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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This paper reviews the ways in which alternative American grand strategies curmndy under 
discussion differ with regard to their understanding of the foundations of world politics and key 
policy issues. The strategies considered are those associated with neo-conservatives, realists, 
and liberals. 

The fundamental difference across these strategies lies in their view of the importance of regime 
types for American grand strategy, primarily the difference between democratic and non-

 

democratic regimes. On most "foundational" issues, neo-conservatives and liberal 
internationalists are more similar to one another than the members of either ampere to realists, 
in that neo-conservatives and liberals concur that democracies are basically "good," that history 
is progressive, and that the United States should have the creation of a world of democracies as 
the ultimate aim of its grand strategy. Realists, by contrast, believe that states are more similar 
than different, at least in their external behavior, and reject die notion that the United States 
should direct its efforts at guiding any such imagined progressive process toward its presumed 
culmination. Objective power and interests, not regime type, are the important factors for 
realists. 

Neo-conservatives uniquely believe that the United States can and should act to extend its period 
of overwhelming preponderance. Liberals believe that American primacy neither can nor should 
endure, but should be replaced with global governance, shaped by American actions and 
forbearance. Realists believe that American primacy can be prolonged by less interventionist 
behavior. Liberals uniquely believe in the capacity of international institutions to transform or 
"socialist the behavior of states of all types. 

On most questions, neo-conservatives and liberals differ more sharply over means than over 
ends. Contemporary liberals see objective, material forces driving history forward in desirable 
directions. Neo-conservatives are less confident that history will continue to unfold in desirable 
directions without American action, including a willingness at times to use force. Nom-
conservatives  believe that international law, institutions, and rules will be tnily effective only 
after all the major centers of world power have become democratic. Realists, in agreement with 
the neo-conservatives, do not believe in the independent efficacy of international institutions. In 
contrast to the neo-conservatives, realists believe that America primacy is more of a provocation 
than a deterrent and that the less ambitious goal of international stability is less likely to 
engender undesirable outcomes. For the realists, less interventionist American policies will be 
more conducive to the emergence of stable regional balances of power. 



INTRODUCTION 

The past five years have seen an unprecedented outpouring of analysis and commentary on every 
aspect of American national security policy. Scholars, pundits and politicians have weighed in 
with critiques of existing approaches and recommendations for possible alternatives. This 
efflorescence is obviously a response to the shock, novelty and seriousness of the 9/11 attacks, 
but it has been stimulated as well by a number of other factors. The Bush administration's 
attempts to articulate an explicit set of broad strategic principles for the new, "post-post-Cold 
War" era has encouraged others to try to spell out their own grand designs. In addition, the 
evident failure to date of the Bush administration's efforts to achieve its objectives in Iraq, or 
towards North Korea and Iran, has fed a growing sense of alarm and added urgency to what 
might otherwise have become a rather leisurely and increasingly abstract academic debate. 

The purpose of this paper is not to contribute yet another set of proposals to what is already a 
very tall stack, but rather to help sort and weigh those that at already on the table. Post-WI I 
suggestions for reshaping U.S. grand strategy can be grouped into three categories. These can be 
distinguished, first, by the general claims they make about the dynamics of international politics, 
the meaning of history, and the appropriate definition of America's long-term strategic 
objectives. Albeit with varying degrees of precision, each approach also generates 
recommendations for dealing with current challenges, including proliferation, terrorism, the 
management of great power relations, and the prospect for establishing some form of global 
governance. The three schools of grand strategic thought are summarized in Figure I, below. 
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NEO-CONSERVATISM 

FOUNDATIONS 
The first school is both the least clearly defined and, because of its presumed connection to the 

policies of the current administration, the most controversial. "Neo-conservative" has become, 

in some circles, an all-purpose term of opprobrium to be applied at will to any policies deemed 

"extreme" or excessively imbued with ideological fervor. Both supporters and critics have 
proposed alternative labels including, on the one hand, "democratic realism" and, on the other, 
"Democratism."I  I will use the tau "neo-conservatism" to refer to the specific set of ideas and 
policies defined below. 

States 
This approach begins by drawing a fundamental division between states based on the character 
of their domestic regimes. Liberal democracies are essentially "good" and all other types of 
governments are, to varying degrees, "bad." During the 1970s, when the neo-conservative 
critique of the then-dominant liberal and realist schools was beginning to take shape some 
writers argued for further segmenting the non-democracies into Communist and non-Communist 
authoritarian regimes.2  The latter were alleged to be more susceptible to gradual political 
liberalization and therefore deserved more delicate treatment than their entrenched, and 
presumably incorrigible Communist counterparts. If pressed too hard, pro-U.S. non-Communist 
authoritarian rulers might collapse or be overthrown, bringing worse (or at least more anti-
American) rulers, to power. The fate of Iran's Shah was taken as an object lesson in this regard. 
Somewhat later, during the second half of the Reagan administration, neo-conservatives played a 
key role in urging that the U.S. withdraw support from some long-standing authoritarian 
"fiends" (including Ferdinand Marcos of the Philippines and South Korea's military rulers) so 
that they could be replaced by popularly elected democratic governments. 

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union neo-conservative analysts have tended to view all 
authoritarian regimes as essentially similar, regardless of the details of their governing ideology. 
In contrast to liberal democracies, authoritarian regimes abuse and oppress their citizens and are 
more prone to engage in aggressive and destabilizing external behavior. While some 
authoritarian regimes may presently be more hostile than others, none can be regarded as true 
friends of the United States. Despite their comparative weakness, "rogue states" like Iran, North 
Korea, Venezuela, and Syria may pose the more immediate danger, but, in the long-run, a China 
that continues under one-party Communist rule and a Russia that slides even further towards 
authoritarianism will also pose significant challenges to American interests. On the other hand, 

Charles 1Crauthammer, "Democratic Realism," 2004 Irving Kristol Lecture, American Enterprise Institute, 
February 10, 2004; Anatol Lieven and John Hillmans attiolikalisin 0004 

'See Jeanne Kirkpatrick, "Dictatorships and Double Steeds," fammsousx (November 1979). 
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no matter how much they may differ with Washington over this or that current policy issue, the 
world's other democracies, including the former great powers of Europe, Japan, India, Australia, 
South Korea, and Israel, are America's uttOrrid" friends and allies. 

History 
Neo-conservatives (like liberals but unlike realists, as will be discussed below) take a 
teleological view of history. They see the last two hundred years, in particular, as a story of 
progress, as measured by the eva-wider spread of liberal democracy. Although they emphasize 
the importance of this development, neo-conservatives do not have a fully developed or 
universally agreed theory to explain it. Along with many liberals, some emphasize a mix of 
ideas (the appeal of the ideals of individual freedom and hurter!' equality) and objective, material 
forces (essentially the role of markets in enabling economic growth and the connection between 
rising welfare and increasing demands for political rights). Others recognize the role of ideas 
(especially the belief that liberal democracy is the best form of government), but sums the 
importance of a mere handful of countries with both the military power and the will to defend 
and promulgate their ideals. If not for Great Britain and, above all. the United States, liberal 
democracy would not have spread as far or as fast as it has and, indeed, it might well have died 
out or been confined to a few remote corners of the globe. In this view, the triumph of the liberal 
democracies to date was by no means inevitable, but has depended instead on their comparative 
wealth and ability to generate and apply armed force, as well as the wisdom of their leaders and 
the resolve of their people. 

Alma 
Whether by the power of its example or the active use of its military might, the United States has 
always sought to promote the widest possible propagation of liberal democracy. While 
America's priorities and commitments have shifted over the decodes, the ultimate aim of its 
grand strategy has thus remained essentially unchanged.' 

The spread of freedom is a good thing in itself, but because democracies are likely to be more 
reliable allies and trading partners, while non-democracies are the only plausible source of 
military threat, it is also in America's strategic interests. The more democracies there are in the 
world, the more peaceful it will become and the safer the United States will be. President Bush's 
second inaugural address is unusual only in the blunt and literal way in which it suites this 
conclusion: 

We are led, by events and common sense, to one conclusion: The 
survival of liberty in our land increasingly depends on the success 
of liberty in other lands. The best hope for peace in our world is 

I  See Ron Kan, "How US. Dian Its Self-Image,"fiwarallimfa (December 5, 2006). 
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the expansion of freedom in all the world... [Ilt lithe policy of the 
United States to seek and support the growth of democratic 
movements and institutions in every nation and culture, with the 
ultimate goal of ending tyranny in our world! 

The proper aim of American strategy is thus to help create a world filled with democratic states. 
Some who support this essential goal have nevertheless expressed concern that its pursuit could 
lead to an over-commitment or dissipation of American resources. Columnist Charles 
ICrautharnmer draws a distinction between what he calls "democratic globalism" (which 
embodies an "open-ended commitment to human freedom" and carries with it the "temptation to 
plant the flag of democracy everywhere") and his own brand of "democratic realism." The latter 
has as its basic axiom: "We will support democracy everywhere, but we will commit blood and 
treasure only in places where there is a strategic necessity." Necessity, in turn, is determined by 
the extent to which particular non-democratic states or regions contain within them threats to 
American security.' 

Primacy 
While U.S. objectives have in the broadest sense remained constrain over time, the nation's 
potential for achieving them has grown considerably as its material capabilities have expanded. 
Since the Founding, America's national income has described a steadily rising curve, while its 
military power has advanced stepwise in episodic leaps. By the turn of the twentieth century the 
United States already had the world's largest economy and one of its biggest navies. At this 
point it was just beginning to be seen (and to see itself) as a "great power", along with Britain, 
Germany, France, Russia, Italy, Austria-Hungary and Japan. Fifty ran later, the U.S. was 
regarded as one of only two "superpowers," although it appears in retrospect that its economy 
was already several times larger than that of the USSR. 

The collapse of the Soviet Union marked the beginning of what Charles ICraudiammer first 
labeled the "unipolar moment" and has since described as the "unipolu era."6  By almost any 
conceivable measure, the United States was, and is today, vastly superior to all other states in the 
international system. For Krauthaunmer and other neoconservative analysts this fact has 

4  George W. Bush."The Inaugural Addresses of President George W. Bush," (2005). pp. 1-2. 

'See Knuthammer, °Democratic Realisni,"mtog. 

Clarks Knangammer, "The Uaipohr Moment," Egarisaidin vol. 70. no. 1 (1 991), W. 23-31 
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critically important implications for America's grand strategy and, in particular, for its ability to 
achieve even its most ambitious sins 

The United States now has the potential to press home its considerable advantages and to 
advance towards its ultimate goal of "ending tyranny". In addition to optimism, however, the 
unprecedented character of the current situation leads to a sense of urgency. The dynamics of a 
unipolar world are uncertain. There has never been such a lop-sided distribution of power and 
no one can say for sure precisely how long it will last. For this reason it is vital that the U.S. 
seize the moment and act boldly to reshape the world. The necessity of doing this was not so 
much created as revealed by the events of September II. In the words of the Bush 
administration's 2002 National Security Strategy statement: 

The United States possesses unprecedented - and unequaled — 
strength and influence in the world. Mhis position comes with 
unparalleled responsibilities, obligations, and opportunity. The 
great strength of this nations must be used to promote a balance of 
power that favors freedom . . Wising the opportunity we have 
today, the national security strategy must. . . look outward for 
possibilities to expand liberty.' 

In addition to the question of how best to use America's current advantages, thee is also the 
Sue of whether, and if so how, it may be possible to sustain them. Neo-conservatives feel no 
qualms about acknowledging their desire to see the United States preserve its position of 
preponderance. Indeed, thinkers associated with this school were among the first to recognize 
the centrality of this challenge and to suggest an approach to dealing with it following the 
collapse of the Soviet Union. At least in the military domain the United States should seek to 
maintain such an ovenvhelming edge that others will be dissuaded front even trying to compete 
with it. This idea first surfaced in a leaked draft Defense Document planning document in 
1992. Despite the fact that a commitment to military superiority had been a staple of U.S. 
declaratory policy since the Second World War, this particular formulation was widely criticized 
for being unnecessarily provocative.' Ten years later, however, the same basic idea resurfaced, 
to relatively little protest, in the Bush administration's first statement of national security 
strategy. According to this document 

Our forces will be strong enough to dissuade potential adversaries 
from pursuing a military build-up in hopes of surpassing, or 
equaling the power of the United States" 

1  The Netiorol Swath Strum oldie United Sam (2002), pp. I .4 3. 

BlialLSSOMVISaaltillila2101 (2002% P. 30-
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IMPLICATIONS 
The general principles outlined above lead to a set of specific recommendations for post-Cold 
War, post-9/l I American grand strategy. Most of these follow from the central assumption 
about the fundamentally different character of democratic versus non-democratic states. 

Global governance 
Neo-conservatives an deeply skeptical of the role of animall multilateral inaitutions and 
treaties, as well as the utility and moral standing of international law. The difficulty with all of 
these mechanisms is that they are based on the myth of sovereign equality, the idea that all states 
are equal, and should be treated as such, regardless of relative power or regime type. Thus the 
problem with the United Nations is not only that it is cumbersome, corrupt and ineffectual, but 
that it places an army of authoritarian regimes on par with the world's democracies. This leads 
to countless absurdities (such as the selection of notoriously abusive governments for 
membership on the UN human rights commission), but it also can have mom serious 
consequences. Sovereignty has traditionally been interpreted to give national governments the 
right to rule their people as they see fit, free from outside meddling If the United States seeks 
actively to promote the spread of democracy it will inevitably be drawn into activities that can be 
criticized as violating the sovereignty of non-democratic regimes. The principle of non-
interference thus acts as • bulwark for the world's remaining authoritarian rulers and its 
unqualified acceptance would be a major obstacle to the achievement of America's fundamental 
grand strategic objective. 

Equally problematic is the notion that, for everything but obvious acts of self-defense, the United 
Nations (or, more precisely, the UN Security Council) is the final arbiter of legitimacy when it 
comes to the use of force. As evads in Iraq have demonstrated, even if the United States rejects 
this idea, its widespread acceptance by others (especially America's democratic allies) can cause 
major diplomatic and domestic political difficulties. Given its military preponderance, and its 
commitment to promoting and defending democracy, the United States will undoubtedly be 
called upon to use force in a wide range of circumstances in which it will be unabk to pin 
UNSC approval. Even if the democratic members of the Security Council am willing to go 
along (a dubious assumption, based on their recent track record) the non-democracies can be 
counted on to oppose any use of force that threatens their interests. Accepting the legitimacy of 
the UNSC, despite the fact that it grants extraordinary powers to a handful of nations regardless 
of regime type, means extending it a veto over the use of force by the United States. 

Neo-conservatives are highly dubious of the concept of international law. Like most realists they 
regard it as largely meaningless because it lacks credible means of enforcement Some also 
reject in principle to the idea that any external influence can constrain or compel the decisions of 
America's constitutional democracy. In this view, subordinating domestic law to the dictates of 
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international cats and judges would involve an unacceptable surrender of American 
sovereignty.' 

Beyond these theoretical concerns is a more concrete worry about international treaties or arms 
control agreements that purport to restrict the development or deployment of certain military 
technologies. Here the problem is practical, but it is rooted again in the differing characters of 
democratic and non-democratic regimes. The institutions and values of democracies — 
legislative checks on executive power, public scrutiny of budgets and procurement, the workings 
of a free press, and belief in the rule of law — all make it extremely unlikely that they will violate 
any agreements that they sign. On the other hand, the secretiveness, opacity, and  cynicism of 
authoritarian regimes increases the chances the they will cheat, especially if they see potential 
strategic advantage in doing so. Entering into agreements with such regimes therefore risks 
creating the worst of all possible worlds. Anna control treaties impose real constraints on the 
democracies, and may lull them into believing the their non-democratic rivals ate similarly 
retained, but such treaties typically lack sufficient rneclumiens to measure compliance, still 
less to enforce it. While the democracies rest easy, confident that they have banned whole 
categories of weaponry, their authoritarian enemies will likely continue secretly to develop and 
stockpile them. 

Given its power, the inadequacies of alternative mechanisms, and the ambitious nature of its 
objectives, the United States has no choke but to plays leading role in trying to shape and 
regulate the world. If it is to do this effectively, however, it must avoid becoming excessively 
entangled in existing international institutions or unduly constrained by international law. 
Prudence and the sensibilities of other democratic nations probably demand that the U.S. avoid 
renouncing these altogether, but they mem be expected to wort in ways that reliably serve 
America's interests. This may change as authoritarian governments an consigned, one by one, 
to the rubbish heap of history. In the meantime, to the extent that it seeks cooperation and 
support, the United States should focus its efforts on winning the approval, or at least the 
acquiescence, of the other major democratic powers. If the United States feels compelled to 
build new institutions it should concentrate on creating groupings of ideologically compatible 
states, whether regionally (an Asian NATO) or globally (a Congress of Democracies). 

Relations with the crest powers 
The neo-conservative prescription for dealing with the other great powers inflects a similar logic. 
Much of the work of global governance, especially the management of threats and the 
maintenance of peace, will have to be done in collaboration with other democracies and 
especially the other democratic great powers. Because of the convergence in their values and 
interests, these nations arc America's true friends and, given public attitudes, they are the only 
countries with whom its likely to enter into formal mutual defense affiances. 

See Jarmo Rate* Tht.rillindtin (2.04). 
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By contrast, while there may be possibilities for short-term cooperation on specific issues, 
relations with the strongest non-democracies are destined to be troubled and can easily become 
confrontation!. No matter how their American counterparts flatter them, authoritarian rulers 
will inevitably recognize that the United States does not truly regard them as equals or believe 
that they are entitled to the same respect that must be accorded to duly elected representatives of 
other democracies. Worse still, despite American efforts to "build confidence" and soothe 
insecurities, the leaders of the big non-democracies will inevitably (and rightly) see the United 
States as a profound threat to their continued grip on political power. This is due largely to their 
recognition of America's historic role in defeating fascism and Soviet Communism. More 
recent, explicit declarations by the United States government about its intentions and long-term 
goals may have heightened sensitivities to a degree, but they have probably had a greater impact 
in the capitals of other democracies than in Beijing or Moscow. Chinese and Russian officials 
and strategic planners have long assumed that the United States was out to get them. They are 
unlikely to be shocked by the rhetoric that has been emanating from Washington since 9(11 (and, 
in somewhat milder form, since the early 1990s), although they may be a bit puzzled as to why 
the United States has become so blunt in acknowledging what they have long assumed to be its 
true goals. 

For reasons that have to do primarily with their internal political dynamics, non-democratic great 
powers are driven to engage in external behavior that is assertive and at times aggressive. 
Lacking in domestic legitimacy and fearful of challenges from within, authoritarian rulers create 
or exaggerate foreign threats to mobilize their populations, distract them from their privations 
and focus popular frustration and anger outwards. Such considerations also make authoritarian 
regimes sensitive to slights or setbacks and eager for symbolic victoria and for the trappings of 
power including large militaries and, in the case of those that do not already possess than, 
weapons of mass destruction. 

This understanding of the nature of non-democratic peat powers leads to three conclusions 
about how the U.S. and its democratic allies should interact with them: 

• Democratic governments must recognize that the authoritarian powers do not trust them 
and cannot, in turn, be misted. While some formal agreements and tacit understandings 
may be possible, they are likely to be of limited scope and duration. Relations between 
democracies and non-democracies will always be fraught with tension, and cooperation 
between them will necessarily be fleeting. 

• Efforts to appease non-democratic regimes by offering concessions and blandishments 
are destined to fail. Authoritarian rulers fear the United States less for what it does than 
for what it is. Changes in American behavior will not render it inoffensive and 
unthreatening, nor will they discourage the non-democratic governments from pursuing 
aggressive external policies intended, at least in part, to help them maintain domestic 
control. If anything, American attempts at appeasement are more likely to strengthen the 
hand of authoritarian rulers by making them appear powerful and successful to their own 
people and to potential domestic rivals. Standing up to authoritarians is the best way to 
discourage their ambitions and lessen their stature. 

II 



• In the long nut, regime change is the only solution to the problems posed by non-
democratic great mitts. Unless and until China and Russia make the transition to 
democracy they will continue to pose a significant challenge, and whips a serious 
threat, to American interests. In addition to tensing to kow-tow to their GUMMI mien, 
the United States should look for ways to support individuals, groups, and societal 
processes that favor liberalization and genuine political refonn in these countries. 

The Ilene warm 
"Bad" states are at the root of the problem of Islamist terrorism and must therefore be the 
primary focus of American strategy for winning the long war. This insight has two broad 
implications. First, as the Bush administration announced it the immediate attemoth of 9/11, 
the U.S. can no longer afford to make distinctions between those who commit acts of tarot and 
the governments that shelter and enable than. Such regimes must be subjected to diplomatic, 
moral, economic and (where necessary and feasible) military pressure to compel them to reduce 
or abandon their support for terrorist organizations. 

Unfortunately, states that sponsor terror do so for reasons that are deep-seated and difficult to 
change. These countries are essentially smaller, worker versions of the non-democratic great 
powers. Because they lack legitimacy their rulers too suffer front chronic domestic insecurity 
and a tendency to use external threats to distract their people and justify their tight grip on 
political power. Because they do not possess the resources and capabilities oft great power, 
"rogue" states are driven to seek indirect means to project their influence and deter their enemies. 
Terrorism is the weapon of choice for lesser tyrants, who use it to inflict pain and instill fear 
abroad, while at the sone time bolstering their reputations for wily ruthlessness at home. It is 
only a fundamental change in the character of their domestic institutions that will get such states 
permanently out of the terror business. As in its dealing with their great power cousins, the 
United States should be wary of the illusion of genuine cooperation with these regimes, eschew 
appeasement in favor of flank toughness, and look for ways to weaken them from within. Where 
circumstances warrant, and capabilities permit, the U.S. should also be willing to contemplate 
using force to overarm the worst, most menacing rogue regimes. 

Even many Islamic govenunents that do not back terror as • matter of state policy contribute to 
the problem indirectly by oppressing their people, denying them opportunities for expression and 
advancement, permitting the teaching of intolerant doctrines; expelling extremists and turning a 
blind eye to the activities of front groups that channel funds to terrorists abroad. If the United 
States simply supports "friendly" authoritarian regimes and encourages them to crack down 
harder at home it will perpetuate conditions that lead to the export of terrorism. Real victory, 
and lasting peace, will not be possible until these regimes too have been transformed into well-
functioning liberal democracies. 

Proliferation 
Neo-conservative analysts believe thst, at its root, proliferation is a political problem rather than 
a purely technological one. The goal of U.S. policy is not merely to prevent the spread of 
weapons of mass destruction but, above all, to keep them out of the hands of "the world's worst 
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regimes," i.e. the non-great power authoritarian rogues. Their inherent tendencies towards 

aggression render these states more prone to brandish WMD for purposes of intimidation and 
coercion, and could also make it more likely that they will actually use them to achieve their 
external goats. Because of their lack of transparency, and the links that many have to terrorist 
organizations there is also a greater risk that rogue states will transfer or sell WMD to non-state 
actors who are, in turn, even more likely to use them. 

The end of the Cold War and the onset of American primacy have given authoritarian regimes 
added incentives to acquire WMD in order to help keep the U.S. at bay and discourage it from 
taking steps to pressure them or remove them from power. Existing control mechanisms, most 
notably the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, have failed to counteract these tendencies. The 
fundamental reason is that the NPT and other treaties like it seek to apply the same rules to all 
and do not acknowledge the special problems posed by rulers willing to lie, cheat and exploit all 
available loopholes. Signing yet more universal treaties will not solve the problem of 
proliferation and could serve simply to restore the same sense of unfounded complacency that 
allowed today's rogues to get as far as they have without eliciting an effective international 
response. 

In the near term, the United States must use all the means at its disposal to try to slow or stop the 
progress of the most advanced rogue states. Negotiated agreements with such regimes that do 
not include ironclad requirements for inspection and verification will only provide cover for 
cheating and should be rejected out of hand. But rogues will inevitably see effective 
enforcement measures as damaging to their prestige and threatening to their power and so are 
extremely unlikely to accept them. Protracted negotiations and partial agreements that have the 
effect of slowing down rogue WMD programs may be acceptable, provided that they are 
accompanied by serious American efforts to bring about regime change. If all else fails, the 
United States must be willing to contemplate using force to prevent rogue regimes from 
acquiring and retaining WMD arsenals. Credible preemptive threats are both a backstop for 
diplomatic failure and a necessary ingredient for success. Once the world's rogues conclude that 
the U.S. is either unwilling or unable to disarm them, the process of proliferation will become 
even more difficult to stop. 

As it looks to the future and seeks to construct new institutional barriers to the further spread of 
WMD, Washington should contemplate formalizing what is fast becoming a de facto, two-tier 
non-proliferation policy. To the extent possible both democratic and non-dernocmtic states 
should be discouraged from acquiring WMDs.1°  Nevertheless, it is important to acknowledge 
that the decisions of democratic governments are far more likely to have legitimate strategic 
justification, and an far less likely to directly threaten U.S. interests, than those of non-
democracies. The U.S. should concentrate its efforts on the latter, mobilizing an alliance of 

la  The reasons have less to do with antenna further proliferation thin with trying to prtsave and extend American 
primacy. In the hands of its enemies, such weapons clearly threaten to neutralize America's current 'limy 
advantages; Na even in the hands of then& they may lessen its influence. 
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REALISM 

FOUNDATIONS 
With roots that extend back at least to ancient Greece, realism is the oldest extant approach to the 
analysis of international relations. Because of the nature of the assumptions on which it is based, 
and the policies toward which it points, realism has never been fully embraced as a basis for 
American strategy. Just as the emergence of a distinctive neo-conservatism approach to foreign 
policy in the 1970s was, in part, a reaction against the perceived excesses and inadequacies of 
realism, so the current resurgence of interest in realism is a response to what are widely regarded 
as the failures of neo-conservatism, especially as regards the war in Iraq." If past history is any 
guide, however, recent enthusiasm is unlikely to translate into lasting elite or popular support for 
a Duly "realist" (as opposed to a merely pragmatic) approach to American national strategy. 

States 
For realists, relative power, not regime type, is the only meaningful distinction that can be drawn 
among states. Given the anarchic nature of international politics, and the absence of any higher 
authority capable of imposing order and ensuring peace, states must look first to their own 
defenses. In such an environment there is little room for generosity or high moral standards. 
Instead, in Thucydides famous phrase, "the strong do what they can and the weak suffer what 
they must." 

The notion that, at least insofar as their external behavior is concerned, some states are 
intrinsically "good" and others "bad" is therefore a childish delusion and, worse, a profoundly 
misleading basis for analysis and policy-making. Instead of being encouraged to cling to them, 
American decision-makers need to be disabused of illusions that are deeply rooted in their 
country's liberal political culture. Towards this end, they must be continually reminded of the 
following truths: 

• Self-interest, not ideological affinity is the only reliable basis for cooperation in 
international politics. 

• Like nineteenth century Britain before it, the United has no permanent friends, only 
permanent interests. 

• There is no reason to believe that other democracies will necessarily prove to be reliable 
friends and allies of the United States. 

• Conversely, there will often be times when, because of a convergence of interests, the 
United States can and should cooperate with non-democratic regimes. 

"Sec Lawrence F. Kaolin, "Springtime for Realism," 1 ..11.2. gots& (June 21, 2004). 
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• Making ideological distinctions among stabn the organizing principle for American 
strategy is, at best, a recipe for disappointment and, at wont, a fommta for disaster. It is 
precisely the tendency to launch off on ideological crusades aimed at "making the world 
safe for democracy" that has led the United States into its most costly mistakes. 

History 
For realists the story of the last two hundred years (or the Ian two millennia, for that matter) is 
not primarily one of progress but rather of repetition. The "dominant narrative" of world history 
is not the spread of freedom, as liberals and neoconservativa prefer to imagine, but the rise and 
fall of great powers. This process is driven forward ceaselessly by differentials in the rate at 
which empires and nation-states am able to accumulate wealth and build up their military 
capabilities. Those that menage to grow faster than their contemporaries In one period cannot 
hope to be able to do so indefinitely. Ass result, no margin of accumulated advantages, however 
large, has ever been sufficient to put a dominant power permanently out of reach of potential 
marathon. 

The rise and relative decline of great powers has historically been accompanied by predictable 
patterns of international political interaction. Those who are growing most rapidly invariably 
seek to extend their reach and expand their influence, while those who see their positions eroding 
attempt to bolster and defend than against emerging challengers. Even when both believe that 
they are acting defensively, there will be • strong tendency for rising and falling powers to fear 
one another. Change leads to insecurity, which leads in turn to competition and often to 
conflict.12 

Despite strong, underlying tendencies toward conflict, periods of pace and relative stability are 
possible. The frequency and duration of these intervals does not depend primarily on a 
commonality of values that unites the major players (although this can be helpful at times). Two 
other factors have generally been more important in this regard: first, • rough balance of 
capabilities among the lading states (or between the top power and a coalition of lesser powers), 
and second, the presence of prudent leaders pursuing Catkin-maximal objectives in most, if not 
all, of the world's major capitals. 

Guided by realist insights, prudent statesmen may be able to manage the balance of power and 
keep the pence, at least for a while. But, throughout history, periods of stability have always 
eventually been punctuated by upheaval and war. Realists see little reason to expect that the 
future will be different from the past. 

Alms 
The leaden of great powers often seek to define grand objectives, whether a one thousand year 

Reich or an end to tyranny, toward which all their policies are supposedly directed. In light of 

12  For nark stitement ace Robert Gilpin, War Ind Mon in World NIS  (19$1). 
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the large, dynamic forces that are constantly reshaping international politics, such imagined end 

points will always prove unattainable. Moreover, even when they appear lofty and altruistic the 

pursuit of illusory goals often leads to tragic consequences for all concerned. Warnings against 

excessive ambition are a persistent theme in realist writings on strategy. 

The combination of a prevailing liberal ideology and unparalleled historical good famine has 

made Americans especially prone to illusions and the crusades that are meant to attain them. For 

realists, the persistent dream of a world filled with democracies is in all likelihood unachievable 

and, even if it were not, its effects on U.S. foreign policy would be far less dramatic than 
optimists imagine. Even now, with its relative strength at an historic high, America lacks the 
resources and the resolve single-handedly to transform even the weaker of the remaining 

authoritarian regimes. To the extent that the United States continues to pursue the forced 
conversion of non-democracies it risks exhausting itself, provoking fear, opposition and 
resistance, and perhaps stumbling into some even greater catastrophe. 13 

Supposing that global ideological uniformity could be magically achieved, American policy-
makers would still find themselves confronted by a world of independent powers with often 
diverging interests. A democratic China, to take only the most obvious and dramatic example, 
would be no less a challenge to the United States than its authoritarian predecessor. If a 
liberalized regime were more efficient and enjoyed higher levels of popular support, it might 
even pose a greater long-term threat to American interests. In any event, a world MI of 
democracies would not suddenly be fete of geopolitical rivalry and conflict. 

Instead of chasing the chimeras of global democracy and perpetual peace, U.S. policy makers 
should focus on the far more limited and realistic goal of preserving and extending the current 
era of relative stability and American primacy (of which more below). To the extent that the 
United States exerts itself externally it should do so primarily for the purpose of defending its 
core national interests: protecting its people and territory ftom attack, ensuring that external 
dangers do not erode domestic freedoms or damage prospects for continued economic growth, 
and, to the extent possible, forestalling the emergence of new great power threats. 

Primacy 
Based on their reading of history, and their understanding of the dynamics of international 
politics, most realists are convinced that the unipolar moment will be brief. Indeed, many have 
been predicting its demise almost since it began, with the terminal weakening of the Soviet 
Union in the late 1980s and early 19903.14  Trying to extend American primacy indefinitely by 

"For one critique, see Robert F. Ellsworth and Dimitri IC Simes, "Realism's Shining Morality," nw, Nags& 
hammy (Winter 2004/05), pp. 540. 

" See, for example, Christopher Layne "The Unipolar Illusion: Why New Great Powers Will Rise," Ygmmaigngl 
Semite vol. 17, no. 4 (Spring 1993), pp. 5-51 and Kenneth N. Waltz, "The Emerging SMicture of International 
Politics," IntyaggengLigaggg' vol. II. no, 2 (Fall 1994), pp 44-79. 
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outpacing, ovenvhelming, and dissuading all potential rivals is a profoundly unrealistic policy. 
Some of the most important factors in determining the long-term distribution of national power 
(such as relative rates of overall economic growth and technological advancement) are not fully 
within the control of policy-makers in any single country. Thus, even if the U.S. does its utmost 
to maintain growth rates, it is unlikely to be willing or able to do much to slow the progress of 
potential rivals. 

While the United States may be able fir some time to retain an edge in the all-important milieu), 
domain, its efforts will inevitably stimulate others to find ways of offsetting and countering its 
advantages. It may take several more decades for a true "peer competitor" to emerge, but lesser 
rivals are already taking steps (including acquiring weapons of mass destruction and systems 
useful in and-access, "nu denial" missions) that may dissuade the U.S. from operating its forces 
in their neighborhoods and could deter it from launching direct attacks on their soil. 

Perpetual primacy, like perpetual peace, is a beguiling but unattainable dream. Still, the United 
States should be in no hurry to surrender the advantages primacy brings and, to the contrary, it 
should do everything possible to prolong them The best way of doing this, in the view of most 
contanporary realists, is to pursue a two-pranged strategy. On the one hand, Washington should 
do what it can to minimize the extent to which others feel the need to counterbalance it, whether 
by developing their own capabilities or by joining together to form • countervailing coalition. 
The less threatening the United States appears, and the more attentive it is to the interests and 
concerns of others, the less likely it is to provoke them into taking steps that will curtail 
American influence. 

At the same time as they try to tread more softly, U.S. strategists should also be looking for ways 
to reduce some of the burdens and respanibilities they have inherited from their predecessors. 
Especially in light of recent and ongoing, changes in the international environment, it mikes 
little sense for the United States to cling to the same portfolio of alliances and commitments that 
it has held since the end of World War Two. Restructuring is desirable, in pert, because it 
lessens the strain on America's forces and finances. 

By drawing back to some degree, the U.S. may also be able to take advantage of strong systemic 
tendencies toward balancing and to turn the competitive energies of other states in directions that 
enhance its leverage and better serve its own long-term imams. For example, loosening ties to 
Tokyo might stimulate a more rapid Japanese military buildup and lead to a more open and 
intense Sino-Japanese strategic rivalry. Although this approach would any obvious risks, it 
could assist the U.S. in countering China's growing power and allow it to play the pivotal role in 
a U.S.-China-Japan triangle. Similarly, a significant lowering of the U.S. profile in the Persian 
Gulf could lead to wider confrontation between Sunnis and Shiites, competition between Iran 
and Saudi Arabia and opportunities for Washington to maneuver between the two. 

While they differ among themselves about the details, many self-styled realists favor what they 
call a grand strategy of "off-shore balancing," because they believe it will reduce America'. 
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appeal as a terrorist target discourage the formation of hostile coalitions, delay the emergence of 

great power challengers and extend the present interval of priznacy.15 

IMPLICATIONS 

Global gOVOMMOCIII 
Realists are, if anything, even more skeptical of international law and multilateral institutions 

than neo-conservatives. While the latter are prepared to acknowledge that such mechanisms 

could play a role in regulating international relations if all nations were democracies, realists 

doubt they would be effective even under those circumstances. Regardless of regime type, state 

behavior is ultimately governed by power and interest, not adherence to abstract principles or 

written codes of conduct. Weaker states may choose to adhere to international law out of fear of 

being punished and in the hope (usually misplaced) that their example will induce the strong to 

behave in a similarly law-abiding fashion. But strong states will play by the rules only as long as 
they see it as being in their interest to do so. In the absence of any serious supranational means 
of enforcement, international rules and regulations will therefore remain largely ineffective. 

For realists, the only reliable way of regulating Set-state relations is through the workings of 
loose concerts of powers, rather than formal institutions and written rules. The purpose of these 
groupings is to bring together the most powerful actors in a particular region (or, in the case of a 
global concert, worldwide) and provide them with a venue in which to clarify their interests, 
coordinate their actions, and avoid unnecessary conflicts. Eligibility for membership in a concert 
is determined by relative power rather than mere sovereignty (as liberals insist) or regime type 
(as neo-conservatives demand). Weaker powers may be excluded, even if they are democratic, 
but strong states must be included, even if they are not. Thus, trying to manage the Middle 
East/Persian Gulf region without including Iran and Syria will be an exercise in futility. 
Similarly, an effective global concert will have to include Russia and China, as well as India, 
Japan, and a handful of the stronger European states" 

Great powers 
Relations between the United States and the other major centers of global power must be shaped 
by clear-eyed calculations of interest, rather than sentimental attachments or presumed 
ideological affinities and antagonisms. As a first order of business. Washington should seek a 
more stable accommodation with Beijing, one that acknowledges the inevitability of its rising 
power and expanding influence, especially in the Western Pacific. While there is no need for it 
to withdraw completely, the U.S. would be well-advised to lower its profile in this region in 

is  See, for example, Christopher Layne, "Offshore Balancing Revisited," The Washington Ouarterlv (Spring 2002), 
pp. 233-2411; Stephen 1)1. Wall, Intim/ Ameriam Pow The Global Response to U.S. Primacy (2005). 

"On the possibilities for a abbot concert see Richard N. Haam, The Opportunity (New Yodc: Public Affairs, 2005), 
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order to avoid unnecessary provocation, minimize points of fiction, and stimulate the natural 
inclination of China's neighbors to Stance against it. 

Maintaining a quasi-alliance relationship with danocratic Taiwan in the face of China's growing 
military capabilities is pointless and increasingly dangerous Over the next several years the 
United States must find some graceful way of liquidating this long-standing commitment, 
preferably by brokering a deal that will save American face and get the best possible terms for 
Taipei. The 50-year alliance with South Korea is also not worth the price that the U.S. is 
currently paying to keep it alive. Pulling back may cause Seoul to become more serious about its 
own security and more accommodating to American demands. In the long-run Korea is likely to 
revert to its historic role as a satellite, if not a vassal, of China. As suggested canna, a realist 
analysis would suggest that the U.S. ought to put some distance between itself and Japan, thereby 
encouraging it to increase its military power, reducing the perception that it is using that county 
to contain Chins, and maximizing its leverage with both Tokyo and Beijing into the bargain. 

Despite its greatly diminished stature, Russia deserves to be treated with respect and permitted to 
retain its own sphere of influence. Washington's willingness in recent years to bring more pieces 
of the fanner Soviet empire into NATO merely because they have made the transition to 
democracy is reckless and unnecessarily provocative. The sudden appearance of U.S. forces in 
Central Asia and Washington's evident support for the "Color Revolutions" in Russia's "near 
abroad" cannot help but heighten Moscow's paranoia and its inclination to take aggressive 
countenneasures. 

Realists regard American efforts to press for domestic reforms in Russia and China as feckless 
and counter-productive. The United States lacks the leverage actually to succeed, but it can 
certainly make its targets feel threatened, suspicious and more inclined to pursue aggressive, 
hostile external policies of their own. 

Just as ideological differences should pose no insurmountable obstacles to good relations among 
great powas, so residual conunonalities in domestic values and institutions cannot guanunee 
their cooperation. It is nowhere written that the United States and the European powers are 
destined to be close allies forever and, indeed, there are good reasons to expect that they will 
drift apart if their assessments of their respective interests diverge. After World War Two 
America and Europe were drawn together by a shored interest in opposing Soviet expansion. 
Today they are increasingly divided by their different assessments of how best to respond to the 
threats of terrorism and proliferation. It is possible that these assessments could converge if, on 
the one hand, the European come around to the present American view (as some neo-
conservatives continue to hope) or the U.S. becomes more "European" in its approach (as many 
liberals urge). Unless there is some change, however, trans-Atlantic ties will continue to fray." 

" Stephen Walt, "The Ties ma Fay: Why Europe and America we Drifting Apr," lbgligggnaUgangt (Winter 
199W1999). 
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The long war 
If radical Islamic jihadists are, in fact, the greatest and most urgent threat to American security, 

then the United States has no choice but to subordinate its other aims to their defeat." Realists 

who take the tenorist threat seriously regard the neo-conservative approach to combating it as 
misguided in almost every respect. In trying to find and extirpate the taproot of terrorism, the 
neo-conservatives end up blurring the distinction between Islamist groups, lumping together 
states and non-state actors and, in general, inflating the problem out of all proportion. Instead of 
grouping its enemies together in one basket the United States should be trying to split them apart. 
Unless through its actions the U.S. succeeds in driving them into each other's inns, there is a 
natural and strategically useful antipathy between Sunnis and Shiites, secular authoritarian and 
Islamic fundamentalists." 

The neo-conservative's obsession with promoting political liberalization across the Islamic world 
is not only a fool's errand, it is profoundly counterproductive. Pressing hostile regimes like Iran 
and Syria to cut support for terror, and threatening them if they do not, might actually work, at 
least in the short run. But, by insisting that the terror problem cannot truly be solved until these 
governments case to exist, Washington gives them no grounds to cooperate in the longer-tam 
and every reason to resist The same is true for nominally friendly autocrats who now see that 
their interest lies in helping the U.S. just enough so that it regards them as indispensable, but no 
so much that terrorism is ever actually defeated. 

The realist formula for a successful counter-terror strategy might be summarized as "divide, 
crush, contain." After 9/Il the United States should have focused on al Qaeda and mobilized 
both Shiite fundamentalists and Sunni authoritarians to help isolate and destroy it. With this 
essential mission accomplished, the U.S. could have concentrated on assisting the intelligence 
and security services of friendly Sunni regimes (like those of Egypt, Saudi Arabia and Pakistan) 
in suppressing domestic extremists while threatening to hold remaining hostile states (like Syria, 
Iran, Iraq and Libya) responsible for any future attacks on American soil. 

Despite having deviated from this path by binding Iraq, declaring its intention to transform the 
"broader Middle East", and seeking simultaneously to destroy al Qaeda and confront Iran, there 
is still some chance that the United States can fall back to a more realistic and sustainable 
strategy. In addition to cutting its losses and withdrawing from Iraq, the U.S. needs to reduce its 
presence and profile throughout the Middle East (above all be distancing itself from Israel), Seep 
pressing friendly regimes to undertake risky reforms and recognize the necessity of dealing with 
Iran as a major regional power. Like certain forms of cancer, terrorism cannot be decisively 

"Not ell reafists would necessarily agree with this assessment. Became of their inclination to regard states, and 
especially ores powers, as the wind* players in imemational politics, some see temwism Imply us dissection. 

"See Linen and Minn, gagaUlgefism, pp. 40-52. 
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eliminated, but its scope can be reduced and the dangen it poses to the global body politic 
contained 

Proilforation 
Whatever the character of their domestic regimes, states seek weapons of mass destruction in 
order to deter perceived threats and enhance their security. The lesson of the last several years is 
clear if they feel sufficiently dueatened, governments will find ways to piece together the 
elements of a nuclear weapons program, no matter what treaties or arms control arrangements 
are in place. Strengthening existing export control and inspection mechanisms can help slow the 
pace of clandestine WMD programs, drive up their costs and raise their perceived risks. But no 
international control regime can stop a government that is absolutely determined. Moreover, 
because treaties always contain escape clauses, they can never provide absolute assurance 
against breakout. 

Because they regard all regimes as essentially similar, rational actors, realists are less inclined 
than neo-conservatives to worry about WMD falling into the "wrong" hands. The United States 
should certainly try to prevent its enemies from acquiring such powerful weapons. If it fails, 
however, the consequences are unlikely to be catastrophic. Even the most radical-sounding 
tubas will become quite sober in the presence of nuclear weapons. Anyone but a nihilistic 
moat= will shrink from using WMD against the United States and its allies (or even 
brandishing than with excessive enthusiasm) for fear of the devastating consequences. While 
realists do not rule out entirely the possibility that such leaders could emerge, they consider them 
to be highly unusual. Most regimes, even those that commit terrible crimes against their own 
people, an rational and calculating, especially in their extenal behavior. 

If the acquisition of WMD by U.S. enemies may prove tolerable, their possession by its friends 
could actually have positive benefits. Putting aside the possible dangers of preemptive attack 
during a period of transition, it Japan or Taiwan were suddenly to get nuclear weapons the long-
term prospects for maintaining a favorable balance of power in Asia would be greatly improved. 
Armed with small, SCalle nuclear marls Amulet's friends would be in a far better position to 
deter attacks or attempts at coercion by China. The way would then be clear for the United 
States to pull back from East Asia, thereby lessening friction and tension with Beijing without 
delivering the entire region into its hands. 
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LIBERALISM 

FOUNDATIONS 
The American republic was founded on liberal principles regarding the rights of the individual, 
the proper role of goveminent, and the best way of ordering domestic political, social and 
economic life. Not surprisingly, liberal ideas have also played a dominant part in shaping 
American attitudes and approaches to the outside world. It is only since the start of the 
twentieth century, however, with the MI flowering of American power, that all the elements of a 
comprehensive, liberal internationalist doctrine have come fully into view. 

American realists, from Lippmann to Morgenthau to Kissinger, have always seen their role as 
being to lean against their country's prevailing liberal tendencies, warning against the errors and 
excesses to which they believed these would inevitably give rise. Realists tend to disagree with 
liberals on virtually all important strategic issues, including the identification of ends and the 
application of means. Neo-conservatives, by contrast, are closer to liberals than realists in their 
definition of America's grand strategic goals, but differ sharply with liberals on how these can 
best be achieved. 

States 
Eighteenth century liberal thinkers were the first to draw a distinction between "good," popularly 
governed and "bad," autocratic regimes. The former were more likely to respect individual 
rights and, because they were not guided by the whims of glory-seeking kings and princes, less 
prone to launch wars of plunder and conquest. Because popular governments depended on the 
support of those who paid taxes and shed blood, they were far more likely to be peaceful. 

Contempotary liberals continue to judge states according to the character of their domestic 
institutions. In contrast to neo-conservatives, however, they are less inclined to draw sharp lines 
or definitive conclusions about the implications for state behavior. Sonic authoritarian states are 
clearly more aggressive and harder to manage than others, and some are further along in the 
inevitable progression from autocracy to democracy, but most can be dealt with and it is seldom 
a good idea not to try. Indeed, for liberals, engagement - both diplomatic and economic, and 
bilaterally as well as through multilateral institutions — is the most important means, not only for 
avoiding unnecessary conflict, but for speeding the transformation of illiberal regimes. Isolation 
or, worse, active attempts at subversion, am more likely to end up spurring crackdowns and 
justifying the extension of repressive rule. 

History 
Liberals view human history as an uplifting narrative of progress towards ever-higher levels of 
liberty, prosperity, and peace Contemporary liberals generally regard objective, material forces 
as the engine that drives this story forward. The establishment of markets, and the liberation of 
individuals to pursue their own livelihoods, sets in motion a process of change that is self-
strengthening and, despite occasional setbacks, virtually unstoppable. As incomes rise and 
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growing numbers of ordinary people move beyond mere subsistence, there will be mounting 
pressures for political liberties conunensurate with economic freedoms One way or another, 
whether through a gradual extension of rights by initially reluctant rulers, or their sudden 
overthrow hi violent revolutions, autocratic regimes will be replaced by those that are, to one 
degree or another, democratic. This process may be helped along at times by exogenous shocks 
such as wars, but over the last two hundred years it has acquired a logic, and a momentum, of its 

When it comes to the question of what the United States should do whelp move history along, 
most modem liberals are, to paraphrase Francis Fukuruna, "Marxists" rather than "Leninism.' 
In other words, they have confidence in the inevitable tnifolding of world historical forces, and 
are less inclined to believe that any "revolutionary vanguard" nation or group of nations must 
step in to accelerate the pace of events. To the contrary, for reasons that have already been 
suggested, attempts at direct intervention to intimidate or topple recalcitrant regimes may 
actually have results opposite to those blinded. The moat imminent thing the United States can 
do is to ensure that global markets continue to function and authoritarian holdouts are 
increasingly entangled in them. Beyond this, Washington should exercise leadership primarily 
by force of example.21 

Aline 
Contemporary liberals have a vision that extends beyond a world populated with democratic 
states. Their ulthnate aim is to build a system of intemadonid rules and institutions that will not 
only keep the pence, but help address a wide array of global problems, from maintaining 
economic growth, to controlling disease, reducing poverty, and reversing environmental 
degradation. 

While realism would scoff at such an agenda, regarding it as both unattainable and irrelevant to 
the proper life and death concerns of intensational polities, some neoconservatives might be 
inclined to embrace parts of it and to believe that they could be attained, provided that the goal of 
global danocratizetiOn had first been achieved. Most liberals, on the other hand, see the task of 
institution-building as so urgent that it cannot await the full worldwide flowering of liberty. In 
this view, complete homogeneity of domestic institutions is not a necessary precondition for 
broad and deep international cooperation. Moreover, the spired of international institutions can, 
in itself, be a meats through which to promote democratization. Some organizations may 
require domestic political reform as a precondition for membaship, thereby providing incentives 
for change. Even if all institutions do not go this far, liberals believe that the mere fact of 
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participation can have a socializing effect on illiberal states, causing them to accept and 

internalize certain norms of behavior and codes of conduct (such as the rule of law) that will 

hasten their movement down the path of reform. 

Primacy 
The United States cannot maintain a position of permanent preeminence in world politics, nor 
should it try to do so. Indeed, in the view of some liberal internationalists, America's 
overweening power is actually an obstacle to the achievement of their dream of a system of 
strong, efficient global institutions. When one country looms so large that it can do whatever it 
pleases, others will fear that, when it chooses, it may simply refuse to be bound by any 
commitments or rules. This fact, in turn, will make other, weaker states reluctant to fully 
embrace the liberal institution-building project." 

Part of the problem lies in the brute disparity of power that now separates the United States from 
other members of the international system. But matters have been made worse in recent years by 
the behavior of the present administration. For liberals, the Bush administration's worst sins are 
its alleged contempt for international institutions and international law. Through its actions, they 
argue, the U.S. government has undone much of the progress that had been made since the end of 
the Cold War and set back the process of institution-building for years, if not decades." 

No matter who is president, the United States clearly cannot simply renounce primacy, or make 
itself seem small and unthreatening despite its overwhelming capabilities. What it can and must 
do instead is to signal a redoubled commitment to a system of laws and institutions through word 
and, above all, deed. Washington needs to demonstrate its willingness to be bound and 
constrained by international agreements and rules, even though it clearly has the power to ignore 
or overturn them. It is this logic that leads some liberals to suggest that, as a first order of 
business, a new administration should sign various treaties (such as the International Criminal 
Conn and the Kyoto Protocol on Global Warming) on which the Bush administration turned its 
back. The details of any particular agreement are not as important as the signal they would send 
of restored faith in multilateralism and a renewed willingness to submit to multilateral 
constraints. 

American hegemony will not last forever. The nation's leaders would therefore be wise to invest 
a substantial measure of its extraordinary power in building a system of rules and institutions that 
will embody and protect its values, even after it has begun to decline. Realists believe that the 
United States can prolong its advantages by drawing back, husbanding its resources, and pitting 
potential rivals against one another. The overall liberal prescription for American grand strategy 
is precisely the opposite: the U.S. needs to lean forward, encourage cooperation and expend 

22  For., argument about the wisdom of "self-hinding," see G. John Ikatbemi, aftaaktery (2001). 

" See, for example, G. John Ikenbeny, Mx End oldie Nen-Conservative Moment,"  (011ang 2004). PP. 7-

 

22. 

25 



political capital in building institutions that will serve its inteMal, even as they constrain its 
power. 

IMPLICATIONS 
Liberal internationalism approach each of the specific challenges confronting the United States 
with an eye toward their ultimate aim of building a workable, universal system of international 
rules and institutions. 

Nobel severance 
In [iglu of the persistent diversity of the contanporary international system, in terms of both 
power and regime type, liberals acknowledge that it may be necessary at times to rely on sub-
groups of states to manage important issues. Concerts of democracies, or merely of great 
powers, may be needed to addiess problems that exceed the decision-making and enforcement 
capacities of existing mechanisms for global governance. Indeed, because both involve at least 
some measure of consultation and coordination, either of these two modes of cooperation is 
preferable to unilateral action by the United States. 

For liberals, however, contests and coalitions are regarded mainly as way-stations on the road to 
a truly global system. What is important is not to lose sight of this goal or to succumb to the 
temptation of settling for second-best solutions. Today's liberals are no less ambitious than their 
ancestors, but minabl of pest disappointments, they recognize that a working system of global 
governance cannot be erected overnight or brought into existence simply by signing high-
minded, toothless declarations. The best way to advance is piecemeal, through the construction 
of network of multiple institutional mechanisms, organized regionally and fluictionally, as well 
as globally. At the pinnacle of this system, liberals still envision a true "parliament of man," in 
the form of a revitalized United Nations? 

Oren powers 
Like neo-conservatives, liberals draw moral distinctions between democratic and authoritarian 
governments; like realists, however, they see no ham in dealing with the latter and, indeed, are 
eager for opportunities to do so. Engaging the remaining non-democratic powers through 
diplomacy and trade, and by drawing them in to multilateral mechanisms of all kinds, is seen as 
the best possible way of hastening their progress toward fundamental reform. Rather than risk 
antagonizing authoritarian hold-outs by pushing directly for democracy, liberals hope that 
economic progress, the development of impartial legal systems, and the growth of civil society 
will eventually bring meaningtid political change. 

"For • proposal Yong floe lines are Final Report cite Princeton Piojact on National Scarily, O. Jolm Ikenbenty 
and Aneriabrie SIsaghisx, Co-Directors, panne A World of Liberty Ueda Lot (Princeton Uninsity, 2006), pp. 

IS-29. 
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Engagement is a means to an end, big it is also an end in itself. While they aclutowiedge that 

there may be some hard cases among the non-democracies (especially the weaker, more isolated 

and more aggressive rogues), liberals are generally confident that authoritarian regimes can be 

persuaded to become good international citizens or "responsible stakeholders" in the existing 

system. The modern liberal project of building a functioning global institutional order need not 

wait for the final global triumph of liberalism. 

Tim long war 
Liberals reject the realist formula for winning the long war by backing anti-Iskunig authoritarian 
governments, but they are also dubious of what they see as the neo-conservatives inclination to 
force-feed democracy in hopes of achieving a fast, lasting cure for terrorism. As with their 

preferred method of dealing with the remaining authoritarian great powers, contemporary liberals 
prefer a gradual, indirect approach to attacking what they believe to be the root causes of violent 
extremism. These are primarily material rather than spiritual or ideological; they reflect 
economic and social deficits rather than a lack of political rights. 

Instead of pressing friendly authoritarian rulers and pushing for early elections (which are more 
likely to empower radicals than moderates), ale United States should back off and lower its 
profile. Because its moral standing in the Islamic world is now so low, the U.S. will have to sub-
contract much of this effort to its European allies, working with them and with a variety of 
international and regional institutions to push market reforms, education, greater equality for 
women, the growth of civil society and the establishment of the rule of law. The U.S. should 
also, of course, do what it can to alleviate the legitimate grievances of people throughout the 
broader Middle East by making amends for its past enon in Iraq and pressing Israel to make 
peace with the Palestinians. It is these factors, rather than a lack of political freedom or the 
abstract appeal of extremist ideologies, which encourage support for terrorism. 

Not coincidentally, these methods for winning the long war are fully compatible with the larger 
liberal vision of building an orderly world of universal rules and strong institutions. Promoting 
gradual transformation from within via engagement and mild moral criticism is certainly less 
likely to involve challenges to sovereignty than the neo-conservative approach of isolation and 
confrontation. 

Proliferation 
Recent trends towards the further spread of nuclear weapons are the result of a weakening of the 
existing non-proliferation regime and mint be addressed primarily through direct efforts to 
strengthen it. The United States itself is at least partly to blame for this erosion. Washington's 
failure to take seriously its obligation to move further and faster toward the eventual, complete 
elimination of nuclear weapons reinforces the perception that existing arrangements are 
hypocritical and unfair. Public discussion during the early years of the Bush administration of 
possible scenarios in which nuclear forces might be used helped encourage the perception that 
such weapons could have military utility. The administration's evident willingness to grant 
democratic India retroactive membership in the nuclear club, while denying the same privileges 
to Pakistan, represented a serious blow to the ideal of an equitable, universal control regime. 
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Whatever the impact on regional power balances, and regardless of the identity of the potential 
proliferators, any further spread of nuclear weapons would be deeply damaging to the NPT and 
must thaelbre be strongly opposed. 

Despite the presumed dangers of proliferation, liberals generally do not favor the use of force to 
stop it, even as a last resort. Here apin, the reason is an overriding concern for building a rule-
bound international order. Because there is virtually no chance of the UNSC ever authorizing 
preventive attacks on the emerging WMD capabilities of even the most dangerous regimes, such 
strikes will inevitably involve violations of intanetional law. Even if they are done with the best 
of intentions, successful disarming attacks will set a precedent that can be used by aggressive, 
self-seeking states. It would be better to accept additional members into the nuclear club than to 
anther damage the long-tenn prospects for a more peaceful and orderly world. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

• On most "foundational" issues, neo-conservatives and liberal internationalists are more 
similar to one another titan the members of either camp are to realists. 

o Both neo-conservatives and liberals believe that democracies are basically 
"good," that history is progressive, and that the United States should have the 
creation of a world of democracies as the ultimate aim of its grand strategy. 

o Realists, by contrast, believe that states are more similar than different, at least in 
their external behavior. They are deeply skeptical of claims that history is 
progressing inevitably towards ever-higher levels of freedom, prosperity and 
peace, and reject the notion that the United States should direct its efforts at 
guiding any such imagined process towards its presumed culmination. 

• One fundamental issue on which neo-conservatives diverge from both liberals and 
realists is the question of the likely duration of American primacy. 

o Although they draw very different conclusions for U.S. policy, both realists and 
liberals believe that primacy will prove fleeting. 

o Neo-conservatives, by contrast, argue that the United States can and should act to 
extend its period of overwhelming preponderance. 

• On most questions, neo-conservatives and liberals differ more sharply over means than 
ends. 

o Contemporary liberals see objective, material forces driving history forward. 
Progress is virtually inevitable and the need for difficult decisions or costly action 
by the United States is therefore limited. Authoritarian hold-outs and rogue 
regimes can be out-waited and won over through patient, persistent policies of 
engagement. 

o Neo-conservatives are less confident that history will continue to unfold in 
desirable directions without American action, including a willingness at times to 
use force. 

• On one key issue neo-conservatives accuse liberals of mistaking ends for means. 

o Neo-conservatives believe that international law, institutions, and rules will be 
truly effective only after all the major centers of world power have become 
democratic. 

o Liberal internationalists see these mechanisms as an instrument for hastening that 
convergence. 
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