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James Chace

No matter what the ultimate outcome of
the war with Iraq, the assault on interna-
tional institutions and the bullying lan-
guage leveled at America’s allies by the
president and his closest advisers signaled a
robust rebirth of American unilateralism.
This reverses the American internationalist
commitment that came out of the Second
World War and that lasted throughout the
45 years of the Cold War. It is surely the
most significant detour in U.S. foreign poli-
cy since Franklin D. Roosevelt met with
Winston Churchill on the British battleship
Prince of Wales near the harbor of Argentia,
Newfoundland, in August 1941. The result
of that meeting was the commitment of the
United States to a policy of collective secu-
rity, freedom of the seas, and liberal trading
practices—the Atlantic Charter. The Ameri-
cans, in particular, insisted on a statement
calling for “access, on equal terms, to the
trade and to the raw materials of the world
which are needed for...economic prosperi-
ty.” By accepting “the establishment of a
wider and permanent system of general se-
curity,” Roosevelt laid the ground for the
founding of the United Nations that was
to vest in the great powers—Britain, China,
Russia, and America (and later France)—the
responsibility for keeping the peace.

It was FDR, the president who best
combined the idealistic aspirations of the
Founders to create a republic of virtue with
their realist appraisal of the need to accept
temporary alliances, who provided the post-
war vision for the Western world. With the
world war still underway, a series of confer-
ences, mostly initiated by Washington, be-
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gan to shape the international environment
we have lived in for the past half century—
Bretton Woods (which, through the estab-
lishment of the International Monetary
Fund and the World Bank, provided for
currency stabilization); Dumbarton Oaks
(where plans for the United Nations were
drawn up); Hot Springs (for food and agri-
culture); Washington (for relief and rehabil-
itation); and Chicago (for civil aviation).

With the advent of the Cold War, Harry
Truman, George Marshall, and Dean Ache-
son deepened and extended the new interna-
tionalism—with the Truman Doctrine to
contain the expansion of the Soviet Union in
the eastern Mediterranean, the economic re-
building of Europe spurred on by the Mar-
shall Plan, and the creation of NATO.

The Bush administration, even before
the terrorist attack on the World Trade Cen-
ter and the Pentagon on September 11,
2001, had already begun to dismantle or re-
ject treaties that would bind the United
States to a larger international community.
The United States rejected the Kyoto Proto-
col to curb the emission of noxious gases in
the atmosphere, withdrew from the Anti-
Ballistic Missile Treaty, scuttled the Land
Mine Treaty and the Comprehensive Test
Ban Treaty, and refused to back the Interna-
tional Criminal Court.

As the rifts between America and Eu-
rope deepened in the months and weeks pri-
or to the American-led attack on Iraq, Sec-
retary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld referred
to France and Germany, the most vocal op-
ponents of military action against Iraq with-
out U.N. endorsement, as “old Europe,” and



the newer potential members of the Euro-
pean Union, such as Poland, Hungary, and
the Czech Republic, as “new Europe.” In
thus choosing to divide Europe, Rumsfeld
may well have succeeded in exacerbating the
tensions within the European Union, as well
as straining to a breaking point the ties of a
more unified Europe to America. (His most
egregious remark in this context was to
bracket Germany with Cuba and Libya for
refusing to support the use of force against
Iraq.")

All this points to a renewal of the uni-
lateralist behavior that had so often marked
the United States during much of the nine-
teenth and the first half of the twentieth
centuries. This impulse carried with it an
implicit, though absolute, goal: to prevent
America’s security from being undermined
by constraints imposed by other powers, in-
cluding—and perhaps most especially—
those of America’s traditional allies. Ameri-
cans have never shied away from using force
unilaterally, either in defense of their own
borders or on behalf of foreign regimes
whose security Washington viewed as vital.
In this respect, the United States has never
been truly isolationist. We fought or threat-
ened wars against Britain, Spain, and Mexi-
co to enable us to expand across a continent.
In the twentieth century, even putting aside
the two world wars, we intervened mili-
tarily in Mexico, Honduras, Nicaragua, the
Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Haiti,
Grenada, and Panama. But apart from the
Korean and Vietnam Wars, we have been
reluctant to use military force outside the
Western Hemisphere without allies, as wit-
ness Bush senior’s insistence on putting to-
gether a substantial coalition to fight the
Gulf War, and Clinton’s hesitation to use
force unilaterally in Bosnia and Kosovo.

A Different Approach

With the end of the Cold War, however, the
neoconservatives, who were already coming
to the fore during the first Bush administra-
tion, proposed a different approach to the

world. In 1992, a draft of a Pentagon plan-
ning document that has been called “Dick
Cheney’s masterwork” (it appeared when
Cheney was secretary of defense) argued that
the United States must “discourage the ad-
vanced industrial nations from challenging
our leadership or even aspiring to a larger
regional or global role.” Instead, America
should “retain the preeminent responsibility
for addressing...those wrongs which threat-
en not only our interests, but those of our
allies or friends, or which could seriously
unsettle international relations.”

A second document, written ten years
later, the now-famous National Security
Strategy issued by the White House in Sep-
tember 2002, echoes in somewhat more
muted language the previous one. It prom-
ises to maintain whatever military capability
is needed to defeat any attempt by any state
to oppose the will of the United States or
its allies, and to discourage or prevent any
potential adversaries from building up
their own forces to equal or surpass ours.
Together, these two documents assert a
doctrine of U.S. global domination.’

No power will be allowed to challenge
American leadership or, to repeat, even “to
aspire to a larger regional or global role”—
surely this is the authentic voice of Ameri-
can neo-imperialism. Under this reading,
America seeks satellites, not allies. We are
to be imperialists with good intentions, the
benevolent hegemon who is prepared to
wage preventive wars, or launch preemptive
strikes at any presumed enemy.

When George W. Bush and Vice Presi-
dent Dick Cheney talk of a preventive war
against Iraq, this recalls a very different pe-
riod in American history when, in the early
years of the Cold War, cries for preventive
military action against the Soviet Union re-
verberated—not in the White House, but in
the press and Congress. Unlike George W,
however, Truman and Acheson stood firmly
against the idea of a preventive war.

This was no easy task in the winter and
spring of 1950. The shocks of the preceding
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year—the successful testing of a Soviet
atomic bomb in August 1949, years ahead
of the predictions of many scientists and
military advisers, and the victory of Mao
Zedong’s Communists over the Chinese Na-
tionalists in October—along with Moscow’s
military strength on the ground as well as
its program of building an atomic force ca-
pable of striking the United States, led to
calls for a preemptive attack against Stalin-
ist Russia while America still possessed an
overwhelming lead in atomic weaponry.

On a number of occasions in early 1950,
in press conferences, at universities, and be-
fore business groups, Acheson spoke out
strongly against the notion of any unpro-
voked military action against Russia. The
secretary of state argued instead that “the
only way to deal with the Soviet Union,”
was “to create situations of strength.” Nego-
tiating from strength meant, in this period,
building up America’s conventional forces in
order to avoid having no other choice but to
respond to a Soviet attack with U.S. atomic
weapons. Echoing his predecessor at State,
General Marshall, Acheson declared that it
was the policy of the United States to be the
“first to attend international conferences and
the last to retire.”* Today, such a statement
seems inconceivable coming from any mem-
ber of the foreign policy inner circle of the
Bush administration (except perhaps from
Colin Powell).

In 1950, the ability of the Soviet air
force to target the United States with atom-
ic weapons was far greater than Iraq’s ability
to launch an intercontinental missile against
the United States today. Containing the So-
viet Union aggressively through a coalition
of European states and Canada (which later
became NATO) effectively stopped the Soviet
Union from expanding on the ground or
thinking of launching a nuclear attack
against the United States.

Robert Byrd, the dean of the Senate, de-
clared from the Senate floor on February 12,
2003, that the “doctrine of preemption—
the idea that the United States or any other
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nation can legitimately attack a nation that
is not imminently threatening but may be
threatening in the future—is a radical new
twist on the traditional idea of self-defense.
It appears in contravention of international
law and the U.N. Charter.”” Most bizarre of
all, as Harvard’s Stanley Hoffmann has
pointed out, is the claim put forth by
American neo-imperialists that “the United
States Constitution allows no bowing to a
superior law, such as international law, and
no transfer, pooling or delegation of sover-
eignty to any international organization.”

Overstretch and Hubris

One can understand any U.S. administra-
tion’s disgust with a United Nations whose
Human Rights Commission is headed by
Libya and in which Iraq was until recently
supposed to chair its Conference on Disar-
mament. But this begs the question: Is the
United States prepared to work with the in-
ternational organizations it did so much to
create? Or does it expect to act as a global
policeman simply because Washington be-
lieves it has the power to do so?

We may have massive military might,
but it is nearly impossible to fight terrorism
without the cooperation of other nations
(most notably France and Germany). In ad-
dition, there is the danger of what the histo-
rian Paul Kennedy has called “imperial
overstretch.” According to Senator Byrd, the
“war in Afghanistan has cost us $37 billion
so far, yet there is evidence that terrorism
may already be starting to regain its hold on
that region.”” We are now not only training
Filipino soldiers to root out Muslim insur-
rectionists, but we may also be preparing to
send our own troops into that conflict—and
this in addition to expenditures that might
total $95 billion for the war against Iraq.’

According to the nonpartisan Congres-
sional Budget Office, the government short-
fall for fiscal year 2003 could rise to $287
billion, and for fiscal year 2004 to $338 bil-
lion. The budget office calculates that over
the next five years Bush’s economic program



would raise the deficit by about $800 bil-
lion. In addition to the budget deficit,
America is also running massive current
account deficits—by importing more than it
exports—that have now reached an annual
rate of $500 billion. To cover this debt,
America borrows from foreign lenders. The
profligacy of these policies will almost cer-
tainly lead to the weakening of the dollar,
higher taxes, and reductions in domestic
social programs, or an inflated currency that
will have to be contained by high interest
rates. This will then likely result in eco-
nomic stagnation at best, or a severe reces-
sion at worst. In short, the costs of unilater-
alism could prove devastating.’

One of the reasons the Bush adminis-
tration put forth for military action against
Iraq is the favorable demonstration effect
this is likely to have in the Middle East.

In a revealing interview with Nicholas Le-
mann in the New Yorker, Douglas Feith,

the under secretary of defense for policy,
said, “If we help the Iraqis, and if the Iraqis
show an ability to create a humane represen-
tative government for themselves—will
that have beneficial spillover effects on the
politics of the whole region? The answer, I
think is yes.”" President Bush made some-
what the same point on at least two occa-
sions. In June 2002, he argued that “a new
regime in Iraq would serve as a dramatic
and inspiring example of freedom for other
nations in the region.”" And in a speech

at the American Enterprise Institute this
past February, he defined an ambitious role
for America and (as he put it) “the civi-
lized world” in the transformation of the
Middle East.”"

Feith’s words are in line with Deputy
Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz’s ex-
pressed belief that the war in Iraq could
help to bring about democracy to the Arab
Middle East. President Bush, in his 2003
State of the Union address, made somewhat
the same point when he said that “all people
have a right to choose their own govern-
ment, and determine their own destiny—

and the United States supports their aspira-
tions to live in freedom.”

The neo-Wilsonian ring to these state-
ments points to the crusader mentality
that now inhabits the minds of some of
the closest advisers to the president. The
realist perspective is apparently being sup-
planted by a more evangelical approach to
replacing tyrannical regimes with demo-
cratic ones. America’s values are thus seen
as universal values. In this respect, it is
dangerous to compare the Bush administra-
tion’s plan to “democratize” Iraq and other
parts of the Middle East with the remaking
of Nazi Germany and imperial Japan after
the traumatic carnage of the Second World
War. Both countries had had democratic
norms and practices in the 1920s; just as
their industrial capacity could be fully re-
stored in a relatively short time through
American aid, so, too, could the United
States hope to resuscitate their democratic
traditions. In the Arab Middle East, such
a task would be Herculean, and, I suspect,
quixotic. But it is a task that the crusader
often welcomes, and, if necessary, is willing
to do alone.

While it is true that the United States
cannot pursue a successful foreign policy
without a moral component, as Franklin
Roosevelt well understood, that component
today needs to be linked to a range of inter-
national institutions. To seek to promote the
common good implies respect for the con-
cerns of the larger international community.
It is in fact the height of realism not only to
advance the nation’s interests, but also to
seek allies among other governments and
peoples who share those interests.

As Americans we would do well to
heed Alexander Hamilton, who urged na-
tions to avoid policies that were “absolutely
selfish” and rather to pursue “a policy regu-
lated by their own interest, as far as justice
and good faith permit.”” These are not
evangelical concepts nor are they those of
a lone crusader. They require a commitment
to internationalism, not a rejection of it.
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They are the practical goals of a realistic
American foreign policy for the twenty-first
century. @
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