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I.

lmost 70 years ago, a new world order was born from the rubble of World War II, built by and
around the power of the United States. Today that world order shows signs of cracking, and
perhaps even collapsing. The Russia-Ukraine and Syria crises, and the world’s tepid response,

the general upheaval in the greater Middle East and North Africa, the growing nationalist and great-
power tensions in East Asia, the worldwide advance of autocracy and retreat of democracy—taken
individually, these problems are neither unprecedented nor unmanageable. But collectively they are a
sign that something is changing, and perhaps more quickly than we may imagine. They may signal a
transition into a different world order or into a world disorder of a kind not seen since the 1930s. 

If a breakdown in the world order that America made is occurring, it is not because America’s power is
declining—America’s wealth, power, and potential influence remain adequate to meet the present
challenges. It is not because the world has become more complex and intractable—the world has
always been complex and intractable. And it is not simply war-weariness. Strangely enough, it is an
intellectual problem, a question of identity and purpose. 

Many Americans and their political leaders in both parties, including President Obama, have either
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forgotten or rejected the assumptions that undergirded American foreign policy for the past seven
decades. In particular, American foreign policy may be moving away from the sense of global
responsibility that equated American interests with the interests of many others around the world and
back toward the defense of narrower, more parochial national interests. This is sometimes called
“isolationism,” but that is not the right word. It may be more correctly described as a search for
normalcy. At the core of American unease is a desire to shed the unusual burdens of responsibility that
previous generations of Americans took on in World War II and throughout the cold war and to return
to being a more normal kind of nation, more attuned to its own needs and less to those of the wider
world. 

If this is indeed what a majority of Americans seek today, then the current period of retrenchment will
not be a temporary pause before an inevitable return to global activism. It will mark a new phase in the
evolution of America’s foreign policy. And because America’s role in shaping the world order has been
so unusually powerful and pervasive, it will also begin a new phase in the international system, one that
promises not to be marginally different but radically different from what we have known these past 70
years. Unless Americans can be led back to an understanding of their enlightened self-interest, to see
again how their fate is entangled with that of the world, then the prospects for a peaceful twenty-first
century in which Americans and American principles can thrive will be bleak.

 

o understand where America, and the world, may be heading, it is useful to remind ourselves
where we have been—of the choices that Americans made decades ago and of the profound,
world-changing consequences of those choices. 

For Americans, the choice was never been between isolationism and internationalism. With their
acquisitive drive for wealth and happiness, their love of commerce, their economic and (in earlier
times) territorial expansiveness, and their universalistic ideolo㌂y, they never had it in them to wall
themselves off from the rest of the world. Tokugawa Japan and Ming China were isolationist. Americans
have always been more like republican Rome or ancient Athens, a people and a nation on the move.

When, roughly 70 years ago, American foreign policy underwent a revolutionary transformation, it was
not a transformation from isolationism to internationalism. What Americans had rejected before World
War II was a steady global involvement, with commitments to other nations and responsibilities for the
general well-being of the world. That was what the so-called “internationalists” of the time wanted for
the United States. Theodore Roosevelt, John Hay, Henry Cabot Lodge, Elihu Root, Henry Stimson,
Woodrow Wilson, and many others believed that Americans ought to take on a much bigger role in
world affairs, as befitted their growing power. The United States had become “more and more the
balance of power of the whole globe,” Roosevelt observed, and it ought to behave accordingly. And
indeed, following the Spanish-American War and for the first two decades of the twentieth century, the
United States did pursue a wider and deeper global involvement than it had ever done before,
culminating in the dispatch of two million troops to France. When World War I ended, Wilson, like
Roosevelt before him, ambitiously set out to make the United States a central player in world affairs.
Beseeched by all the European powers after the war—for American financing aid to steady their
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economies and for American security
guarantees against each other—Wilson
wanted the United States to commit itself
to an enduring global role. The world, he
warned Americans, would be “absolutely
in despair if America deserts it.” Wilson’s
League of Nations (actually it had been
Roosevelt’s idea first), although couched
in the idealistic language of universal
principles and collective security, was
meant above all to serve as the vehicle for
American power and influence in support
of a new liberal world order. 

But Americans rejected this role.
Disillusioned by the compromises and
imperfections of the Versailles Treaty,
mourning the loss of more than 100,000
dead soldiers, skeptical about American
participation in the league, and spurred
on by Republicans eager to defeat Wilson
and recapture the White House, a
majority of Americans came to oppose not only the league but also the internationalists’ broad vision of
America’s global role. This was no absentminded lapse back into nonexistent isolationist traditions. It
was a deliberate decision to turn away from the increasingly active global involvement of the previous
two decades, to adopt a foreign policy of far greater restraint, and above all to avoid future military
interventions beyond the Western Hemisphere. Wilson’s Republican successors promised, and the
American public welcomed, what Warren Harding called a “return to normalcy.” 

Normalcy in the 1920s did not mean isolation. Americans continued to trade, to invest, and to travel
overseas; their navy was equaled in size only by Britain’s, and had fleets in the Atlantic and the Pacific;
and their diplomats pursued treaties to control the arms race and to “outlaw” war. Normalcy simply
meant defining America’s national interests the way most other nations defined theirs. It meant
defending the homeland, avoiding overseas commitments, preserving the country’s independence and
freedom of action, and creating prosperity at home. The problems of Europe and Asia were not
America’s problems, and they could be solved, or not solved, without American help. This applied to
global economic issues as well. Harding wanted to “prosper America first,” and he did. The 1920s were
boom years for the American economy, while Europe’s postwar economies stagnated. 

To the vast majority of Americans, normalcy seemed a reasonable response to the world of the 1920s,
after the enormous exertions of the Wilson years. There were no obvious threats on the horizon.
Postwar Weimar Germany was a faltering republic more likely to collapse than to take another stab at
continental dominance. Bolshevik Russia was wracked by civil war and economic crisis. Japan, though
growing in power and ambition, was a fragile democracy with a seat on the League of Nations
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The United States should not range “over the world like a knight
errant,” argued Senator Robert A. Taft.
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permanent council. To most Americans
in the 1920s, the greatest risk to America
came not from foreign powers but from
those misguided “internationalists” and
the greedy bankers and war profiteers
who would involve the nation in foreign
conflicts that were none of America’s
business. 

This consensus was broad, deep, and
bipartisan, and Americans stayed on the
course of normalcy for two full decades.
They did so even as the world order—no
longer upheld by the old combination of
British naval might and a relatively stable
balance of power in Europe and Asia—
began to fray and then collapse. The
Japanese invasion of Manchuria in 1931;
Hitler’s rise to power in 1933; Mussolini’s
invasion of Ethiopia in 1935; Germany’s
remilitarization of the Rhineland, and the
German and Italian intervention in the
Spanish Civil War, in 1936; Japan’s invasion of central China in 1937; Hitler’s absorption of Austria,
followed by his annexation and eventual conquest of Czechoslovakia in 1938 and 1939—all these events
troubled and at times appalled Americans. They were not ignorant of what was going on. Even back
then information traveled widely and rapidly, and the newspapers and newsreels were filled with
stories about each unfolding crisis. Reports of Mussolini’s dive-bombers dropping their ordnance on
spear-carrying Ethiopians; Germany’s aerial bombing of the civilian population of Guernica; Japan’s
rampage of rape, pillage, and murder in Nanking—they were horrific and regrettable. But they were not
reasons for the United States to get involved. On the contrary, they were reasons for not getting
involved. The worse things looked around the world, the more hopeless it all seemed, the less
Americans wanted to have anything to do with it. The United States, it was widely believed, had no vital
interests at stake in Manchuria, Ethiopia, Spain, or Czechoslovakia.

In fact, it was not clear that the United States had vital interests anywhere outside the Western
Hemisphere. Even after the German invasion of Poland in 1939, and the outbreak of a general European
war that followed, respected American strategic thinkers, priding themselves on “realistic thinking,” the
“banishment of altruism and sentiment” from their analysis, and “single-minded attention to the
national interests,” advised that, with two oceans and a strong navy standing between America and
every great power in the world, the United States was invulnerable.A Japanese attack on, say, Hawaii,
they ruled out as literally impossible. Republican Senator Robert A. Taft felt confident in saying that
no power “would be stupid enough” to attack the United States “from across thousands of miles of
ocean.” Nor would the United States suffer appreciably if Nazi Germany did manage to conquer all of

Franklin Roosevelt urged Americans to look beyond their immediate physical
security. 
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Europe, including Great Britain, which by 1940 the realists regarded as a foregone conclusion. Taft saw
no reason why the United States could not trade and conduct normal diplomacy with a Europe
dominated by Nazi Germany just as it had with Great Britain and France. As the historian Howard K.
Beale put it, nations “do not trade with one another because they like each other’s governments but
because both sides find the exchange of goods desirable.”

Holders of such views were tagged with the disparaging label of “isolationist,” but as Hans Morgenthau
later pointed out, they believed at the time that they were upholding the “realist tradition of American
foreign policy.” The United States should not range “over the world like a knight-errant,” Taft
admonished, “[protecting] democracy and ideals of good faith and [tilting] like Don Quixote against the
windmills of fascism.” Taft insisted on seeing the world as it was, not as idealists wished it to be. The
European war was the product of “national and racial animosities” that had existed “for centuries” and
would continue to exist “for centuries to come,” he argued. To make a difference in the war, the United
States would have to send millions of troops across the ocean, make an impossible amphibious landing
on shores heavily defended by German forces, and then march across Europe against the world’s
strongest army. The very thought was inconceivable. Much as they might wish to help Europe,
therefore, Americans had “no power, even if we have the will, to be its savior.” 

This view was so dominant and so
politically popular that Franklin
Roosevelt spent his first years in office
muzzling his internationalist instincts and
vowing to keep America out of another
war—“I hate war!” he roared in a famous
address in 1936. After Munich, however,
he grew panicked, sensing that the
Western powers, Britain and France, had
lost the will to stand up to Hitler. And so
he began trying to warn Americans of
what he regarded as the coming threat.
Yet it was difficult to counter the realists’
hardheaded analysis. Roosevelt could not
prove that American security was directly
endangered by what was happening in
Europe. He was left making a case that
really did appeal more to sentiment and
idealism than to demonstrable threats to the American homeland.

Even if the United States faced no immediate danger of military attack, Roosevelt argued, if Hitler,
Mussolini, and Imperial Japan were allowed to have their way, the world would be a “shabby and
dangerous place to live in—yes, even for Americans to live in.” America would become a “lone island”
in a world dominated by the “philosophy of force.” The “institutions of democracy” would be placed at
risk even if America’s security was not, because America would have to become an armed camp to
defend itself. Roosevelt urged Americans to look beyond their immediate physical security. “There
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Hans Morgenthau led a slashing attack on Lyndon Johnson’s Vietnam policy. 
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comes a time in the affairs of men,” he said, “when they must prepare to defend, not their homes alone,
but the tenets of faith and humanity on which their churches, their governments, and their very
civilization are founded. The defense of religion, of democracy, and of good faith among nations is all
the same fight. To save one we must now make up our minds to save all.”

Such arguments, along with the fall of France and the Battle of Britain, did help convince Americans
that they had a stake in the outcome of the European struggle, but it did not convince them to go to war.
That decision followed only after Pearl Harbor. The Japanese attack, Hitler’s subsequent declaration of
war, and America’s full-scale entry into the conflicts in both Europe and Asia were a traumatic shock to
Americans, especially for those in positions of power. That which had been deemed impossible had
proved possible, and long-held assumptions about American security in a troubled world collapsed in a
single day. 

 

he events of 1941 forced a fundamental reassessment not only of America’s global strate㌂y but
also of how to define America’s interests. Even as they waged the struggle against Germany
and Japan, Roosevelt and his advisers during the war began thinking of how the postwar

world ought to be shaped, and they took as their guide what they considered the lessons of the previous
two decades. 

The first had to do with security. The Japanese attack had proved that vast oceans and even a strong
navy no longer provided adequate defense against attack. More broadly, there was the realization—or
rather the rediscovery—of an old understanding: that the rise of a hostile hegemonic power on the
Eurasian landmass could eventually threaten America’s core security interests as well as its economic
well-being. As a corollary, there was the “lesson of Munich”: would-be aggressors in Eurasia had to be
deterred before they became too strong to be stopped short of all-out war.

Another lesson was that the United States had an interest in political developments in Eurasia. Walter
Lippmann argued that, for Americans to enjoy both “physical security” and the preservation of their
“free way of life,” they had to ensure that “the other shore of the Atlantic” remained always in the hands
of “friendly,” “trustworthy” democracies. For two decades, people had sneered at “Woodrow Wilson’s
demand that the world must be made safe for democracy,” Lippmann commented, but Wilson had been
right. Under the control of “free governments the shores and waters of the Atlantic” had become the
“geographical center of human liberty.” The Atlantic Charter and Roosevelt’s Four Freedoms reflected
this revived conviction that the well-being of democracy in the world was not only desirable but
important to America’s security. 

Then there was the global economy. In the late 1920s and throughout the 1930s, the United States had
sought mostly domestic remedies for the Great Depression, raising its own tariffs, choking off lending
abroad, refusing to join other nations in a common monetary policy, and generally protecting the
American economy while ignoring the world economy. By 1941, however, Roosevelt and his advisers
had concluded that both America’s prosperity and its security depended on a healthy world economy.
Poverty and economic dislocation had played a major role in the rise of both Hitler and Bolshevism. The
United States bore much of the blame, for although it had been the world’s leading economic power in
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the 1920s and 1930s, it had failed to play a
constructive and responsible role in
stabilizing the global economy. 

Finally, there was the issue of American
public support for global involvement. In
the 1920s and 1930s, Americans had been
allowed and even encouraged by their
political leaders to believe that the United
States was immune to the world’s
troubles. They could not be allowed to
fall back into such complacency. They
could no longer regard events thousands
of miles away as of no concern to them.
To Roosevelt, assuring public support for
a larger and more consistent American
role in the world was going to be among
the greatest challenges after the war.
Americans had to understand, as
Reinhold Niebuhr wrote in April 1943,
that “the world problem cannot be solved if America does not accept its full share of responsibility in
solving it.” 

 

hat share was to be sizeable. convinced that World War II had been the result not of any single
incident but rather of the overall breakdown of world order, politically, economically, and
strategically, American leaders set out to erect and sustain a new order that could endure.

This time it was to be a world order built around American economic, political, and military power.
Europeans had proved incapable of keeping the peace. Asia was entirely unstable on its own. Any new
order would depend on the United States. It would become the center of a new economic system that
would encourage open trade and provide financial assistance and loans to nations struggling to stay
afloat. It would take a substantial and active part in the occupation and transformation of the defeated
powers, ensuring that some form of democracy took root in place of the dictatorships that had led those
nations to war. America would also have to possess preponderant military strength and when necessary
deploy sufficient power to preserve stability and security in Europe, Asia, and the Middle East.

Military force played a central part in the calculations of Roosevelt and his advisers as they set out to
establish and defend the new liberal world order. “Peace must be kept by force,” Roosevelt insisted.
There was “no other way.” He anticipated that an American occupation force of one million troops
would be necessary to keep the peace in Europe, for at least a year and perhaps longer. During the war,
the Joint Chiefs envisioned establishing military bases around the world in “areas well removed from
the United States” so that any fighting would take place “nearer the enemy” rather than near American
territory. 
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Henry Kissinger championed a “concert” of nations poised in rough equilibrium. 
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Roosevelt naturally hoped to avoid the
repeated and extended deployment of
American ground forces overseas, since
he feared the public would not tolerate it.
But he did expect that the United States
would have to send at least planes and
ships whenever called upon by the U.N.
Security Council. As Cordell Hull insisted
at the Dumbarton Oaks conference in
1944, American military forces had to be
“available promptly, in adequate
measure, and with certainty.” In fact,
Roosevelt anticipated that requests from
the Security Council would be so
frequent that he did not want the
president to have to go to Congress each
time for approval of the use of force. The
Security Council had to have “the power
to act quickly and decisively to keep the
peace by force, if necessary,” Roosevelt explained, and so the American representative had to be given
advance authority to act. 

Roosevelt supported the United Nations but was not a great believer in collective security. American
power, he believed, would be the key. He saw the United Nations much as Wilson had seen the League
of Nations, as a vehicle for U.S. global involvement. Indeed, as the historian Robert Dallek has noted, for
Roosevelt the United Nations was partly meant to “obscure” the central role American power was to
play in the new world order— obscure it, that is, from Americans. 

 

II.

his new American grand strate㌂y for the postwar world could not have been a more radical
departure from “normalcy.” Its goals were not simply defense of the territory, prosperity, and
sovereign independence of the American people, but also the promotion of a liberal world

order that would defend not only America’s interests but those of many other nations as well. The rise
of a Eurasian hegemon would threaten other nations long before it would threaten the United States, for
instance, yet Americans now accepted primary responsibility for preventing it. The new strate㌂y was
not selfless or altruistic. American officials believed that it was in the best interest of the United States.
But neither did it fit the normal definition of the “national interest.” As Dean Acheson explained,
Americans had to learn to “operate in a pattern of responsibility which is greater than our own
interests.” This was the real revolution in American foreign policy.

Susan Biddle/White House/Time Life Pictures/Getty Images

George H. W. Bush described American objectives in terms of national ideals, not
national interest. 
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The new strate㌂y was not directed at any particular nation or any specific threat—at least not at first.
The Soviet Union had not yet emerged as the next great challenge to the new global order. During World
War II, Roosevelt and most other top officials expected mutual cooperation with the Soviets after the
war, and even as late as 1945, Acheson still believed in the possibility of partnership with Moscow.
Rather than responding to a specific threat, the new grand strate㌂y aimed at preventing a general
collapse of global order, which meant supporting an open international economic system, enforcing
principles of international behavior, supporting, where possible, democratic governments, encouraging
a minimum of respect for human rights, as defined in the U.N. Charter, and generally promoting the
kind of world that suited Americans and those who shared their beliefs. 

This new and wide-ranging set of goals and responsibilities completely reoriented the posture of
American foreign policy. Instead of essentially leaning back, waiting for threats to emerge, responding,
and then pulling back again, the new strate㌂y required a constant and pervasive forward involvement in
the affairs of the world. The new economic strate㌂y aimed to prevent economic crises before they
resulted in revolution or despotism. The new military strate㌂y aimed to discourage would-be aggressors
before they became aggressors, or as Roosevelt put it, to “end future wars by stepping on their necks
before they grow up.” 

The new forward-leaning posture became especially pronounced as the postwar era transitioned into
the cold war. The Marshall Plan aimed to shore up Western European economies and democracies
before they collapsed and succumbed to communism. The Truman Doctrine aimed to bolster Greece
and Turkey before they fell to communist subversion. When the communist revolution triumphed in
China in 1949, American critics blamed the Truman administration for not doing enough to prevent it—
a charge, fair or not, that no one would have thought to make before World War II. The unanticipated
North Korean invasion of the South produced panic in Washington and, in the minds of Truman and his
advisers, powerfully reinforced the “lesson of Munich.” Henceforth the United States would have to be
vigilant and ready to act, with force, anywhere in the world.

All of this was precisely what the anti-interventionist critics had warned about in the 1930s. Taft, a
thoughtful and intelligent man, had indeed predicted that, once sent off to the war, American forces
would never come home again. Victory would prove as much a curse as a blessing. American troops,
Taft had warned, “would have to police Europe or maintain the balance of power there by force of
arms” indefinitely. Beale had cautioned that, if freedom and democracy were the goals, as Roosevelt
claimed, then the United States was going to have to “maintain democracy by armed force on the
Continent of Europe” and keep a “navy large enough to establish ‘freedom of the seas’ ... on all the
oceans of the world.” It was a prescription at once for bankruptcy and militarism at home and
“unadulterated imperialism” abroad. 

Roosevelt and other American statesmen originally hoped that the United States would not have to do
everything by itself. Roosevelt planned to share global management among the “Four Policemen”—the
United States, Great Britain, the Soviet Union, and China. And Truman in 1945 was bound and
determined to slash the defense budget and bring as many troops home as possible. Yet within two
years after the war ended, the new world order was already teetering on the edge of collapse along with
hopes for global partnership with the other great powers. Britain quickly signaled its inability to play its
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historic role, even in the Mediterranean. China descended into civil war and revolution. And the Soviet
Union emerged not as a supporter of the new order but, to American eyes, as its greatest opponent. The
result was the disheartening realization that the United States was going to carry the lion’s share of the
burden, just as Taft had warned. As Acheson later put it, the United States was going to have to be “the
locomotive at the head of mankind,” while the rest of the world was going to be “the caboose.”

Roosevelt had always worried that the American people would never accept such an expansive and
seemingly open-ended global role. Three months before he died, in his last State of the Union address,
in January 1945, he attempted to rally them for the task ahead. “In our disillusionment after the last
war,” he reminded the American public, “we gave up the hope of gradually achieving a better peace
because we had not the courage to fulfill our responsibilities in an admittedly imperfect world. We must
not let that happen again, or we shall follow the same tragic road again—the road to a third world war.”

 

hat was the last time, before 1989, that an American statesman would think of American
global responsibilities without reference to the Soviet Union or to international communism.
The onset of the cold war, the panicked American response to Soviet policies in Eastern

Europe and in the Middle East, and the recurrent American paranoia about the danger of communist
subversion at home answered FDR’s fears about public support. To many Americans, Soviet
communism seemed an even more direct threat to their way of life than Hitler and the Nazis. Fighting it,
therefore, proved an easier strate㌂y to comprehend and support than shouldering “responsibilities in
an admittedly imperfect world.” Although there was intense and often divisive debate over foreign
policy during the cold war, and much dissent voiced by critics of anti-communist containment,
especially during and just after the Vietnam war, a majority of Americans proved consistently willing to
go to great lengths in the name of containing communism. In the late 1940s and 1950s, they provided
billions of dollars for European reconstruction and made military alliances with former adversaries
such as Japan and Germany and other European powers they had once disdained and mistrusted. They
even extended nuclear guarantees to deter a Soviet conventional invasion of Europe, voluntarily making
themselves targets of Soviet nuclear weapons in the event of a European war. In the 1950s and 1960s,
they often spent 10 percent or more of their GDP on defense. They deployed hundreds of thousands of
troops overseas, indefinitely, in Europe and Asia—almost a million during the Eisenhower years. They
fought in costly wars in Korea and Vietnam, with uncertain and unsatisfying results.

Justifying everything in terms of the anti-communist struggle may have been, to borrow Acheson’s
phrase, “clearer than truth,” but it worked. Fear of communism, combined with fear of the Soviet Union
as a geopolitical threat, allowed a majority of Americans and American policymakers to view practically
any policy directed against communist forces, or even against suspected communist forces, anywhere
in the world as directly serving the nation’s vital interests. In 1965, even David Halberstam believed that
preventing a communist victory in Vietnam was “vital to our national interest.” A decade and a half
later, Jimmy Carter, who had come to office warning, not entirely unreasonably, against an “inordinate
fear of communism,” was forced to announce a dramatic shift of policy in response to a Soviet invasion
of Afghanistan, a country that not two Americans in a million could have found on a map and where no
direct American interest could be identified, other than the fact that the Soviets were there. Yes, the
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general feeling went, the United States
had taken on unprecedented global
responsibilities, but it had done so
because American interests were directly
threatened by an unprecedented global
challenge. 

So Americans for more than four decades
proved willing to support the expansive
and active foreign policy that Roosevelt
and his advisers had envisioned—indeed,
probably much more than they
envisioned—and the results were
extraordinary. In the half-century
following World War II, the United States
successfully established, protected, and
advanced a liberal world order, carving
out a vast “free world” within which an
unprecedented era of peace and prosperity could flower in Western Europe, East Asia, and the Western
Hemisphere. Although tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union sometimes rose to
dangerous levels, the period was characterized above all by peace among the great powers. The United
States and the Soviet Union did not come to blows, and just as importantly, the American presence in
Europe and East Asia put an end to the cycles of war that had torn both regions since the late
nineteenth century. The number of democracies in the world grew dramatically. The international
trading system expanded and deepened. Most of the world enjoyed an unprecedented prosperity.
There was no shortage of disasters and near-disasters, as well as the two costly wars in Asia—but the
strate㌂y was largely successful, so much so that the Soviet empire finally collapsed or voluntarily
withdrew, peacefully, under the pressure of the West’s economic and political success, and the liberal
order then expanded to include the rest of Europe and most of Asia. All of this was the result of many
forces—the political and economic integration of Europe, the success of Japan and Germany, and the
rise of other successful Asian economies—but none of it would have been possible without a United
States willing and able to play the abnormal and unusual role of preserver and defender of a liberal
world order. 

 

merica’s ability to play this role at all was due lessto the special virtues of the American
people than to some remarkable advantages that put the United States in a historically unique
position. The most important advantage was geography. For centuries the world’s cockpits of

conflict had been in Europe, Asia, and the Middle East, where multiple powers shared common
neighborhoods, jostled for primacy, and engaged in endless cycles of military competition and
warfare. When the United States emerged as a great power at the end of the nineteenth century, it alone
enjoyed fundamental security in a neighborhood in which it was already the unquestioned hegemon.
This, along with its wealth and large population, gave the United States the ability to dispatch the bulk
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of its armed forces thousands of miles away to engage in protracted military operations. It also allowed
the United States to station large numbers of troops permanently overseas if it so desired. And it could
do all of this without leaving itself vulnerable to a neighboring power. 

No other nation in the world was ever so situated. Even that other great island superpower, Great
Britain, sat too close to the European continent to be invulnerable to attack, especially when the
airplane and the long-range missile became major tools of warfare. Nor had Britain succeeded in
securing its core strategic requirement: preventing the emergence of a hegemon on the continent.
Although successful for two centuries in maintaining and managing its overseas empire, Britain failed to
prevent the rise of German hegemony twice in the twentieth century, leading to two devastating wars
that ultimately undid British global power. Britain failed because it had tried to play the role of balancer
in Europe from “offshore.” Britons’ main concern was always defense of their far-flung empire, and they
preferred to stay out of Europe if possible. Their inability or unwillingness to station troops on the
continent in sufficient number, or at least reliably to guarantee that sufficient force would arrive quickly
in an emergency, led would-be aggressors to calculate that decisive British military force would either
not arrive on time or not arrive at all. 

After World War II, Americans’ unique geographical advantage made possible an unprecedented global
strate㌂y. The United States was able to move beyond traditional national defense and beyond offshore
balancing. It was able to become effectively both a European power and an Asian power, with troops
permanently stationed “onshore” in both theaters simultaneously. The presence of American troops
acted to remove doubt by potential aggressors that the United States would fight if its allies were
attacked. For the next seven decades, this American presence enforced a general peace and stability in
two regions that for at least a century had known almost constant great-power conflict. 

Just as remarkable was the degree to which the rest of the nations in the liberal world generally
accepted and even welcomed America’s overwhelming power. Again, the reason had as much to do
with power and geography as with ideological affinity. It was true that for most nations in the world the
United States appeared to be a relatively benign hegemon. But the core geopolitical reality was that
other nations faced greater and more immediate threats from their neighbors than from the distant
Americans. When those neighbors grew menacing, they looked to the United States as a natural
partner—comforting for its ability to project power and defend them but comforting also for its
distance.

The United States thus violated some of the cardinal rules of international relations. For decades,
realists had believed that the only peaceful and stable world order was one based on a multipolar
balance of power, a “concert” of nations poised in rough equilibrium in a system that all the players
regarded as necessary and legitimate—like Europe in the years following the Congress of Vienna. This
was the world with which Henry Kissinger felt comfortable and which he constantly predicted, even in
the 1960s, was just right around the corner. Unipolarity was supposed to be inherently unstable and
short-lived, because other great powers would always band together to balance against a power grown
too strong—as had happened in Europe in response to the rise of France and Germany in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Richard Nixon expressed this alleged realist truism in a speech, no
doubt penned under Kissinger’s influence, in 1972. “We must remember,” Nixon declared, that “the only
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time in the history of the world that we have had any extended period of peace is when there has been
balance of power. It is when one nation becomes infinitely more powerful in relation to its potential
competitor that the danger of war arises. So I believe in a world in which the United States is powerful. I
think it will be a safer world and a better world if we have a strong, healthy United States, Europe,
Soviet Union, China, Japan, each balancing.” But the United States was already disproving this thesis.

The broad acceptance of American power, best demonstrated by the large number of its allies and the
absence of powerful nations joining the Soviet Union against it, created a unique situation in the world.
No other nation in history had ever played such a role on a global scale, and arguably no other nation
possibly could. The situation could not conform to a theory because it could not be replicated. It was sui
generis.

Geography made it possible for the United States to play this unique role in the world, but as the 1920s
and 1930s showed, the question of whether the United States would take it on was up to the American
people. Nothing required them to play such an abnormal part in world affairs. During the cold war, they
did it primarily out of fear of communism. But what would happen when the Soviet Union disappeared
and the threat of communism vanished? The question seemed moot for four excruciatingly long
decades when no one ever really expected the Soviet Union to give up the geopolitical competition. But
the unanticipated fall of the Soviet empire and the collapse of international communism after 1989
inevitably raised anew the question of how to define America’s purpose and its interests in the absence
of an obvious threat. Suddenly, Americans were back to where Roosevelt had left off in the early 1940s,
when the challenge had been to avoid the mistakes of the 1920s and 1930s. But would anyone
remember the original grand strate㌂y, devised in the brief moment before the Soviet Union arose to
dominate American strategic thinking? Would the original grand strate㌂y still seem relevant at the end
of the twentieth century? Or had Americans, as the political scientist Robert Osgood worried in the
1950s, “become so transfixed by their fears of communism” that they had forgotten “what they are for
in their obsession with what they are against”?

 

III.

hen the cold war ended, many did believe that the United States could finally unburden itself
of the vast global responsibilities that it had shouldered for more than four decades. As in the
1920s, the world of the early 1990s seemed safe enough. The former Soviet Union was in a

state of economic and political collapse; China, following the Tiananmen Square massacre, was
diplomatically and economically isolated. Americans’ biggest concern at the time was the booming
economy of Japan, which, as it turned out, was just about to fall into 20 years of stagnation. So what
grave threat required America to continue its abnormal, outsized role in the world? Could not the
United States return to being more of a normal nation with a more normal definition of its national
interests?

In September 1990, in an article titled “A Normal Country in a Normal Time,” Jeane Kirkpatrick argued

W
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precisely that. With the Soviet Union collapsing, there was no longer a “pressing need for heroism and
sacrifice.” The cold war had given foreign policy “an unnatural importance” in American life. The
“foreign policy elite” had grown accustomed to thinking of the United States as having “expansive,
expensive, global purposes” that “transcended ... apparent American interests.” It was time for the
United States “to focus again on its own national interests,” by which she meant national interests as
“conventionally conceived”—“to protect its territory, wealth, and access to necessary goods; to defend
its nationals.” This was the “normal condition for nations.”

Kirkpatrick expressed what many felt after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, and not just the followers
of Patrick Buchanan, who found much to praise in her essay. Francis Fukuyama also argued that with
communism vanquished and democracy triumphant, there were no other great geopolitical or
ideological challenges on the horizon. The chief threat of the future —as he suggested in his famous
essay “The End of History?”—would be boredom, the empty tediousness of life lived under a vapid,
soul-killing Western liberalism. Others noted Paul Kennedy’s warnings about “imperial overstretch” and
worried that America’s extensive global military commitments, no longer justified by a Soviet enemy,
would put it at a disadvantage in a world where geoeconomics trumped geopolitics. Realists called for a
sharp retraction of American military commitments overseas, the withdrawal of troops from Europe
and Asia, and even a return to what they called the “offshore balancing” of the 1920s and 1930s.

Still, and remarkably, for the first two decades of the post-cold-war era the United States pursued the
original pre-cold-war grand strate㌂y. The event that set the tone for the next dozen years was
comparatively minor. In August 1990, Saddam Hussein’s Iraqi army invaded Kuwait, and in a matter of
days conquered and annexed it. Brutal though the action was, by comparison with the seismic events of
the bloody twentieth century, it was small beer. The border between the two nations, like most
boundaries in the Arab world, had been arbitrarily drawn by the British Empire. Kuwait had been under
Iraqi suzerainty under the Ottomans, and leaders in Baghdad had long regarded it as an Iraqi province.
Saddam further justified the invasion as support for an allegedly popular (though largely manufactured)
rebellion against the Kuwaiti royal family. 

Inside and outside the Bush administration, self-described realists argued that the United States draw
the line not at Kuwait but at Saudi Arabia. Kuwait’s oil was not that important, Colin Powell argued, and
the risks of “a major confrontation” with Saddam and his army were high, so the “most prudent” option
would be to defend the Saudis. “We can’t make a case for losing lives for Kuwait,” Powell argued, “but
Saudi Arabia is different.” Dick Cheney worried that driving Saddam out of Kuwait was going to cost
“one hell of a lot of money,” that Americans had a “short tolerance for war,” and that, after all, “the oil
goes mostly to Japan.” James Baker took a similar view, as did a majority of Democrats in Congress, as
did a majority of Americans. A poll taken in November 1990 showed that 51 percent of Americans were
opposed to trying to drive the Iraqis out of Kuwait by force and that only 37 percent were in favor of it.
Most favored economic sanctions to punish Saddam. 

Other Bush advisers, however, led by Brent Scowcroft, saw things differently. Saddam’s invasion, they
believed, was “the first test of the postwar system.” For half a century the United States had taken the
lead role in deterring and punishing would-be aggressors. Although driving Iraqi forces out of Kuwait
would be “costly and risky,” Scowcroft feared that failure to do so would set “a terrible precedent—one
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that would only accelerate violent centrifugal tendencies—in this emerging ‘post-Cold War’
era.” Appeasement of aggression in one region would breed aggression elsewhere. To President Bush, it
was all reminiscent of the 1930s. This time, he recalled in his memoirs, “I wanted no
appeasement.” Speaking to the American people on the eve of war, Bush described American objectives
not in terms of national interests but in terms of a “new world order,” in which “the rule of law, not the
law of the jungle, governs the conduct of nations.” Much like Roosevelt in 1939, he argued that “a world
in which brutality and lawlessness are allowed to go unchecked isn’t the kind of world we’re going to
want to live in.”

Thus did Roosevelt’s original grand strate㌂y—the defense of a liberal world order against collapse,
responding not to any single, specific threat but to whatever political, economic, or strategic challenges
might arise—seem to reemerge after the long cold war. After 1990, the United States, despite occasional
protectionist pressures at home, generally sought to expand free trade and worked in cooperation with
other governments, even at moments of economic crisis, to prevent a collapse of the global economic
system. The United States also undertook to expand its alliance system, especially in Central and
Eastern Europe.

In the decade following the fall of the Berlin Wall, moreover, the United States also conducted a number
of sizeable military operations—seven to be precise, roughly one every 17 months: in Panama (1989),
Iraq (1991), Somalia (1992), Haiti (1994), Bosnia (1995), Iraq again (1998), and Kosovo (1999). None were a
response to perceived threats to vital national interests. All aimed at defending and extending the liberal
world order—by toppling dictators, reversing coups, and attempting to restore democracies in Panama
and Haiti; preventing mass killing or starvation in Somalia, Bosnia, and Kosovo; deterring or reversing
aggression in the Persian Gulf in 1991; and attempting to prevent the proliferation of nuclear or other
weapons of mass destruction in Iraq in 1998. When Bush sent 30,000 troops to remove the corrupt
dictator Manuel Noriega, it was not, as George Will wrote approvingly at the time, in order to pursue
national interests “narrowly construed,” but to fulfill “the rights and responsibilities that come with the
possession of great power.” When Bush then carried out in Somalia what was arguably the most purely
humanitarian, and therefore most purely selfless, intervention in American history, he told the
public, “I understand that the United States alone cannot right the world’s wrongs.” But the “people of
Somalia need ... our help” and “some crises in the world cannot be resolved without American
involvement.” 

The United States, in short, was the “indispensable nation,” as Bill Clinton would proclaim—
indispensable, that is, to the preservation of a liberal world order. Such was the thinking behind most of
Clinton’s foreign policy initiatives: the enlargement of NATO, which included the extension of
unprecedented military guarantees to such nations as Poland, the Czech Republic, and the Baltic states;
the billions sent to try to save Boris Yeltsin’s faltering democratic experiment in Russia; and the intense
focus on containing North Korea, Iraq, and Iran, designated as “rogue states” because they defied the
principles of a liberal world order. Conflicts in remote and troubled parts of the world were not
considered irrelevant to American interests but were viewed within this broader context. After the
massacre at Srebrenica in 1995, Clinton officials argued, according to David Halberstam, that “Serb
aggression” was intolerable— not because it threatened American interests directly, which obviously it
did not, but because it tore at “the very fabric of the West.”
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Even the American confrontation with Iraq, beginning in the late 1990s and culminating in the U.S.
invasion in 2003, had begun as a world order issue, before it became subsumed by George W. Bush’s
“War on Terror.” When President Clinton ordered four days of bombing and missile attacks against
suspected Iraqi weapons production facilities at the end of 1998, he warned that, if Saddam were not
stopped, “The community of nations may see more and more of the very kind of threat Iraq poses now:
a rogue state with weapons of mass destruction, ready to use them or provide them to terrorists. ... If
we fail to respond today, Saddam and all those who would follow in his footsteps will be emboldened
tomorrow.” In the twentieth century, Americans had “often made the difference between chaos and
community, fear and hope. Now, in the new century, we’ll have a remarkable opportunity to shape a
future more peaceful than the past.” At the end of the day, George W. Bush’s decision to remove Saddam
Hussein, whether that decision was wise or foolish, was driven more by concerns for world order than
by narrow self-interest. Of all the American interventions of the post-cold-war era, only the invasion of
Afghanistan could be understood as directly related to America’s own national security. 

The long interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan certainly played a part in undermining American
support, not just for wars but for the grand strate㌂y that led to those wars. However, that support had
been shaky from the beginning. Polls throughout the 1990s showed Americans wary of overseas
interventions, even though the public generally supported their presidents when they used force.
Opposition parties generally opposed the interventions undertaken by both Democratic and Republican
presidents. Democrats voted against George H. W. Bush’s Persian Gulf war; Republicans opposed the
Clinton administration’s interventions in Haiti and the Balkans as superfluous “international social
work” and “nation-building” that were divorced from American national interests. Realists in the
academy and the think tanks pecked away at successive administrations, warning of overreach and
“imperialism.” Perhaps like the cartoon character that runs beyond the edge of the cliff and hangs with
legs churning in the air before falling, support for the globally active policies of the 1990s was a kind of
forward inertia, fueled by the ener㌂y of the late cold war, and gravity was eventually going to bring it to
Earth. 

 

he conventional wisdom these days is that Americans are war-weary. But it may be more
accurate to say they are world-weary. During the cold war, after all, Americans had much
greater reason for war-weariness—Korea and Vietnam were 14 times more costly in terms of

American deaths than Afghanistan and Iraq—but they never fully rejected the global anti- communist
containment strate㌂y that had gotten them into the wars. Today’s mood seems more analogous to the
1920s. More than 50 percent of Americans today believe that the United States “should mind its own
business internationally and let other countries get along the best they can on their own”—the highest
number ever recorded since Pew started asking the question 50 years ago.

At the core of this public attitude is no doubt the desire to avoid more wars. But as the 1920s and 1930s
showed, a determination to stay out of war can affect broader foreign and economic policies. In the
1930s, the desire to avoid war led Congress to pass the Neutrality Acts, to prevent Americans from even
trading with belligerents in a foreign war lest the United States be dragged in on one side or the other.
Such an action may be inconceivable today, but the reasoning behind it is visible. Polls these days show

T
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that Americans are not only averse to using military force but also to actions short of war. More than 50
percent agreed that it was “more important” that the United States “not get too involved in the situation
in Ukraine” than that it “take a firm stand” against Russia, which 29 percent found more important.
Many of those not wanting to get “too involved” may fear that any involvement could eventually lead to
a possible military confrontation—and they’re not entirely wrong. As in the 1920s and 1930s, Americans
can see the slippery slope.

 

IV.

istorians often refer to the “maturing” of American foreign policy since the
nineteenth century. But if nations can learn, they can also unlearn. These days it is hard to
watch both the conduct and the discussion of American foreign policy and not sense a certain

unlearning, a forgetting of the old lessons on which the grand strate㌂y was premised. Perhaps this was
inevitable. World War II is as distant from today’s “millennials” as the Civil War was from the generation
of the 1930s. A generation that does not remember the cold war, but grew up knowing only Iraq and
Afghanistan, is going to view America’s role in the world differently. Combine that with the older
generations that have tired of playing the old role, and it is hardly surprising that enthusiasm is flagging.
Americans today are not isolationists, any more than they were in the 1920s. They favor the liberal
world order insofar as they can see how it touches them. But they are no longer prepared to sacrifice
very much to uphold it.

This is understandable. Americans have been Atlas carrying the world on their shoulders. They can be
forgiven for feeling the temptation to put it down. Under the best of circumstances, playing the role of
upholder of the liberal world order was always a monumental task. At the dawn of the American era,
Truman called it “the most terrible responsibility that any nation ever faced.” George Kennan was
convinced that the American people were “not fitted, either institutionally or temperamentally, to be an
imperial power in the grand manner.” Actually, he underestimated them, for Americans maintained
their global commitments for decades, better than most nations.

Yet the burden has been immense, and not just the obvious costs in lives and treasure. Americans have
spent vast amounts on defense budgets, more than all other major powers combined. Can’t U.S. allies
carry more of the burden? The question has been asked since the dawn of the cold war, but the answer
has always been: probably not. The same factors that have made the United States uniquely capable of
supporting a world order—great wealth and power and the relative security afforded by
geography—help explain why American allies have always been less capable and less willing. They have
lacked the power and the security to see and act beyond their narrow interests. So where they failed
before they will fail again. Even twenty-first-century Europeans, for all the wonders of their union, seem
incapable of uniting against a predator in their midst, and are willing, as in the past, to have the weak
devoured if necessary to save their own (financial) skins. There are moral costs, too. Like most people,
Americans generally like to believe that they are behaving justly in the world, that they are on the side
of the right. If possible, they like to have legal or institutional sanctions for their action, or at least the

H
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general approval of like-minded nations. On the two occasions in the past 100 years when the United
States contemplated taking on a central role in global affairs, in 1918 and 1945, American leaders insisted
on simultaneously creating world organizations that could, at least in theory, provide this legitimacy for
American actions. 

The problem is, the world lacks any genuine overarching legal or institutional authority, much less a
democratic authority, to which all nations subordinate themselves. Questions of right and wrong are
settled not according to impartial justice but usually according to the distribution of power in the
system. Americans have usually had to use their power to enforce their idea of justice without any
assurance beyond their own faith that they are right. This is a heavy moral burden for a democratic
people to bear. In their domestic lives, Americans are accustomed to having that burden spread evenly
across society. The people make the laws, the police enforce the laws, judges and juries mete out
justice, and the prison officials carry out the punishment. But in the international sphere, Americans
have had to act as judge, jury, police, and, in the case of military action, executioner. What gives the
United States the right to act on behalf of a liberal world order? In truth, nothing does, nothing beyond
the conviction that the liberal world order is the most just. 

This moral conundrum was easier to ignore during the cold war, when every action taken, even in the
most obscure corners of the world, was justified as being in defense of vital national interests. But
actions taken in defense of world order are fraught with moral complexity. Americans and Europeans
argue that Ukraine’s sovereignty should be inviolate and that the people of Ukraine should be allowed to
pursue their aspirations to be part of Europe. Vladimir Putin justifies his invasion of Crimea on the
grounds of ancient historical ties and in response to American and European meddling in Russia’s
historical sphere of influence. Who is there to adjudicate between these competing claims of justice?
Who can determine which side is right and which side is wrong? It does no good to invoke some
allegedly superior twenty-first-century morality against an inferior nineteenth-century morality. No
more in this century than in previous centuries is there either perfect morality or perfect justice to be
found in the international system. Nor do great powers come to disputes with clean hands, in this or
any other century. All are selfish; all are morally compromised. And indeed, the more power a nation
has, the more it is likely to act in ways that cannot be squared with a Christian or Enlightenment
morality. 

Who is to say that even defense of the liberal world order is necessarily good? The liberal world order
was never put to a popular vote. It was not bequeathed by God. It is not the endpoint of human
progress, despite what our Enlightenment education tells us. It is a temporary and transient world
order that suits the needs, interests, and above all the ideals of a large and powerful collection of
people, but it does not necessarily fit the needs and desires of everyone. For decades many abroad and
some Americans at home saw it as a form of Western imperialism, and many still do. Communism may
have failed, but authoritarianism and autocracy live on. And it is that form of government, not
democracy, that has been the norm throughout history. In recent decades the democracies, led by the
United States and Europe, have had the power to shape the world. But who is to say that Putinism in
Russia or the particular brand of authoritarianism practiced in China will not survive as far into the
future as European democracy, which, outside of Great Britain, is itself only a little over a century old? 
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A liberal world order, like any world order, is something that is imposed, and as much as we in the West
might wish it to be imposed by superior virtue, it is generally imposed by superior power. Putin seeks to
impose his view of a world order, at least in Russia’s neighborhood, just as Europe and the United States
do. Whether he succeeds or fails will probably not be determined merely by who is right and who is
wrong. It will be determined by the exercise of power.

This is a disturbing thought for a nation that has grown weary of exercising power. Hans Morgenthau
once observed that Americans are attracted to the “illusion that a nation can escape ... from power
politics,” that at some point “the final curtain would fall and the game of power politics would no longer
be played.” Many escapes have been offered over the past two decades. In 1989, Fukuyama told
Americans that with the end of history there would be no more “serious ideological competitors left to
liberal democracy.” Liberal progress was inevitable, and therefore nothing need be done to promote or
defend it. Such thoughts were echoed throughout the 1990s. The age of geopolitics had supposedly
given way to the age of geoeconomics. What America needed in the new era was less “hard power” and
more “soft power.”

Such was the reigning conventional wisdom, at least from the end of the cold war until 2008 and the
beginning of the financial crisis. Then the paradigm shifted. Suddenly, instead of the end of history, it
was the end of America, the end of the West. Triumphalism turned to declinism. From the post-cold-
war utopia it became the post-American world. Yet this, too, turned out to be a form of escapism, for
remarkably, whether the liberal world order was triumphing or America and the West were declining,
the prescription remained the same: There was nothing to be done. Whereas before it had been
unnecessary, and even wrong, for the United States to use its power to shape the world, now, suddenly,
it was impossible, because the United States no longer had sufficient power. 

Today more than 50 percent of Americans believe the United States plays “a less important and
powerful role as a world leader than it did a decade ago.” One senses that, for many Americans, this
decline is not a reason for panic but comes as something of a relief. Less power means fewer
responsibilities. A sense of futility, today as much as in the 1920s and 1930s, is both an invitation and a
justification for a return to normalcy. 

The sense of futility has affected policymakers, too. Senior White House officials, especially the younger
ones, look at problems like the struggle in Syria and believe that there is little if anything the United
States can do. This is the lesson of their generation, the lesson of Iraq and Afghanistan: that America has
neither the power nor the understanding nor the skill to fix problems in the world. 

This is also escapism, however, for there is a myth embedded in this plea of futility. It is that wielding
power effectively was ever any easier than it is today. With rose-colored glasses we look back at the cold
war and imagine that the United States used to get others to do what it wanted, used to know what it
was doing, and used to wield such overwhelming power that the world simply bent to its will or
succumbed to its charms. But American policy during the cold war, despite its ultimate success, was
filled with errors, folly, many near-disasters, and some disasters. From the beginning, allies proved
rebellious, resentful, and unmanageable. American domestic politics made sensible policies difficult
and sometimes impossible to sustain. The world economy, and the American economy, lurched from
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crisis to crisis. American military power was at its best a most uncertain instrument. In Vietnam,
whether inevitably or because of bad policymaking in Washington, it failed miserably. In Korea, it
almost suffered a complete catastrophe. The most successful presidents of the era, from Truman to
Reagan, did not always seem successful to their contemporaries and suffered significant setbacks in
their foreign policies. Can the architects of today’s foreign policies really believe that Acheson and his
colleagues, or the policymakers in the Johnson or Nixon or Carter administrations, had an easier time of
it? 

Any nation’s foreign policy is bound to fail more often than it succeeds. The attempt to influence the
behavior of people even in the domestic setting is difficult enough. To influence other peoples and other
nations without simply annihilating them is the most difficult of all human tasks. It is also in the very
nature of foreign policy, as in human affairs generally, that all solutions to problems only breed more
problems. This is certainly true of all wars. There is no perfect ending to any war, even those fought
with the clearest and most straightforward of objectives. The Civil War did not put an end to the terrible
plight of blacks in America, though it cost over half a million lives. World War II ended with the Soviet
Union in control of half of Europe and opened the way to another four decades of superpower
confrontation.

When a nation uses its power to shape a world order, rather than merely for self-defense or conquest,
the tenuousness of solutions is even more pronounced. Military actions for world order preservation
are almost by definition limited both in scope and objectives. World order maintenance requires
operating in the gray areas between victory and defeat. The measure of success is often not how
wonderful the end result is, but whether the unsatisfying end result is better or worse than the outcome
if there had been no action. To insist on outcomes that always achieve maximum ends at minimal cost is
yet another form of escapism. 

 

oday, however, Americans seem overwhelmed by the difficulty and complexity of it all. They
yearn to return to what Niebuhr called “the innocency of irresponsibility,” or at least to a
normalcy in which the United States can limit the scope of its commitments. In this way

America has perhaps returned to the mood of the 1920s. There is a difference, however. In the 1920s, it
was not America’s world order that needed shoring up. Americans felt, mistakenly as it turned out, that
it was Britain’s and Europe’s job to preserve the world order they had created. Today, it is America’s
world order that needs propping up. Will Americans decide that it matters this time, when only they
have the capacity to sustain it? 

You never miss the water ’til the well runs dry, or so the saying goes. One wonders whether Americans,
including their representatives and their president, quite understand what is at stake. When President
Obama first took office five years ago, Peter Baker of The New York Times reported that he intended to
deal “with the world as it is rather than as it might be.” It is a standard realist refrain and has been
repeated time and again by senior Obama officials as a way of explaining why he decided against
pursuing some desirable but unreachable “ideal” in this place or that. What fewer and fewer seem to
realize, however, is that the last 70 years have offered Americans and many others something of a

T
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reprieve from the world “as it is.”

Periods of peace and prosperity can make people forget what the world “as it is” really looks like, and to
conclude that the human race has simply ascended to some higher plateau of being. This was the
common view in Europe in the first decade of the twentieth century. At a time when there had not been
a war between great powers in 40 years, or a major Europe-wide war in a century, the air was filled
with talk of a new millennium in which wars among civilized nations had become impossible. Three-
quarters of a century and two world wars and a cold war later, millennial thoughts return. Studies cited
by Fareed Zakaria purport to show that some “transformation of international relations” has occurred.
“Changes of borders by force” have dropped dramatically “since 1946.” The nations of Western Europe,
having been responsible for two new wars a year for 600 years, had not even started one “since 1945.”
Steven Pinker observes that the number of deaths from war, ethnic conflict, and military coups has
declined—since 1945—and concludes that the human race has become “socialized” to prefer peace and
nonviolence. 

The dates when these changes supposedly began ought to be a tip-off. Is it a coincidence that these
happy trends began when the American world order was established after World War II, or that they
accelerated in the last two decades of the twentieth century, when America’s only serious competitor
collapsed? Imagine strolling through Central Park and, after noting how much safer it had become,
deciding that humanity must simply have become less violent—without thinking that perhaps the New
York Police Department had something to do with it.

In fact, the world “as it is” is a dangerous and often brutal place. There has been no transformation in
human behavior or in international relations. In the twenty-first century, no less than in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, force remains the ultima ratio. The question, today as in the past, is
not whether nations are willing to resort to force but whether they believe they can get away with it
when they do. If there has been less aggression, less ethnic cleansing, less territorial conquest over the
past 70 years, it is because the United States and its allies have both punished and deterred aggression,
have intervened, sometimes, to prevent ethnic cleansing, and have gone to war to reverse territorial
conquest. The restraint showed by other nations has not been a sign of human progress, the
strengthening of international institutions, or the triumph of the rule of law. It has been a response to a
global configuration of power that, until recently, has made restraint seem the safer course.

When Vladimir Putin failed to achieve his goals in Ukraine through political and economic means, he
turned to force, because he believed that he could. He will continue to use force so long as he believes
that the payoff exceeds the cost. Nor is he unique in this respect. What might China do were it not
hemmed in by a ring of powerful nations backed by the United States? For that matter, what would
Japan do if it were much more powerful and much less dependent on the United States for its security?
We have not had to find out the answers to these questions, not yet, because American predominance,
the American alliance system, and the economic, political, and institutional aspects of the present
order, all ultimately dependent on power, have mostly kept the lid closed on this Pandora’s box.

Nor have we had to find out yet what the world “as it is” would do to the remarkable spread of
democracy. Skeptics of “democracy promotion” argue that the United States has often tried to plant



3/15/2015 Allure of Normalcy: What America Still Owes the World | The New Republic

http://www.newrepublic.com/article/117859/allurenormalcywhatamericastillowesworld 22/24

democracy in infertile soil. They may be right. The widespread flowering of democracy around the
world in recent decades may prove to have been artificial and therefore tenuous. As Michael Ignatieff
once observed, it may be that “liberal civilization” itself “runs deeply against the human grain and is
achieved and sustained only by the most unremitting struggle against human nature.” Perhaps this
fragile democratic garden requires the protection of a liberal world order, with constant feeding,
watering, weeding, and the fencing off of an ever-encroaching jungle. In the absence of such efforts, the
weeds and the jungle may sooner or later come back to reclaim the land.

One wonders if even the current economic order reflects the world “as it is.” A world in which
autocracies make ever more ambitious attempts to control the flow of information, and in which
autocratic kleptocracies use national wealth and resources to further their private interests, may prove
less hospitable to the kind of free flow of commerce the world has come to appreciate in recent
decades. 

In fact, from the time that Roosevelt and Truman first launched it, the whole project of promoting and
defending a liberal world order has been a concerted effort not to accept the world “as it is.” The
American project has aimed at shaping a world different from what had always been, taking advantage
of America’s unique situation to do what no nation had ever been able to do. Today, however, because
many Americans no longer recall what the world “as it is” really looks like, they cannot imagine it. They
bemoan the burdens and failures inherent in the grand strate㌂y but take for granted all the remarkable
benefits. 

Nor do they realize, perhaps, how quickly it can all unravel. The international system is an elaborate
web of power relationships, in which every nation, from the biggest to the smallest, is constantly feeling
for shifts or disturbances. Since 1945, and especially since 1989, the web has been geared to respond
primarily to the United States. Allies observe American behavior and calculate America’s reliability.
Nations hemmed in or threatened by American power watch for signs of growing or diminishing power
and will. When the United States appears to retrench, allies necessarily become anxious, while others
look for opportunities. 

In recent years, the world has picked up unmistakable signals that Americans may no longer want to
carry the burden of global responsibility. Others read the polls, read the president’s speeches calling for
“nation-building at home,” see the declining defense budgets and defense capabilities, and note the
extreme reticence, on the part of both American political parties, about using force. The world judges
that, were it not for American war-weariness, the United States probably would by now have used force
in Syria—just as it did in Kosovo, in Bosnia, and in Panama. President Obama himself recently
acknowledged as much when he said, “It’s not that it’s not worth it. It’s that after a decade of war, you
know, the United States has limits.” Such statements set the web vibrating. In East Asia, nations living in
close proximity to an increasingly powerful China want to know whether Americans will make a similar
kind of calculation when it comes to defending them; in the Middle East, nations worried about Iran
wonder if they will be left to confront it alone; in Eastern Europe and the Baltic states, American
security guarantees are meaningless unless Americans are able and willing to meet them.

Are they? No one has taken a poll lately on whether the United States should come to the defense of its
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treaty allies in the event of a war between, say, China and Japan; or whether it should come to the
defense of Estonia in a Ukraine-like conflict with Russia. The answers might prove interesting.

Meanwhile, the signs of the global order breaking down are all around us. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine
and seizure of Crimea was the first time since World War II that a nation in Europe had engaged in
territorial conquest. If Iran manages to acquire a nuclear weapon, it will likely lead other powers in the
region to do the same, effectively undoing the nonproliferation regime, which, along with American
power, has managed to keep the number of nuclear-armed powers limited over the past half century.
Iran, Saudi Arabia, and Russia are engaged in a proxy war in Syria that, in addition to the 150,000 dead
and the millions displaced, has further destabilized a region that had already been in upheaval. In East
Asia, nervousness about China’s rise, combined with uncertainty about America’s commitment, is
exacerbating tensions. In recent years the number of democracies around the world has been steadily
declining, while the number of autocracies grows. If these trends continue, in the near future we are
likely to see increasing conflict, increasing wars over territory, greater ethnic and sectarian violence,
and a shrinking world of democracies.

How will Americans respond? If the test is once again to be “national interests” narrowly construed,
then Americans may find all of this tolerable, or at least preferable to doing something to stop it. Could
the United States survive if Syria remains under the control of Assad or, more likely, disintegrates into a
chaos of territories, some of which will be controlled by jihadi terrorists? Could it survive if Iran
acquires a nuclear weapon, and if in turn Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and E㌂ypt acquire nuclear weapons? Or
if North Korea launches a war on the South? Could it survive in a world where China dominates much of
East Asia, or where China and Japan resume their old conflict? Could it survive in a world where Russia
dominates Eastern Europe, including not only Ukraine but the Baltic states and perhaps even Poland?
Of course it could. From the point of view of strict “necessity” and narrow national interest, the United
States could survive all of this. It could trade with a dominant China and work out a modus vivendi with
a restored Russian empire. Those alarmed by such developments will be hard-pressed, as Roosevelt
was, to explain how each marginal setback would affect the parochial interests of the average American.
As in the past, Americans will be among the last to suffer grievously from a breakdown of world order.
And by the time they do feel the effects, it may be very late in the day.

Looking back on the period before World War II, Robert Osgood, the most thoughtful of realist thinkers
of the past century, discerned a critical element missing from the strategic analyses of the day. Mere
rational calculations of the “national interest,” he argued, proved inadequate. Paradoxically, it was the
“idealists,” those who were “most sensitive to the Fascist menace to Western culture and civilization,”
who were “among the first to understand the necessity of undertaking revolutionary measures to
sustain America’s first line of defense in Europe.” Idealism, he concluded, was “an indispensable spur to
reason in leading men to perceive and act upon the real imperatives of power politics.” This was
Roosevelt’s message, too, when he asked Americans to defend “not their homes alone, but the tenets of
faith and humanity on which their churches, their governments, and their very civilization are
founded.”

Perhaps Americans can be inspired in this way again, without the threat of a Hitler or an attack on their
homeland. But this time they will not have 20 years to decide. The world will change much more
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quickly than they imagine. And there is no democratic superpower waiting in the wings to save the
world if this democratic superpower falters.

Robert Kagan is a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution and a contributing editor at The New Republic.
He is the author, most recently, of The World America Made - http://www.amazon.com/The-World-Americ
a-Made-Vintage/dp/0345802713 - .
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