell favored civilian control of Iraq as well as efforts to mend fences with the United Nations and America’s allies. These differences played out in testy confrontations over postwar policy.
Domestic support for America’s new ambition also appears uncertain. The U.S. public, although behind the war, is unlikely to remain enthusiastic about a long-term occupation of Iraq; even in the heartland—where George W. Bush’s main constituency resides—there is little appetite for maintaining a colonial outpost in the Middle East. It is true that since the Cold War Americans have accepted a broad range of international commitments, with U.S. troops on permanent station in many quarters of the globe. But America’s forces have generally stayed only where they are welcome. With anti-American sentiment running strong in Iraq and gaining steam even among traditional allies such as Germany, Japan, and South Korea, U.S. citizens may well begin to wonder whether their country should continue to play the role of global guardian. Americans believe that their troops abroad are bringing good to the world—and will take umbrage if host countries disagree, ultimately fueling calls for U.S. forces to come home. America’s isolationist instincts have been quiet since September 11, but they are by no means gone for good.
In the pages that follow, I describe how and why the rise of Europe and the return of unilateralism and isolationism to the United States are combining to divide the West, set Europe and America against each other, and expedite the transition to a world of multiple centers of power. When I wrote the first edition of this book—before the war in Iraq—I expected these developments to take the better part of this decade, if not longer. The Bush administration has not changed the course of history, but it has speeded it up considerably. As the war over Iraq made clear, the West is already divided against itself, shaking the foundations of the political community that have anchored the international system since the 1940s. In this sense, the Iraq war served primarily to accelerate powerful geopolitical forces that were already in the process of changing the world in which we live. With history moving at such a fast clip—and the global landscape changing in step—America, Europe, and the broader international community must confront with a new urgency how to prepare for the end of the American era and the epoch that will follow.
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CHAPTER ONE
Grand Strategy and the Paradox  of American Power
GREAT POWERS are the main actors in international life. They extend their influence well beyond their borders, seeking to craft a global environment conducive to their interests. To do so effectively, great powers need a conceptual map of the world and a grand strategy that follows from it aimed at keeping the international ends they pursue in balance with the means available to attain those ends. It is by maintaining this equilibrium between commitments and resources that they are able to protect their security while also pursuing the ambition that comes with wealth and military might.
Preponderant power alone can do a nation much more harm than good. When unchecked, primacy often invites enemies and provokes the formation of hostile, countervailing coalitions. When wielded with prudence, however, dominance handsomely rewards the nation that possesses it, securing not only its well-being, but extending through the international system a stable order crafted in its image. The Roman Empire, Pax Britannica, Pax Americana—it was not just the strength of Rome, Great Britain, and the United States that gave rise to these epochs, but also the innovative and farsighted grand strategies that each devised to manage and preserve its primacy.
A look at how Britain dealt with the rise of Germany during the early twentieth century makes amply clear how important an appropriate grand strategy is to the well-being of a great power and to the overall stability of the international system. Despite having focused for centuries on its distant imperial possessions, British elites responded with alacrity to Germany’s decision in 1898 to build a major battle fleet. Sensing that growing German ambition was about to overturn the European balance of power, London recalled the Royal Navy from imperial posts and prepared the British army for continental warfare. These moves set the stage for the successful efforts of Britain, France, and Russia to block the German advance in 1914 and ultimately defeat Berlin’s bid for European dominance. In short, Britain got it right. During the 1930s, Britain took the opposite course. Germany again embarked on an ambitious military buildup and made another bid for European primacy. This time, however, the British failed to prepare for war against Germany, instead choosing to appease Hitler and focus on the defense of colonial possessions. Britain, and Europe along with it, suffered grievously for letting its grand strategy go so woefully awry.
THE PAST
THE MALTA SQUADRON, Winston Churchill insisted on June 22, 1912, “certainly will not operate in the Mediterranean till a decisive and victorious general action has been fought in the North Sea.” “Then, and not till then,” Churchill continued, “can it go to the Mediterranean.” 1 With this decision, Churchill was completing the recall of the Royal Navy from its sprawling network of overseas stations. London did cushion the impact of this momentous strategic shift by striking a deal with Paris whereby the French fleet patrolled the Mediterranean in return for the Royal Navy’s protection of France’s Atlantic coast. Nonetheless, the consequences of withdrawal from the Mediterranean were potentially devastating; Britain was effectively abandoning the vital link between the home islands and the eastern empire. By the summer of 1912, however, Churchill saw no choice. The unmistakable menace from a Germany that was arming and declaring its right to “a place in the sun” was denying Britain the luxury of focusing on its overseas possessions.
Churchill, who had risen to the position of first lord of the admiralty only the previous year, stated his case with such vehemence precisely because he knew he faced committed opponents. After all, by arguing that the Royal Navy should be withdrawn from its imperial outposts and concentrated in home waters, Churchill was striking at the heart of the grand strategy that had brought Britain to the pinnacle of global power. It was by developing a lucrative seaborne empire while avoiding entanglement on the European continent—a strategy affectionately dubbed “splendid isolation”—that the British had attained a position of primacy.
By Churchill’s time, Britain had established impeccable credentials as a seafaring nation. As early as 1511, Henry VIII’s advisers were urging him to turn to seapower to promote England’s wealth and security. “Let us in God’s name leave off our attempts against the terra firma,” the king’s councilors recommended. “The natural situation of islands seems not to consort with conquests of that kind. England alone is a just Empire. Or, when we would enlarge ourselves, let it be that way we can, and to which it seems the eternal Providence hath destined us, which is by the sea.”2
Queen Elizabeth I refined this emerging naval strategy during the second half of the sixteenth century. She agreed that England’s calling was at sea, but she insisted that the country also had to keep an eye on the Continent to ensure that no single power came to dominate the European landmass. A European behemoth, Elizabeth argued, would ultimately endanger England. Even as the country developed as a sea power, it therefore had to intervene on the Continent as necessary to preserve a stable balance of power on land. It was by following this simple yet elegant strategy that Great Britain found itself by the nineteenth century with complete mastery of the seas, continental neighbors that checked each other’s ambitions, and unprecedented global influence.
Encouraged by the success of splendid isolation, most Britons had become ardent champions of empire and naval mastery. It is no wonder, then, that the Admiralty met staunch opposition when it began in 1904–1905 to recall the Royal Navy to home waters at the expense of fleet strength at overseas stations. The Foreign Office and the Colonial Office were particularly vehement in arguing against this redistribution. The Foreign Office complained to the Admiralty that “the navy will be unable to give the foreign policy of this country such support in the future as the Foreign Office have felt entitled to expect, and have received in the past. . . . The exigencies of British world-wide policy and interests, in the present and immediate future, are being sacrificed.”3 India, Singapore, Australia, Egypt, and Britain’s other possessions in the Middle East might end up dangerously exposed. Britain would suffer an incalculable blow to its economy and prestige should the empire be dismantled.
The Admiralty was not about to be swayed. During the first decade of the twentieth century, a quiet revolution in the European balance of power was taking place. And as Queen Elizabeth had wisely admonished, England had to watch the balance of power on the Continent even as it constructed a great seaborne empire.
Germany, a unified country only since 1871, had embarked at the turn of the century on a naval program aimed at building a battleship fleet that would rival Britain’s, giving London little choice but to accord Berlin the influence it sought. The imperious and impetuous Kaiser Wilhelm II, a self-styled naval buff and avid student of the Royal Navy, had decided that Germany should rank among the world’s great powers and enjoy a political status equal to its growing economic might. The kaiser enlisted Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz, renowned for his ruthless destruction of personal and professional rivals alike, to draw up the plans and convince the Reichstag to finance the fleet. By buying off the landed gentry with grain tariffs and invoking nationalist passions to disarm political opponents, the kaiser and Tirpitz readily accomplished their objectives. The First Navy Law of 1898 envisaged nineteen battleships; the Second Law of 1900 raised the fleet strength to thirty-eight.
The British did not react immediately to Germany’s gambit. At the turn of the century, Britain’s “official mind” was still focused on the defense of empire. The Boer War broke out in South Africa in 1899 and proved to be a much greater drain on resources than expected. And other great powers posed threats primarily to British possessions, not to the home islands. As one high-ranking official put it in 1899, “There are two Powers, and two only, of whom I am afraid, viz. the United States and Russia.”4 Growing American power threatened Canada and British naval supremacy in the western Atlantic. And Russia menaced India, the “jewel in the crown.” A firm consensus existed within the cabinet that “the main purpose for which the army exists is not the defence of these shores but the protection of the outlying portions of the Empire, and notably India.”5
By 1906–1907, however, Britain’s map of the world was in the midst of dramatic change. A consensus was taking shape around the proposition that the threat posed by Germany had to take top priority; other commitments could be attended to only after this primary danger had been adequately addressed. A Foreign Office memorandum by Sir Eyre Crowe helped consolidate this line of thinking. The Crowe Memorandum accepted that German intentions were still unclear but maintained that even if Germany did not embark on an aggressive path, its ascent to a position of dominance would nonetheless “constitute as formidable a menace to the rest of the world as would be presented by any deliberate conquest of a similar position by ‘malice aforethought.’” 6
In response to the threat posed by the Germans, Britain, France, and Russia formed an informal coalition, the so-called Triple Entente. London also overturned its aversion to intervention on the Continent and began building an expeditionary force to be dispatched across the Channel to join Britain’s partners in blunting a German advance. The Committee of Imperial Defence would then confirm that the main mission of the British army was in Europe, not India. And First Sea Lord Sir John Fisher began the painful process of withdrawing the Royal Navy from imperial waters. This task was facilitated by London’s successful effort to orchestrate a lasting rapprochement with the United States, a move that made easier the reduction of Britain’s naval presence in the western Atlantic. Churchill then picked up where Fisher left off, striking the naval bargain with Paris and completing the recall of the battle fleet to home waters. To critics still arguing for the defense of empire, Churchill retorted that “if we win the big battle in the decisive theater we can put everything straight afterwards” in other theaters. “It would be very foolish to lose England,” Churchill added, “in safeguarding Egypt.”7
When Churchill in 1912 ordered the Malta squadron to return to the North Sea, he was putting the finishing touches on a swift and thorough overhaul of British grand strategy. This rethinking of priorities and interests is all the more impressive in light of how deeply Britain was invested—both economically and psychologically—in empire and the centuries-old policy of splendid isolation that put it atop the world. Britain’s admirable preparations did not spare the country immense sacrifice in the great conflict that broke out in August 1914. But its withdrawal from empire and its new grand strategy for stopping Germany from overrunning Europe were essential in securing the ultimate victory of the Allies.
ON JUNE 9, 1920, Sir Henry Wilson, chief of the Imperial General Staff, felt compelled to express to the cabinet his grave concern about the growing mismatch between Britain’s military capabilities and its strategic commitments. “I would respectfully urge that the earnest attention of His Majesty’s Government,” Wilson pleaded, “may be given to this question with a view to our policy being brought into some relation with military forces available to it. At present this is far from the case. . . . I cannot too strongly press on the Government the danger, the extreme danger, of his Majesty’s Army being spread all over the world, strong nowhere, weak everywhere, and with no reserve to save a dangerous situation or avert a coming danger.” 8
Wilson’s anxieties stemmed principally from the severe constraints placed on the conduct of foreign policy by a lagging economy. Throughout most of the interwar period, economic considerations trumped all others in shaping British grand strategy. Despite the eventual Allied victory in World War I, the lengthy conflict drained Britain’s manpower and financial resources and exposed underlying weaknesses in its economy. Getting the country back on its feet and redressing the public discontent arising from hardship necessitated that defense expenditure be kept to a minimum. The collapse of Wall Street and the global depression of the early 1930s only intensified the preoccupation with economic vulnerability.
With Britain facing these austere conditions, the chancellor of the exchequer understandably played a crucial role in shaping grand strategy throughout the interwar years. The results were self-evident. Between 1920 and 1922, defense spending fell from 896 million to 111 million pounds. The dwindling size of the military was justified through the adoption of the Ten-Year Rule—a planning assumption, regularly renewed, positing that the country would not have to fight a major war for at least ten years. Britain struck agreements in Washington in 1921–1922 and London in 1930 to prevent a naval race with other powers, thereby obviating the need for major expenditure on new ships. The size of the army was kept to a minimum, its mission focused, with the help of colonial recruits, on defense of imperial possessions. Developing international trade, preserving the stability of the pound sterling, and restoring the health of the economy were the top priorities of British grand strategy.
The problem was that developments in Germany soon called these priorities into question. After Hitler became chancellor in 1933, Germany rearmed and proceeded to cast aside the restrictions put in place to preserve a stable balance of power on the Continent. Hitler began by rebuilding the Wehrmacht, violating the troop ceiling of 100,000 soldiers stipulated in the Versailles Treaty. By 1935, he was amassing an army of more than 500,000 men. Hitler soon put his troops to use. In 1936, he unilaterally militarized the Rhineland, embarking on a policy of territorial expansion that was to culminate in Nazi Germany’s occupation of Austria in 1938, its invasion of Czechoslovakia in the spring of 1939, the sweep into Poland that fall, the thrust north in the spring of 1940, and the attack on France in May. Just over a week after General Heinz Guderian’s panzer corps crossed the Meuse at Sedan, German tanks had reached the Channel coast, effectively cutting off France from the Allied armies in Belgium. The fall of the Third Republic was imminent.
The rise of a menacing Germany during the 1930s should have prompted a reorientation of British grand strategy, as during the century’s first decade. It did not. When both Japan and Germany started to show signs of hostile intent during the early 1930s, efforts to commence British rearmament were quickly snuffed out by the Treasury: “The fact is that in present circumstances we are no more in a position financially and economically to engage in a major war . . . than we are militarily. . . . The Treasury submit that at the present time financial risks are greater than any other we can estimate.” Prime Minister Ramsey MacDonald concurred that “it must clearly be understood that there would be no big extension of expenditure because this would be out of the question.”9
In 1932, the Committee of Imperial Defence did cancel the Ten-Year Rule, recognizing that major war was no longer a remote possibility. But the cabinet still refused to authorize funds for rearmament. In 1935, Britain’s Mediterranean fleet had enough antiaircraft ammunition to last only one week. In 1936, Britain was spending 4 percent of its gross national product on defense, compared with 13 percent in Germany. The superiority of the Nazi war machine—and the intensity of its perverse nationalism—was growing by the day.
The distribution of Britain’s ships and soldiers made as little sense as its complacent levels of spending. To its credit, the Treasury, even as it argued against full-scale rearmament, did counsel that Britain focus its limited defense expenditures on preparing for war with Germany. In 1934, the chancellor of the exchequer, Neville Chamberlain, insisted that “during the ensuing five years our efforts must be chiefly concentrated upon measures designed for the defence of these islands.”10
Chamberlain’s voice, however, was lost in a ministerial consensus in favor of focusing Britain’s defense efforts almost exclusively on imperial outposts. The Admiralty, in particular, would not countenance withdrawal from the Far East and the exposure of the naval base in Singapore, arguing it was “the principal link which holds the Empire together.” 11 During the late 1930s, even as Hitler’s troops were occupying Austria and Czechoslovakia, the Royal Navy was building capital ships to send to Singapore to take on the Japanese fleet rather than acquiring the smaller vessels needed for antiaircraft and antisubmarine operations in the European theater. As Russell Grenfell, an influential British commentator on naval matters, observed in 1938, planners at the Admiralty “seem to have been committing the grave error of preparing for ambitious operations in a far distant theater without first taking the steps to ensure the safety of the home base.”12
British preparations for stopping Germany on land were even more inadequate. Although hard to believe, it was not until Germany’s invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1939 that Britain began to build an army capable of intervention on the Continent. During the 1920s, the War Office admitted that the expeditionary force intended for use on the Continent “consisted merely of the spare parts of our oversea military machine” and its size “had no relation whatever to the strategical problem of a Franco-German conflict.”13 Despite the steady pace of German rearmament from 1933 onward, Britain took little action. Reviewing a study of the state of British rearmament in the middle of the decade, General William Edmund Ironside commented, “The paper on our rearmament . . . is truly the most appalling reading. How we can have come to this is beyond believing. . . . No foreign nation would believe it.”14 In 1937, the Chiefs of Staff reaffirmed that the “Regular Army is being maintained at the strength necessary for its duties in garrisoning and policing overseas possessions.”15 Even after Germany’s occupation of Austria and the incorporation of 100,000 Austrian troops into the Wehrmacht, the cabinet confirmed that the British army still had no continental role and instructed the War Office to continue outfitting it with equipment and supplies for only colonial missions.
After the fall of Czechoslovakia in March 1939, the cabinet finally convinced Neville Chamberlain, who had by then become prime minister, to begin full preparations for the dispatch of troops to France. But it was so late and its forces were in such a state of disrepair that Britain could do little to prevent Hitler’s army from overrunning Western Europe in a matter of months in 1940.
Constrained by preoccupation with the health of the British economy and haunted by memories of the bloody trenches of World War I, the British deluded themselves into thinking that they could avoid confrontation with Nazi Germany. Britain tried to escape into empire and to keep Hitler at bay by repeatedly accommodating his appetite for aggression and intimidation. Chamberlain was perhaps right to give in to the Nazi leader at their fateful meeting in Munich in September 1938, but only because Britain was so militarily weak that it had no chance of standing up to Germany’s forces. As the Chiefs of Staff warned the cabinet while its members were considering Hitler’s demands for the Sudetenland, taking offensive action against Germany “would be to place ourselves in the position of a man who tries to show how brave he is by twisting the tail of a tiger which is preparing to spring before he has loaded his gun.”16 Britain’s leaders fully deserve the dishonor that history has bequeathed them, not because they capitulated to Hitler, but because they devised and tolerated a grand strategy that left them with no other choice. As the historian Martin Gilbert has commented, “Munich was not appeasement’s finest hour, but its most perverted.”17
Britain got off relatively easy. Thanks to Hitler’s reluctance to invade the British Isles and to Franklin Roosevelt’s eventual decision to come to Europe’s rescue, the British suffered only German bombs, not German occupation. Others were less fortunate, with Germany’s armored divisions easily overcoming the outmoded defenses devised by France’s high command. Coupled with poor leadership in France, Britain’s deluded and dysfunctional grand strategy played a crucial role in enabling Hitler’s troops to conquer much of Europe, plunging the Continent into war and unleashing the Nazi death machine that was to leave an indelible blight upon the course of history.

THE PRESENT
THESE HISTORICAL reflections contain a lesson that Americans ignore at their peril. It is that great powers like the United States need a sound grand strategy if they are to protect themselves and preserve the international order that they have labored hard to construct. Get the pieces of the puzzle right, and even grave threats can be turned back. Get the pieces of the puzzle wrong—or worse, fail to recognize that there is a puzzle—and those same threats can bring great nations to their knees. Before World War I, Britain enjoyed a level of naval supremacy and economic dominance that could have left it feeling invincible and invulnerable. Nonetheless, the British reacted swiftly to the rise of Germany, adjusting their grand strategy accordingly. During the interwar period, misled by the priority assigned to economic stability and still reeling from the death and economic destruction wrought by World War I, Britain clung to an outmoded grand strategy that grew increasingly divorced from reality as the 1930s proceeded—with disastrous results.
America today arguably has greater ability to shape the future of world politics than any other power in history. The United States enjoys overwhelming military, economic, technological, and cultural dominance. America’s military has unquestioned superiority against all potential challengers. The strength of the dollar and the size of its economy give the United States decisive weight on matters of trade and finance. Globalization enables America’s multinational corporations to penetrate virtually every market. The information revolution, born and bred in Silicon Valley and the country’s other high-tech centers, gives U.S. companies, media, and culture unprecedented reach. In every quarter of the globe, governments as well as ordinary citizens hang on the decisions that emanate from Washington.
The opportunity that America has before it also stems from the geopolitical opening afforded by the Cold War’s end. Postwar periods are moments of extraordinary prospect, usually accompanied by searching debate and institutional innovation. It is no accident that the Concert of Europe was erected after the end of the Napoleonic Wars, that the League of Nations came into being at the close of World War I, and that the founding of the United Nations followed the end of World War II. None of these institutions brought war to an end. But all of them were born of courageous and creative efforts to fashion a new order and avert yet another round of geopolitical rivalry and bloodshed.
Despite the opportunities at hand, America is squandering the moment. From the fall of the Berlin Wall until September 11, 2001, the United States had no grand strategy, no design to guide the ship of state. Since September 11, the United States has had a grand strategy—one based on principles of preeminence and preemption—but it has succeeded primarily in alienating much of the world and compromising America’s key partnerships. America has thus been a great power adrift, as made clear by its erratic behavior.
In the early 1990s, the Pentagon announced that it would brook no challenge to U.S. supremacy, pledging to “prevent the reemergence of a new rival.”18 The Cold War was over, but America would remain the keeper of global order. This objective quickly proved to be easier said than done. The first Bush administration backed off when faced with the prospect of military intervention in the Balkans, preferring to leave matters to the Europeans. Absent American help, however, the Europeans could do little to stop Slobodan Milosevic from proceeding with the vivisection of Bosnia. As a presidential candidate, Bill Clinton pledged to do more to bring the ethnic slaughter to an end. But he too had second thoughts once in office. Colin Powell, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, wanted nothing to do with the dispatch of U.S. forces to the Balkans. The bloodshed continued throughout 1993 and 1994. President Clinton was disquieted but only looked on.
After Powell left the scene, a more confident Clinton eventually rose to the occasion and the U.S. military succeeded in bringing peace to both Bosnia and Kosovo. But by stressing the humanitarian rather than the strategic motivations behind intervention, Clinton created confusion about the circumstances under which America would use force. He came close to offering up a new doctrine, asserting that “there’s an important principle here that I hope will be now upheld in the future—and not just by the United States, not just by NATO, but also by the leading countries of the world, through the United Nations. And that is that while there may well be a great deal of ethnic and religious conflict in the world . . . if the world community has the power to stop it, we ought to stop genocide and ethnic cleansing.” 19 The problem was that the Balkans were a clear exception, with the United States passing on intervention in Rwanda—where in 1994 at least 500,000 Tutsis were killed—East Timor, the Sudan, Sierra Leone, and many other sites where ethnic and religious conflict occurred during the 1990s. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright, seemingly aware of the double standard, attempted to reinterpret Clinton’s message, noting, “Some hope, and others fear, that Kosovo will be a precedent for similar interventions around the globe. I would caution against any such sweeping conclusions.” 20
The Balkan wars led to a further inconsistency in U.S. policy. Congress resented Europe’s dependence upon the U.S. military to bring peace to the region, making clear that it expected the members of the European Union to redress the imbalance within the Atlantic Alliance. After the fighting stopped and the peacekeeping began, voices on Capitol Hill urged that the United States hand over the mission to the Europeans and withdraw from the Balkans. The Europeans heard these messages and responded by embarking on efforts to build a military force capable of operating without the help of U.S. troops. Washington reacted with affront, warning the European Union not to become too assertive and self-reliant lest it undermine the Atlantic link. America asked Europe to carry more of the defense burden, and then grew resentful when the EU did as asked.
American policy toward Russia, ostensibly one of the Clinton administration’s top priorities, fared little better. Clinton regularly pronounced that one of his chief goals was to encourage the development of a democratic Russia and to integrate America’s former enemy into the West. But the centerpiece of Clinton’s European policy was the expansion of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) into Central Europe, a move that put the most impressive military alliance in history that much closer to Russia’s borders. Moscow was justifiably apoplectic, with President Boris Yeltsin warning that the United States risked building a new dividing line across Europe. Clinton repeatedly reassured the Russians that America meant no harm. But the United States would hardly sit by idly if Russia formed an alliance with Mexico and Canada and started building military installations along the U.S. border.
Incoherence also plagued Clinton’s approach to China. At times, China was America’s strategic partner, fully deserving of membership in the World Trade Organization (WTO) and the broader community of nations. Clinton even held a town meeting in China, live on national television, a sure sign that China was one of us. At other times, however, the Chinese government was intent only on trampling the human rights of its citizens and threatening to invade Taiwan. And rather than taking steady steps to build a strategic partnership with Beijing, the Clinton team regularly veered off in favor of confrontational measures, such as sending U.S. warships toward Taiwan or planning deployment of a national missile defense system, a policy that risked pushing the Chinese to expand their limited arsenal of nuclear weapons.
The principles were as confused as the policies. According to the rhetoric, the Clinton administration was deeply committed to liberal internationalism, insisting that it would lead through multilateral institutions and shape international order by consensus, not fiat. The United States was “the indispensable nation” because of its ability to build coalitions of the willing and organize joint action.
But the record belies the rhetoric. On a regular basis, the United States opted out of multilateral efforts. In Kyoto in 1997, the international community reached agreement on new measures to protect the environment. Washington was a party to the negotiations, but then dragged its feet on implementation. A broadly successful effort to ban landmines won the 1997 Nobel Peace Prize for Jody Williams and the organization she headed, the International Campaign to Ban Landmines. The United States did not sign on. Washington preferred to play by its own rules. And Clinton withheld support for the International Criminal Court (ICC) for years, changing his mind only at the end of his second term.
This unilateralist inclination only intensified after George W. Bush took over from Clinton. His aides reassured worried allies that America was a team player and would practice “à la carte multilateralism.” 21 But within six months of taking office, Bush had pulled out of the Kyoto Protocol on global warming, made clear his intention to withdraw from the Antiballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty, stated his opposition to the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty and the pact establishing the International Criminal Court (both signed by Clinton but not ratified by the Senate), backed away from establishing a body to verify the 1972 Biological Weapons Convention, and watered down a U.N. agreement aimed at controlling the proliferation of small arms. Friends and foes alike were quick to express their chagrin, vowing to take steps to restrain a wayward America.
The Bush administration exhibited isolationist as well as unilateralist instincts. Bush early on promised to scale back America’s overseas commitments and focus more attention on the Western Hemisphere. He also reduced the U.S. role in mediating peace efforts in the Middle East and Northern Ireland. Secretary of State Colin Powell followed suit by dropping from the State Department’s roster more than one-third of the fifty-five special envoys that the Clinton administration had appointed to deal with trouble spots around the world. The Washington Post summed up the thrust of these moves in its headline, “Bush Retreats from U.S. Role as Peace Broker.” 22
Incoherence and inconsistency also became almost daily fare. Following through on his pledge to place new emphasis on Latin America, Bush took his first foreign trip to Mexico to meet President Vicente Fox on his ranch. Both clad in cowboy boots, the leaders were to demonstrate a new partnership and an America that would meet Mexico on its own terms. But just before the gathering, U.S. aircraft bombed Iraq. The Mexicans were stunned. The attack stole the limelight, riveting the attention of the press on American unilateralism and putting Fox in a difficult and embarrassing position. Rather than serving as an opportunity for Bush to reach out to Mexico, the visit stoked resentment and set back America’s relationship with its southern neighbor.
South Korea was the next victim of the Bush administration’s strategic incoherence. Prior to President Kim Dae Jung’s March 2001 meeting with Bush, Powell had indicated that the United States intended to continue Clinton’s policy of supporting rapprochement between the Koreas in return for North Korea’s willingness to halt export of missile technology and stop production and deployment of long-range missiles. Bush took the opposite tack, telling a surprised Kim that he would not pursue a missile deal with the North Koreans because “we’re not certain as to whether or not they’re keeping all terms of all agreements.” After the meeting, the White House admitted that the United States had entered into only one deal with North Korea, a 1994 agreement shutting down nuclear energy plants that were producing materials usable in nuclear weapons, with which Pyongyang had been in compliance. When asked what Bush meant by his remarks in the Oval Office, an aide replied, “That’s how the president speaks.”23 In the summer of 2001, the Bush administration reversed course yet again, announcing that it would engage in a diplomatic dialogue with North Korea after all.
America’s failure to avert the terror attacks of September 2001 was a further sign of strategic drift. Neither the Clinton nor the Bush administration responded effectively to repeated warnings that the country had to do more to counter “asymmetric” threats. As the Hart-Rudman Commission warned in a report released in 1999, “America will become increasingly vulnerable to hostile attack on our homeland, and our military superiority will not entirely protect us.” The report went on to predict that during the early twenty-first century “Americans will likely die on American soil, possibly in large numbers.”24 Despite similar admonitions from other groups, America’s leaders did little to improve coordination among the dozens of agencies responsible for domestic security. And they failed to take adequate steps to shut down terrorist networks operating abroad. With its guard down, America was blindsided by a terrorist attack disarming in its simplicity. The most sophisticated surveillance satellites and eavesdropping technologies were no match for hijackers armed with knives and box-cutters.
The attacks of September 11 served as a conceptual anchor for the Bush administration, which proceeded to focus with single-minded determination on the fight against terrorism. Although successful in striking back at terrorist groups and their sponsors, the Bush administration has overreached, exaggerating the extent to which the threat of terror defines a new international system. By identifying the struggle against terrorism as its guiding priority and laying out a new doctrine of preeminence and preemption, Washington has embraced a grand strategy opposed by many of the world’s nations. The United States may well eliminate Al-Qaeda, but at the expense of the partnerships and institutions that remain the bedrock of international peace and prosperity.
To be sure, America has been hard at work trying to maintain international stability and ensure its citizens security and prosperity. Clinton traveled abroad more than any other U.S. president, making almost as many overseas trips as Ronald Reagan and the elder George Bush combined. He repeatedly sent U.S. forces into combat over Iraq, in Haiti, and in the Balkans, generally with positive results. And George W. Bush followed suit, assembling an impressive team of experts who quickly started working around the clock to manage Pax Americana. But the United States is spinning its wheels. It does not know where to head, so it certainly does not know how to get there. Without the right set of guiding principles—a grand strategy—even well-intentioned efforts are going nowhere.
EVEN MORE DISTURBING than the incoherence of U.S. policy has been the fact that few seem to care. The intellectual initiative and institutional creativity of 1815, 1919, and 1945 have been entirely missing from Washington. During the 1990s, America simply tinkered with the status quo. NATO certainly did a good job of keeping the peace in Europe during the Cold War. And it was resilient enough to survive the disappearance of the Soviet Union, the enemy that prompted its formation. So America went ahead and added a few new members. The G-7 worked reasonably well as a forum in which the world’s wealthiest nations could coordinate their policies. After the demise of the Soviet Union, the United States gave Russia a seat at the table and called it the G-8. America, at the height of its power, has been running on the fumes of the Cold War.
As the political class grew disinterested in America’s engagement abroad, the broader public essentially tuned out. Coverage of foreign affairs on television and in newspapers and magazines dropped precipitously. The time allocated to international news by the main television networks fell by more than 65 percent between 1989 and 2000.25 Between 1985 and 1995 the space devoted to international stories declined from 24 to 14 percent in Time and from 22 to 12 percent in Newsweek. 26
Even when Bill Clinton tried to focus the public’s attention on foreign affairs, he had little success. He attempted to ignite a searching national debate about the enlargement of NATO; after all, the proposal to add new members to the alliance had to pass muster among two-thirds of the Senate. Top members of the administration, including Clinton himself, fanned out across the country to rally the flag. Javier Solana, then secretary-general of NATO, came across the Atlantic to help out.
But few Americans paid attention. Solana sat glumly in various motel rooms, unable to get bookings even on radio talk shows. Senators would schedule town meetings on NATO enlargement in their home states, only to find the audience populated primarily by their staff. The debate in the Senate began haphazardly one afternoon in late March 1998, when Majority Leader Trent Lott tired of the topic under discussion on the floor and casually decided to turn to NATO. The bill passed the following month by a vote of 80 to 19, after an intermittent debate that barely scratched the surface. Despite the fanfare, only 10 percent of the American public could name even one of the three countries (Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic) granted a U.S. nuclear guarantee via their admission to NATO on March 12, 1999. 27
With the public much more concerned about the travails of Elián Gonzáles, the young Cuban refugee whose story dominated the news for weeks, than the scope and nature of America’s broader engagement in world affairs, the disinterest of elected officials intensified into outright irresponsibility. Congress regularly treated the foreign policy agenda as little more than a playpen for partisan politics. Consider the battle over Kosovo. A month into a war that had not produced a single U.S. casualty, the House nevertheless expressed grave misgivings, voting 249 to 180 to refuse funding for sending ground troops to Yugoslavia without congressional approval. The House could not even muster the wherewithal to pass a resolution endorsing the bombing campaign. What better way to send a message to Slobodan Milosevic—in the middle of the war—that his opponent might crack.
Congress’s next blunder was the Senate’s rejection of the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, a pact aimed at eliminating the testing of nuclear weapons. When it became clear that the treaty would fall short of the votes needed for passage, the Clinton administration was prepared to withdraw it from consideration and avoid the outright rejection of an important treaty already ratified in fifty-two countries of the world (and soon thereafter ratified by many more). The Senate proceeded nonetheless, voting 51 to 48 to kill the pact. The Republicans preferred dealing Clinton a
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