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This book grew out of more than fifteen months of reading, research and writing. During that time, I published hundreds of essays examining war, power, democracy, international law and the changing position of the United States in the world. Many began as responses to contemporary events. Others emerged from historical questions that seemed increasingly difficult to ignore. Together, they led me towards a broader inquiry: how should we understand American power, its achievements, its contradictions and its consequences?

The question did not begin with hostility towards America. Like millions of others around the world, I grew up in a century profoundly shaped by American influence. American culture, technology, political ideas and military power touched almost every corner of the globe. The United States helped defeat fascism, contributed to scientific and technological advances and inspired generations of people who saw constitutional government and individual liberty as aspirations worth defending. Any serious examination of American history must acknowledge these realities.

At the same time, history rarely consists of a single narrative.

One of the books that left a lasting impression on me was Howard Zinn’s A People’s History of the United States. Whether one agrees with all of Zinn’s conclusions is ultimately less important than the question his work raises: whose perspective is missing from the story? Historical events can appear very different when viewed not only through the eyes of presidents, generals and policymakers but also through the experiences of workers, Indigenous peoples, minorities, civilians and those living beyond the centres of power.

That insight remained with me. As I continued reading, I became increasingly interested in the relationship between power and narrative, and in the ways nations understand themselves. Powerful states naturally tell stories about their origins, purposes and achievements. These stories are not necessarily false. Indeed, they may at times contain important truths. The difficulty arises when national achievements become so familiar that contradictions receive less attention or uncomfortable questions become easier to dismiss.

The United States presents perhaps the most important modern example of this tension. No nation has exercised greater influence over international affairs since the Second World War. American military power, economic institutions, alliance networks and cultural reach helped shape the modern world. The consequences have been profound, though not always uniform. Some societies experienced stability, security and economic integration. Others experienced intervention, war, displacement or political disruption. The effects of American power varied depending on where one stood in the international system.

As I examined these questions, I became increasingly aware that discussions about America tend to fall into opposing camps. One presents the United States primarily as a force for freedom and progress. The other presents it primarily as an instrument of domination and exploitation. Neither position seemed entirely satisfactory. The historical record appeared more complicated than either narrative allowed.

This book proceeds from a different premise. It accepts that American democratic achievements are real. It accepts that constitutional government, civil rights reform, political pluralism, and institutional continuity matter. It also acknowledges that American power has had consequences that warrant critical examination. The existence of one reality does not erase the other.

Throughout these chapters, I examine the tension between democratic aspiration and political power. I explore the relationships among liberty and exclusion, prosperity and inequality, intervention and accountability, and legality and exception. I also consider the changing international environment in which American influence now operates, and the growing scrutiny directed towards all-powerful states in an increasingly multipolar world.

The purpose of this book is not to provide a final judgement upon America. Nations are too large, histories too complex, and societies too contradictory for such simple conclusions. Nor is the purpose to persuade readers to adopt a particular political position. My hope is more modest. I hope readers will consider how power operates, how national myths are constructed and how democratic societies reconcile their highest principles with their most difficult realities.

Democracies are strengthened, not weakened, by scrutiny. The willingness to examine history honestly, acknowledge contradiction and confront uncomfortable questions is not a sign of national failure. It is one of the essential conditions of democratic maturity.

The pages that follow are offered in that spirit.
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The Promise of the Republic

“The great rule of conduct for us, regarding foreign nations, is, in extending our commercial relations, to have with them as little political connection as possible.”

George Washington (1732–1799)



Democratic Mythology and Moral Language

America occupies a distinctive place within modern political imagination because few nations have spoken so consistently in the language of liberty while exercising such extensive power and influence. From its revolutionary origins through constitutional development, presidential rhetoric, and international leadership, the republic has presented itself not merely as a state among states but as a political experiment of broader historical significance. Democracy, constitutional government, and individual freedom became deeply intertwined with national identity and, over time, with claims that extended far beyond American borders.

This self-understanding emerged from genuine historical achievement rather than invention alone. The Declaration of Independence, constitutional government, and the enduring principle that authority should be restrained by law influenced political development far beyond the United States itself. Across generations, reformers, dissidents and democratic movements drew inspiration from American constitutional traditions. Millions of migrants viewed the republic as a place of opportunity, security and political possibility. The appeal of American democracy rested not only upon rhetoric but upon institutions and achievements that appeared to demonstrate the practical viability of constitutional liberty.

The power of political mythology derives precisely from this relationship between achievement and aspiration. National myths rarely succeed through fabrication alone. They gain influence by connecting genuine historical experience to broader narratives of identity, purpose, and meaning. Such stories help societies understand themselves, organise collective memory and interpret their place in the world. American democratic mythology developed through this interaction between principle and narrative, linking constitutional achievement to the belief that the republic occupied a distinctive position within modern history.

The idea later described as American exceptionalism emerged from these foundations. Exceptionalism expresses more than patriotism or confidence in national achievement. It reflects the belief that American history has unusual significance and that the republic embodies principles that carry importance beyond its own borders. Revolutionary inheritance, territorial expansion, economic growth and democratic development combined to encourage the view that American influence represented not merely national success but broader historical purpose.

Religious imagery reinforced this tendency across successive generations. References to destiny, mission and national calling became recurring features of public life, shaping both civic identity and political rhetoric. America increasingly appeared in its own political imagination as a society bearing responsibilities that extended beyond ordinary statecraft. Such language resonated because it drew upon longstanding traditions and because democratic achievements provided substantial foundations upon which these narratives could rest.

Presidential rhetoric became one of the principal vehicles through which this moral vocabulary entered public life. Abraham Lincoln connected the preservation of the Union to the future of democratic government itself. Woodrow Wilson linked American participation in war to broader democratic principles. Franklin Roosevelt framed the struggle against fascism through appeals to freedom and collective responsibility. John Kennedy invoked sacrifice and civic duty in the service of democratic purpose. Ronald Reagan’s description of America as a “shining city upon a hill” consciously drew upon older traditions portraying the republic as both a nation and an example.

These ideas mattered because they shaped not only how America was perceived but how power understood itself. States commonly justify policy on grounds of security, prosperity, or strategic necessity. American leadership increasingly combined such considerations with appeals to democracy, human rights and international order. Power became associated not simply with capability but with responsibility. The republic came to view itself as custodian of principles whose significance extended beyond immediate national interest.

The existence of these traditions forms one of the strongest arguments in America’s favour. The United States preserved constitutional continuity through civil war, economic crisis and global conflict. Democratic participation expanded over time, however unevenly. Independent courts, investigative journalism, civil society and social movements repeatedly challenged concentrations of power and broadened the practical meaning of citizenship. The history of the republic cannot be reduced to domination, exclusion, or coercion, because democratic reform and institutional resilience are also central elements of the historical record.

Democratic achievement does not eliminate the need for scrutiny. Democracies derive strength not from claims of perfection but from their capacity for self-examination and correction. Indeed, societies most committed to constitutional principle invite particularly close examination because they ground legitimacy in values intended to transcend expediency and self-interest. The question explored throughout this book is not whether American democratic ideals are genuine. They are. The more demanding question concerns how consistently those ideals have been applied and how they have interacted with the realities of power.

This distinction is important. The argument that follows does not portray America as uniquely malign, uniquely hypocritical or uniquely responsible for the contradictions that accompany power. Nor does it deny the significance of American contributions to democratic government, constitutional development or the post-war international order. The question is whether achievement removes contradiction or whether democratic aspiration and unequal power have remained intertwined throughout the republic’s development.

American history reveals both extraordinary democratic accomplishment and recurring tension between principle and practice. Liberty coexisted with slavery. Constitutional government developed alongside exclusion and unequal citizenship. Expansion created opportunity while dispossessing Indigenous populations. Reform movements broadened democratic participation while confronting entrenched resistance. These realities do not invalidate the democratic inheritance. They reveal the complexity of a political tradition in which aspiration and contradiction developed together rather than separately.

As American influence expanded during the twentieth century, these tensions assumed broader significance. A republic possessing unprecedented economic, military and political influence increasingly confronted a question familiar to powerful states throughout history: whether moral language primarily restrains power, legitimises it or, under certain conditions, obscures the contradictions accompanying its exercise. The chapters that follow examine this question not through accusation or celebration but through historical analysis of the relationship between democracy, power and accountability.

Understanding that relationship requires moving beyond national mythology alone and examining how democratic ideals interact with the structures, institutions and practices through which power operates in both domestic and international life.

Power, Predominance and Intervention

The expansion of American influence after the Second World War transformed longstanding domestic tensions into international questions concerning power, responsibility and accountability. Victory in 1945 left much of Europe and Asia devastated, while the United States emerged economically strengthened and militarily ascendant. Institutions created during the post-war settlement developed within an international environment strongly shaped by American influence. Economic capacity, military reach and political stability combined to place the republic at the centre of a new international order.

This position rested upon more than material strength alone. American leadership derived legitimacy from the widespread belief that the United States had contributed decisively to the defeat of fascism and the reconstruction of war-torn societies. The post-war order was shaped not only by power but by the perception that power had been employed in the service of broadly shared objectives. Institutions, alliances and economic arrangements acquired credibility because they appeared connected to stability, recovery and cooperation rather than conquest or domination.

The Cold War deepened the relationship between power and moral language. Competition with the Soviet Union was presented not merely as geopolitical rivalry but as a contest between contrasting political systems and social visions. Containment, deterrence and alliance-building reflected strategic calculation while simultaneously acquiring ethical significance through the language of freedom, democratic defence and protection of open societies. Such claims resonated because Soviet authoritarianism and political repression were real. The broader consequence, however, was the increasingly close association between American power and moral purpose.

When political influence is tied to defending civilisation, freedom, or historical necessity, complex questions arise. Strategic interests may still function as they always have, but are now expressed in language that portrays policy as a duty rather than a choice. This matters because states that view themselves as protectors of principles may struggle to distinguish between strategic motives and moral duties. Power presented as responsibility appears more compelling than power justified solely by interest.

This dynamic became increasingly visible as American influence expanded across multiple regions and conflicts. Successive administrations confronted choices involving intervention, alliance commitments and the projection of military power. Some interventions attracted broad support and appeared consistent with widely accepted international objectives. Others raised concerns about the legality, effectiveness, and human consequences of military action. The debate was rarely about power alone. It centred upon how power should be exercised and whether the language used to justify intervention remained consistent with the outcomes that followed.

The post-Cold War era intensified these questions. The collapse of the Soviet Union created a strategic environment in which American predominance appeared unrivalled. Economic influence expanded, military superiority remained unmatched, and many observers concluded that liberal democracy had secured decisive historical advantage. Confidence in American leadership reached levels previously unimaginable in earlier periods of geopolitical competition.

The experiences of Afghanistan and Iraq encouraged reassessment of these assumptions. Military capabilities remained extraordinary, though achieving durable political outcomes proved considerably more difficult than removing governments or projecting force. The resulting debates extended beyond particular conflicts and raised broader questions concerning the limits of military power, the consequences of intervention and the relationship between democratic ideals and strategic ambition.

Supporters of American leadership contend, with considerable justification, that the post-war order contributed to unprecedented international stability, economic integration and cooperation among major powers. Alliance systems deterred aggression, international institutions facilitated coordination, and American security guarantees reassured partners confronting uncertainty. These achievements form an important part of the historical record and cannot be dismissed casually.

The question explored in this book is not whether American power produced benefits. It clearly did. The more demanding question concerns how power influences the interpretation of principle, and whether moral language retains its force where intervention, alliance politics and strategic necessity create recurring exceptions. Understanding that relationship requires examining not only how power operates internationally but also how it shapes institutions, priorities and the distribution of influence within American society itself.

Domestic Contradiction and Extractive Logic

The tensions accompanying American power have never been confined to foreign policy. They also appear within domestic institutions, economic arrangements and social experience. Military intervention abroad and inequality at home arise through different histories and should not be treated as identical phenomena. Both reveal recurring questions concerning how democratic societies distribute power, opportunity and responsibility. The issue is not whether democratic achievement exists. The issue concerns how democratic ideals interact with unequal outcomes and entrenched structures of influence.

American prosperity represents one of the most remarkable developments in modern history. Industrial expansion, technological innovation, scientific research and entrepreneurial activity generated extraordinary wealth while attracting generations seeking opportunity and advancement. The United States became a centre of economic dynamism whose influence extended far beyond its borders. These achievements form an important part of the national story and help explain the enduring appeal of the American experience.

Prosperity, however, has never been distributed evenly. Economic growth created immense wealth while also generating significant disparities in income, opportunity and security. Democratic citizenship remained formally equal even as access to resources, influence and economic stability became increasingly unequal. The coexistence of extraordinary abundance and persistent insecurity has become one of the defining features of contemporary American life.

This tension is not unique to the United States. Every advanced industrial society confronts questions concerning inequality, social mobility and economic concentration. The American case nevertheless attracts particular attention because national identity has long been closely associated with opportunity, individual advancement and broad participation in prosperity. Where these expectations encounter widening disparities, questions emerge concerning the relationship between democratic ideals and economic reality.

The issue extends beyond wealth alone. Access to housing, healthcare, education and economic security influences how citizens experience democratic life. Political rights may remain intact while material circumstances shape the practical capacity to participate fully in society. Economic vulnerability can weaken confidence in institutions and contribute to growing perceptions that opportunity is distributed unevenly despite formal commitments to equality and inclusion.

Questions of race, citizenship and social belonging further complicate this picture. American democratic development expanded through successive struggles involving abolition, civil rights, labour organisation and broader demands for inclusion. These movements demonstrated remarkable capacities for reform and renewal. They also revealed how democratic progress required sustained pressure directed towards institutions resistant to change. The history of reform illustrates both the strength of democratic ideals and the persistence of the obstacles confronting them.

Environmental politics introduces another dimension to these tensions. American prosperity developed alongside industrial expansion, resource extraction and extensive consumption of energy and natural resources. These processes generated extraordinary economic benefits while contributing to environmental degradation and the broader climate crisis. Debates surrounding environmental policy generally involve more than technical disagreement. They reflect competing visions of growth, prosperity and national purpose.

The concept of extraction provides a useful framework for understanding these dynamics. Extraction is not limited to natural resources alone. It describes a broader tendency within modern economic systems to prioritise expansion, accumulation and short-term gain while distributing costs unevenly across communities, regions and generations. Resource extraction, financial extraction and environmental externalisation operate through similar logic: benefits become concentrated while burdens are dispersed.

Supporters of market-driven growth argue that economic expansion remains the most effective mechanism for improving living standards, reducing poverty and encouraging innovation. Historical evidence provides substantial support for this position. Economic growth has lifted millions out of poverty and generated advances that have transformed everyday life. The issue explored here is not whether growth matters. It concerns whether growth alone resolves questions of inequality, sustainability, and democratic accountability.

The chapters that follow examine these issues in considerably greater depth. Their purpose is not to deny the achievements associated with American prosperity but to explore how economic success, environmental pressure and unequal outcomes can coexist within the same political order. Understanding these relationships is essential because debates concerning wealth, extraction and opportunity are ultimately debates about power: who benefits from existing arrangements, who bears their costs and how those arrangements are justified within a democratic society.

These questions lead naturally to the broader structures through which influence is exercised and maintained. Economic power, political access and institutional authority rarely operate independently of one another. To understand the relationship between democracy and power, it is necessary to examine not only material outcomes but also the systems through which influence becomes organised, sustained and translated into political effect.

Selective Legality and Contested Legitimacy

The relationship between power and principle becomes particularly visible where questions of law and accountability arise. Following the Second World War, the international community sought to establish institutions and legal frameworks to reduce conflict and constrain the arbitrary exercise of power. The United Nations, the Geneva Conventions, international human rights instruments, and later developments in international criminal law reflected the belief that certain standards should apply regardless of national strength or political influence. The United States played a central role in shaping much of this architecture and presented itself as one of its principal defenders.

International law occupies a distinctive position within the modern political imagination because it rests upon claims of universality. Rules governing aggression, occupation, civilian protection and human rights derive authority from the assumption that they apply broadly rather than selectively. Their legitimacy depends not upon the perfection of enforcement but upon the belief that power itself remains subject to recognised standards and obligations.

The practical application of these principles has always been more complicated. International politics remains shaped by sovereignty, security concerns and unequal distributions of power. Governments routinely balance legal commitments against strategic interests, alliance obligations and perceived national necessities. The resulting tensions are not unique to the United States. They appear throughout the international system and affect both powerful and weak states.

The American experience nevertheless attracts particular attention because of the country’s long-standing association with democratic values, constitutional government and a rules-based international order. Successive administrations have championed legal norms, human rights and accountability while simultaneously confronting situations in which strategic interests complicated the consistent application of those principles. The issue is rarely outright rejection of the law. More frequently, it involves the emergence of exceptions, qualifications, and differing responses depending on the circumstances.

Supporters of this approach argue that international politics cannot be reduced to legal abstraction. Governments possess responsibilities extending beyond legal consistency alone. Security, alliance commitments and regional stability require difficult choices among competing priorities. Diplomatic relationships are not identical, threats vary in severity, and policymakers must operate within conditions that resist simple legal solutions. These arguments possess considerable force and cannot be dismissed lightly.

The counterargument concerns consistency. Legal principles derive much of their authority from the perception that they apply broadly rather than primarily to adversaries or weaker states. Questions inevitably arise when scrutiny appears uneven, when allies receive treatment different from that of rivals, or when accountability mechanisms encounter resistance when directed towards powerful actors. The issue is not whether every case is identical. It concerns whether legal standards remain recognisable across different political contexts.

Critics argue that this problem has become increasingly visible in cases involving major powers and their close allies. The post-war international order was built upon principles intended to apply universally: restrictions on aggressive war, protections for civilians, accountability for war crimes and respect for international law. Yet enforcement has often proved uneven. Powerful states possess diplomatic, economic, and military resources that can limit accountability in ways unavailable to weaker nations. The result is a perception, particularly across parts of the Global South, that international law is applied rigorously to adversaries while exceptions frequently emerge for strategic partners.

The United States occupies a central position within these debates because it played a leading role in constructing much of the post-war legal architecture. Supporters argue that American leadership has helped sustain international institutions and that difficult security realities sometimes require imperfect choices. Critics counter that military interventions, selective enforcement of international norms and resistance to external scrutiny have at times weakened the credibility of the very rules America helped establish. Similar arguments have been directed toward close allies, particularly where allegations concerning civilian protection, occupation or the conduct of military operations have generated international controversy.

The issue is not whether violations occur only among powerful states. They do not. Rather, it concerns whether accountability mechanisms operate consistently when powerful states or strategically important allies become the subject of scrutiny. The legitimacy of any rules-based order ultimately depends not merely upon the existence of rules but upon confidence that those rules apply broadly rather than selectively.

This tension has become increasingly significant in an era of growing international scrutiny. The rise of new centres of influence and the changing distribution of global power have encouraged greater willingness among states and institutions to examine the conduct of established powers and their rivals. Questions concerning intervention, civilian protection, human rights and accountability are no longer directed primarily outward. They increasingly return toward those states most closely associated with the language of international leadership itself.

The significance of these debates extends beyond law alone. Questions concerning legality ultimately become questions concerning credibility, reciprocity and trust. Democracies derive influence not merely from military capability or economic strength but also from perceptions of how consistently they apply the principles they advocate. The relationship between law and power becomes central to understanding how authority is sustained, challenged or weakened within the contemporary international order.

These issues acquire even greater importance as the international environment becomes more plural and contested. The assumptions that accompanied the era of uncontested predominance are increasingly under scrutiny, while authority itself is judged by standards that extend beyond capability alone. Understanding this changing environment requires examining how shifting distributions of power are reshaping both international politics and the expectations placed upon those who seek to lead within it.

Power, Scrutiny and the Changing International Order

The questions raised throughout this introduction stem from a broader transformation within the international system itself. The decades following the Cold War encouraged assumptions that American predominance would remain largely uncontested and that the political and economic institutions associated with Western leadership would continue to define the structure of global affairs. Many of those assumptions now encounter increasing scrutiny as economic influence, technological capability and diplomatic confidence become more widely distributed across the international system.

This development should not be understood as a simple story of American decline or inevitable geopolitical succession. The United States remains one of the most powerful nations in history. Its economy, military capabilities, technological innovation and alliance networks continue to provide extraordinary sources of influence. Predictions of imminent collapse have appeared repeatedly throughout modern history and have consistently underestimated the resilience of American institutions and society.

At the same time, the world is becoming more complex than the environment that followed the collapse of the Soviet Union. China has emerged as a major economic and strategic power. India exercises growing influence. BRICS has expanded. States throughout Asia, Africa, Latin America and the Middle East increasingly pursue foreign policies reflecting their own interests rather than automatic alignment with established centres of power. Influence is becoming more dispersed, while authority is becoming more contested.

This transformation does not guarantee the emergence of a more just or stable international order. Multipolar systems may generate new rivalries alongside new opportunities. Rising powers possess contradictions and coercive tendencies of their own. The diffusion of influence does not eliminate competition, inequality or conflict. It simply alters the environment within which they occur.

The significance of this changing landscape lies in its effect upon legitimacy and scrutiny. Powerful states have always faced criticism, though the ability to shape international narratives has enabled them to define the terms through which that criticism was understood. A more plural international environment creates greater capacity for alternative interpretations of history, power and responsibility. Questions once directed primarily towards weaker states increasingly return towards those exercising the greatest influence within the international system.

This observation applies not only to the United States but to all powerful states. The greater a nation’s influence, the greater the consequences of its decisions beyond its borders. Military interventions, economic policies, environmental choices, and diplomatic strategies shape the lives of people who have little influence over the decisions that affect them. Power invites scrutiny not because powerful nations are uniquely flawed but because their actions carry wider consequences.

This principle forms the intellectual foundation of the chapters that follow. The purpose of this book is not to deny American achievements, dismiss democratic traditions, or portray the republic as uniquely responsible for the contradictions that accompany modern power. The United States helped shape constitutional democracy, contributed significantly to the defeat of fascism, expanded citizenship through successive reform movements and played a central role in constructing the post-war international order. These achievements deserve recognition and historical seriousness.

The question explored here is whether achievement eliminates contradiction. Can a republic founded upon liberty simultaneously generate exclusion? Can democratic institutions coexist with concentrated power? Can a nation commit to constitutional principles and apply those principles consistently when confronted by strategic necessity, security concerns or geopolitical advantage? Can moral language restrain power as effectively as it legitimises it?

These questions do not begin from hostility towards America. They arise from recognition of America’s extraordinary importance. Powerful societies shape the political environment within which others live. Their achievements matter. Their failures matter. Their contradictions matter. The greater the influence, the greater the significance of understanding how power operates and how it is justified.

The chapters that follow examine these issues through the lens of history, political development, economic transformation, environmental change, military intervention, institutional influence, international law, and geopolitical transition. Together, they explore the relationship between democratic aspiration and political reality, not to reach a verdict upon the American experiment but to examine one of the central questions of modern political life: how does a republic founded upon liberty understand itself when confronted by the consequences of its own power?

The answer is neither a simple celebration nor a simple condemnation. It lies within the tension between principle and practice, achievement and contradiction, power and
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