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Reply to Bradley Thayer

The Hlusion of the American Empire

CHRISTOPHER LAYNE

Introduction

In this chapter, I focus on the costs of the American Empire. Contrary (o its
proponents’ claims, the strategy of primacy and empire comes with a steep
price tag. It is increasingly clear that the United States will be hard-pressed
to afford the costs of empire without undermining its economy. Moreover, in
addition to its economic impact, the st rategy of primacy and empire has a cor-
rosive effect on democracy in the United States and is at odds with America’s
most cherished political values.

The Costs of Empire
Economics and Empire

At the end of the day, Americans must ask not only if the strategy of primacy
and empire makes America more secure, or more insecure, but also ask what
are that strategy's costs, and can America afford them? It is, of course, a tru-
ism that economic strength is the foundation of American primacy. A strong
economy generates the wealth that pays for the extensive military apparatus
necessary to maintain America’s dominant geopolitical position. But here the
United States confronts a problem that traditionally has perplexed the states-
man of great powers: striking the proper balance between public and private
investment in the domestic economy, domestic consumption, and investment
in military power. On the one hand, because they are expected to provide
welfare as well as national security, modern states constantly face the dilemma
of allocating scarce resources among the competing external and domestic
policies. At the same time, grand strategists must be cognizant of the danger
that overinvesting in security in the short term can weaken the state in the
long term by eroding the economic foundations of national power.! Finding
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the right balance between security and econoniic stability is a timeless grand
strategic conundrum.?

Paul Kennedy’s 1987 book, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers, ignited an
important debate about the sustainability of American primacy. In a nutshell,
Kennedy argued that the United States was doomed to repeat a familiar pat-
tern of imperial decline because the excessive costs of military commitments
abroad was eroding the cconomic foundations of American power. An impor-
tant backdrop to Kennedy's book was the so-called twin deficits: endless fed-
eral budget deficits, and a persistent balance of trade deficit. As a result, the
United States had quickly gone from being the leading creditor state in the
international economic system to being the leading debtor and had became
dependent on inflows of foreign—especially Japanese—capital. As Robert Gil-
pin noted (also in 1987), the inflow of Japanese capital “supported the dollar,
helped finance the [Reagan) defense buildup, and contributed to American
prosperity. More importantly, it masked the relative economic decline of the
United States.™ The late 1980s debate about possible American decline was
terminated abruptly, however; first, by the Soviet Union’s collapse, and then
by U.S. economic revival during the Clinton administration, which also saw
the yearly federal budget deficits give way to annual budget surpluses.

The proponents of American primacy and empire assert both that the
United States can afford this grand strategy and that American economy is
fundamentally robust. ‘These claims might come as news to most Americans,
however. When a company like General Motors—historically one of the flag-
ship corporations of the U.S. economy—teeters on the edge of bankruptcy
and sheds some 126,000 jobs—rosy descriptions about the strength of the U.S.
cconomy ring hollow.* Similarly, the notion that the U.S. economy is healthy
certainly would not be shared by the hundreds of thousands of U.S. workers

who have lost their jobs in America’s ever-contracting manufacturing sec-
tor—often because their jobs have been outsourced to China or India. Even
more worrisome, future outsourcing of American jobs is not likely to be con-
fined just to blue-collar workers. Rather, an increasing number of high-skill/
high-education jobs will flow from the United States to other countries.’
Another warning sign that all is not well with the U.S. economy is the “middle
class squeeze”—the fact that middle class incomes in the United States have
been stagnant since the early 1970s. Doubtless, the American economy has
made gains in productivity, but those gains are being enjoyed by only a small
number of Americans in the highest income brackets. As the Financial Times

recently noted:
Since 1973, the income of the top 10 per cent of American earners has

grown by 111 per cent, while the income of the middle fifth has grown
by only 15 per cent. That trend has become more pronounced in the
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last few years. Between 1998 and 2004, the median income of American
households fell by 3.8 per cent.

To some the American economy may seem buoyant, but the hollowing-out of
America’s manufacturing industrial base, the outsourcing of American jobs,
and stagnant middle-class incomes are flashing red lights warning that all is
far from well with the U.S. economy.

Indeed, the economic vulnerabilities that Kennedy pinpointed in the late

1980s may have receded into the background during the 1990s, but they did
not disappear. Once again, the United States is running endless federal budget
deficits, and the trade deficit has grown worse and worse. The United States
still depends on capital inflows from abroad, with China fast replacing Japan
as America’s most important creditor, (o finance its deficit spending, finance
private consumption, and maintain the dollar’s position as the international
economic system’s reserve currency. Because of the twin deficits, the underly-
ing fundamentals of the U.S. economy are out of alignment. The United States
cannot continue to live beyond its means indefinitely. Sooner or later, the bill
will come due in the form of sharply higher taxes and interest rates—and,
consequently, economic slowdown. And, as the United States borrows more
and more to finance its budget and trade deficits, private investment is likely
to be “crowded out” of the marketplace, with predictable effects on the econ-
omy’s long-term health. In a word (or two), the United States is suffering from
“fiscal overstretch.”

Economically, the United States is looking at the same problems in the
early twenty-first century that it faced in the 1980s (and which had been
building since the early 1960s). Except this time, the long-term prognosis is
bleaker, because there are two big differences between now and then.? First,
during the Cold War, Japan (and, during the 1970s, West Germany) subsi-
dized U.S. budget and trade deficits as a quid pro quo for American secu-
rity guarantees. It will be interesting to sce whether an emerging geopolitical
rival like China—or, for that matter, the European Union—will be as will-
ing to underwrite American primacy in coming decades. Second, there have
been big changes on the economic side of the ledger that cast a long shadow

5 ? .
. over America’s long-term economic prospects. For one thing, the willingness

of other states to cover America’s debts no longer can be taken for granted.
Already, key central banks are signaling their lack of confidence in the dollar

- by diversifying their currency holdings.® There are rumblings, too, that OPEC

may start pricing oil in euros and that the dollar could be supplanted by the
euro as the international economy’s reserve currency. Should this happen, the
United States no longer could afford to maintain its primacy.'

The domestic economic picture is not so promising, cither. The annual
federal budget deficits are just the tip of the iceberg. The real problems are
the federal government’s huge unfunded liabilities for entitlement programs
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that will begin to come due about a decade hence.! Moreover, defense spend-
ing and entitlement expenditures are squeezing out discretionary spending
on domestic programs. Just down the road, the United States is facing stark
“warfare” or “welfarc” choices between, on the one hand, maintaining the
overwhelming military capabilities upon which its primacy rests, or, on the
other hand, discretionary spending on domestic needs and funding Medicare,
Medicaid, and Social Security.' Here, the proponents of primacy and empire
overlook a huge change in the U.S. fiscal picture. They assert that the United
States can afford its imperial strategy because defense spending now accounts
only for about 4 percent of U.S. gross domestic product (GDP), which is well
below Cold War levels. This is true, but very misleading.

Why? Because under the Bush Il administration, the norm in the allocation
of federal discretionary spending that prevailed throughout most of the Clin-
ton administration has been reversed: the Pentagon’s share of discretionary
spending in the federal budget once again exceeds domestic spending. What
really matters is not the percentage of GDP absorbed by defense spending, but
the Defense Department’s share of discretionary federal spending. Coupled
with mandatory spending on entitlements (and debt service), defense spend-
ing is squeezing discretionary federal spending on domestic programs. Given
the long-term unsustainability of federal budget deficits, coming years will see
strong pressures to reduce federal spending. However, because defense, enti-
tlements, and debt service together account for 80 percent of federal spend-
ing, it is obvious that—as long as U.S. defense spending continues at the high
levels mandated by the strategy of primacy and empire—the burden of federal
deficit reduction will fall primarily on the remaining 20 percent of the bud-
get—that is, on discretionary domestic spending. In plain English, that means
that the United States will be spending more on guns and less and less on but-
ter—"butter” in this case meaning, among other things, federal government
investments in education, infrastructure, and research, which all are crucial
to keeping the United States competitive in the international economy. Sooner
rather than later, Americans will be compelled to ask whether spending on the
American Empire is more important than spending on domestic needs here
at home.”

In fact, if anything, the costs of the American Empire are likely to increase
in coming years. There are two reasons for this. First, there is the spiraling
cost of the Iraq quagmire. As some readers may recall, the Bush II admin-
istration’s economic advisor, Lawrence Lindsey, was fired because he dared
to predict that the cost of the Iraq war, and its aftermath, might reach $200
billion. The administration predicted that the war itself would cost no more
than $50-$60 billion and that Iraq would pay for its own postwar recovery
from oil sales. Of course, the United States to date has borne most of the cost
of Iraq's postwar recovery. As far as the ultimate economic costs of the war are
concerned, it is apparent that the administration’s $50-$60 billion cstimate
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was a projection right out of Fantasyland. Recently, Joesph Sitglitz (a Nobel
laureate in economics) and Linda Bilmes have indicated that, at the end of the
day, the budgetary cost of the war will be somewhere between $750 billion
and $1,184 billion (which includes, among other things, the costs of military
operations, Veterans Administration costs attributable to the war, increased
defense spending, and additional interest on the national dcbt). Moreover,
they estimate that the direct and indirect costs of the war to the U.S. economy
will be between $1,026 billion and $1,854 billion."

The second reason that defense spending is likely to increase is the simple
fact that the U.S. military is not large enough to meet all of America’s imperial
commitments. Since the Cold War's end, the United States has shown every
sign of succumbing to the “hegemon’s temptation”—the temptation to use its
military power promiscuously—and Iraq, along with the simultaneous crises
with Iran and North Korea, have highlighted the mismatch between America's
hegemonic ambitions and the military resources available to support them.
To maintain its dominance, the American military will have to be expanded
in size, because it is too small to meet present—and likely future—commit-
ments."”” No one can say for certain how long significant U.S. forces will need
to remain in Iraq (and Afghanistan), but it's safe to say that substantial num-
bers of troops will be there for a long time. At the same time, in addition to the
ongoing War on Terrorism (and the concomitant requirements of homeland
defense), the United States faces possible future conflicts with North Korea,
Iran, and China.

During the past fifteen years or so since the Soviet Union's collapse, the
United States was able to postpone the need to grapple with the painful issues
Kennedy raised in 1987. However, the chickens are coming home to roost,
and those questions soon will have to be faced. Gilpin's 1987 description of
America’s grand strategic and economic dilemmas is, if anything, even more
timely today:

With a decreased rate of economic growth and a low rate of national
savings, the United States was living and defending commitments far
beyond its means. In order to bring its commitments and power back
into balance once again, the United States would one day have to cut
back further on its overseas commitments, reduce the American stan-
dard‘of living, or decrease domestic productive investment even more
than it already had. In the meantime, American hegemony was threat-
ened by a potentially devastating fiscal crisis.’

At some point, the relative decline of U.S. economic power that is in the ofl-
ing will bring American primacy to an end. In the shorter term, however, the
United States can prolong its primacy if Americans are willing to pay the price
in terms of higher taxes, reduced consumption, and curtailment of domestic
programs. But, of course, there is a treadmill-like aspect to preserving the
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R . eakenine of the
American Empire, because perpetuating it will hasten the weakening of t
economic basc upon which it rests.

The Domestic Political Consequences of Empire
In the most memorable--and controvcrsial—passa&;c of his second Inm:gl;;a;
Address, President George W. Busl'xn(]ieclarefl l}lmtf,l'l\:\::la;rienlzi,rlzv:;ciﬁcsr and
mon sense, to one conclusion: The survival of i 1 s
::g]ly depends on the success of liberty in' other lands. The best.ho’piil;(:; E::;C:
in our world is the expansion of freedom in a_ll l_he world. Arnert?asl pal inter
ests and deepest beliefs are now one.” Infcialmm;i t,l;'::;:n}:f, z:x:: ;,‘::, :, emoc
i erica depends on the successful export ¢ emocr ad, Bu
;icsy::p;:::d Wilsfnianism’s most dubious thesis. l.,lke hl: pr;d:c::is::rcs;
going back to Woodrow Wilson himself—Busl‘x bcllcve.s n?t xl ca can
avoid becoming a “garrison state” only by following a policy o stlia’ cgsscmon
nationalism and democracy promotion abr(?ad. Co.ntrary‘to }.3us 1(1;: sertion
in his Inaugural Address, however, an imperla! foreign p'oh:l:);ls:m ithe
the flourishing of democracy and liberty here in the U{\l.te dtahest. e United
It may be true that America’s Founding F‘athe‘rs'cnwsmne :1 z:th : Unted
States would become an “empire of liberty,” but it is also true.t a c;ml tsion
of empire was confined to North America. Moreover, they werg cr)‘; o
that their vision of empire was based on important v'alues roote i in Hmerica:
own history and political culture, including a‘n?publlcan fo‘rm 0 goYm " also.
protection of individual liberties, and suspicion of Stfltt. power. | k)i'"d ¥
understood full well that if the United States ever got mixed u[;1 int ::merican
overseas imperialism practiced by the European gre.tat powe.rs,t hese merican
values would be imperiled. This argument was reprised durlm};l t le) p'(: : Si)atcs
ish-American War great debate of 1898-99 ab?t{t whc‘lhc‘rt e Uni ; St
should annex the Philippines. In his classic anti-imperialist essay, dl' o
quest of the United States by Spain,” William Graham Sum.ner pret l:ni -
accurately—that if the United States went int? the empire bus:ness, i :l woclll y
political culture would be transformed and its §)'stcm of gov ;mgle: | ouk
come to resemble those of the other great impenfal powers of the day : : “ke,
France, Germany, and Russia. In more recent t}mes, real cc:jn;erval:;z.faux
Dwight Eisenhower and Robert Taft—a very dnﬂ”ercnt'brcc : ron:l he Jawx
conservative neocon cheerleaders for Amencan.Emplre——“ a'rn:j: o e
Cold War was effectuating a domestic transformation of lhe~ L'Jmtei (;1 cxecu-
that the core values of limited government, shared congrcssm;m. an ; ;dCd
tive responsibility for foreign policy, and fiscal prudence were cing ?t abm:;d
Bush’s words about defending liberty and frcedon} b‘y pro.mo:;'ng]x abroad
ring hollow. Seldom in Amcricanlhislo;y has im ad:z;xix:ts;lrr::t(;:ml]sp :,), od less
Constitution, the law—domestic ar — .
lrii)genr:(iicg)fl;lllclruth is that by-—purportcdly—pronwti'n<g dcmoc?al;:y 2[:1( (r)::l,
the Bush administration is trampling upon it at home. To start with, contrary

e
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to all settled Constitutional principles, the administration has claimed
that the president’s war powers are all but unconstrained. In essence, the
administration claims that as long as it is in the pursuit of “national security,”
the president can do pretty much whatever he deems necessary. The result of
. this sweeping assertion of power can be scen in the administration’s use of the
National Security Agency (NSA) to engage in domestic surveillance of phone
calls and emails. As James Risen has written, since 9/11, “The Bush admin-
istration has swept aside nearly thirty years of rules and regulations and has
secretly brought the NSA back into the business of domestic espionage.”” As
Risen reports, shortly after 9/11 Bush signed an executive order authorizing
the NSA to monitor and eavesdrop on virtually all telephone calls and email
traffic inside the United States. The executive order was a deliberate end run
around the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act, which requires the NSA
to obtain a court order before eavesdropping on domestic communications,
Under Bush’s order, the NSA is completely unaccountable; there is no judi-
cial—or other—oversight of its domestic surveillance. As Risen notes, “the
NSA determines, on its own, which telephone numbers and e-mail addresses
to monitor. The NSA doesn’t have to get approval from the White House, the
Justice Department, or anyone elsc in the Bush administration before it begins
eavesdropping on a specific phone line inside the United States,™*
The Patriot Act is another instance where the Bush administration has
used 9/11 to roll back civil liberties, Under the Patriot Act, the administra-
tion is using “national security letters,” which allow secret surveillance and
information gathering of “U.S. residents and visitors who are not alleged to
be terrorists or spies.”® As the Washington Post reported, “Issued by FBI field
supervisors, natjonal security letters do not need the imprimatur of a prosecu-
tor, grand jury or judge.”® Moreover, the Patriot Act prohibits the target of a
national security letter from disclosing to “any person” that they have been
served with such a letter. On its face, the language prohibits a person, or orga-
nization, that is served with a national security letter from contacting a lawyer
and challenging the letter’s legality.?" The FBI uses national security letters to
obtain the very kinds of information about citizens’ lives that historically has
been protected by the Fourth Amendment’s proscription against unreason-
able searches and seizures, including phone records, correspondence, finan-
cial information, and even the books a citizen checks out from the library,
or the movies a citizen rents from a video store. Real conservatives know
that when the government is given such unchecked, wide-ranging powers to
intrude into the lives of citizens, civil liberties are at risk. As Bob Barr, a con-
servative former congressman has said, “The beef with the NSLs is that they
don’t have even a pretense of judicial or impartial scrutiny. There’s no checks
and balances whatever on them. It is simply some bureaucrat’s decision that
they want information, and they can basically just go and get it.” This, appar-
ently, is the Bush administration’s version of democracy in America.
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The Bush administration’s treatment of “enemy combatants” taken pris-
oner as part of the so-called Global War on Terror is another example of how
the administration has acted contrary to America’s deepest values. Assert-
ing a dubious legal claim that it can seize enemy combatants and bring them
before military tribunals, the administration has set up internment facilities
at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, the Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq, and the Bagram air
base in Afghanistan. The detainees in these camps are—so the administration
claims—entirely outside the jurisdiction of the U.S. legal system (and outside
the purview of the Geneva Conventions on the treatment of prisoners of war).
According to the administration, the United States can keep enemy combat-
ants—even American citizens suspected of engaging in terrorist acts—in cus-
tody indefinitely and is not required to charge them with a crime, afford them
legal counsel, or even bring them to trial.

Shielded from judicial oversight, the administration has deliberately pro-
mulgated policies that have shaded applicable international law to allow U.S.
interrogators to engage in the torture “lite” of enemy combatants at Guanta-
namo Bay. The administration also has authorized the use of hard-core tor-
ture by allowing the CIA to establish secret prisons abroad, and to carry out
a policy of so-called renditions (where the United States hands over enemy
combatants to countrics where interrogation techniques are not limited by
legal niceties).”” Although the overwhelming consensus among experts is that
torture invariably fails to produce useful information—that is, it is not cost
effective—the United States has paid a huge price in terms of its international
standing for its treatment of enemy combatants. As Stephen Walt observes,
“imagine how America’s image might have been improved had it placed the
prisoners at Guantanamo Bay under the protections of the Geneva Convention
and had Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld apologized and resigned in response
to the torture scandal at Abu Ghraib prison.”? While these policies would not,
Walt admits, eliminate all the manifestations of anti-Americanism abroad,
they “would have made it much harder to portray the United States as a ‘rogue
superpower,’ and it would have given America’s friends around the world far
more effective ammunition in the battle for world opinion.”** Not only have
the administration’s detention and torture policies sullied America’s reputa-
tion abroad, but in a practical sense those policies are counterproductive.?

Abu Ghraib, for example, injected new life into the Iragi insurgency and was
a veritable reéruiling poster for Islamic terrorist groups. Most of all, however,
the Bush administration's policies with respect to enemy combatants have
inflicted a deep wound to America’s own self-image as a decent and humane
nation. As the British learned in India and Ireland, and the French in Algeria,
imperial policies and democratic values don’t mix.

Bush's words about liberty and freedom ring hollow in another sense, too.
American officials want to promote democracy abroad, but are loathe to prac-
tice it in the conduct of U.S. foreign policy. The reason that democracies—
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like the United States—are supposed to be peaceful is that citizens can hold
accountable leaders who squander lives and treasure on unnecessary wars.
Morcover, democracy is supposed to ensure that policy making is transparent
and policies are subject to open debate. That’s the theory, at any rate. But it’;
based on a romantic notion of how American democracy works that even a
sophisticated fourth grader knows is illusory.
What this theory leaves out is what political scientists call “the state”—a
nat.mn’s central decision-makers and the institutional mechanisms through
which they exercise power. Because it is overtly antistatist, liberal political
theory downplays the role of the state. But even in liberal countries like the
United States, the state is an autonomous actor. That is, rather than by bein
const'rained by civil society, the state mobilizes the levers of power to manipf
Iat.c civil society and harness it to support state policies. For example, to main-
tain public support for an imperial policy abroad—and their grip or; political
power at home—American foreign policy elites have since the early 20th cen-
tury engaged in a calculated policy of threat exaggeration to overcome the
stubborn fact that, because of geography and its overwhelming power, the
United States is basically immune from serious threats from abroad Co’nse-
quently, for well over a century, official American rhetoric has been Sased on
a finely honed set of images: dangerous ideologies, a “shrinking world,” and
falling dominoes. To mobilize support for their policies, the American f(;reign
policy elite has created a rhetorical climate of fear in order to convince Ameri-
cans that only strategic internationalism can preserve the nation’s securit
and way of life. ’
. Another way the state manipulates civil society is by controlling the flow of
}nformation and shaping public opinion. In the U.S, government, there even
Is a name for this: “perception management.” Of course, perception manage-
ment simply is a fancy term for sophisticated lying. It is the kind of manipula-
tion of the truth that the Bush administration engaged in during the run-up to
the Iraq war—the claim that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction and—even
more—the assertion that Saddam Hussein was linked to the 9/11 attacks. As
Louis Fisher rightly observes, the decision to 80 to war with Iraq “cast a dark
shadow over the health of U.S. political institutions and the celebrated sys-
tem of democratic debate and checks and balances.” It’s not just the Bush 11
afiministration that has engaged in perception management, however. It is a
bipartisan tool. During the Kosovo war, the Clinton administration justified
U.S. intervention by implying that Serbia was engaged in, as Defense Secre-
tary Wi!liam Cohen said, “a horrific slaughter”—a genocide of Holocaust-like
proportions against the Kosovars. After the war, these claims were found to be
wholly without foundation.
In the long term, the actual facts may come to light. They did with respect
to this administration’s false claims about Iraq and with the Clinton alci;II:in-
istration’s wild exaggerations about Kosovo. But in the short term. nercontinn



130 . Christopher Layne

management allows policy-makers to stifle dissent, preempt congressional
opposition, and gain a free hand to carry out their interventions. By the time
the congress, the public, and the media realize they were misled. it’s too late,
because the official policy already has been implemented and is irreversible.
Indecd, some policy-makers have been quite candid in urging the need for the
United States to formulate military strategies that will enable it to intervene
and prevail quickly before congressional or public opposition can mobilize.
In an interview with the International Herald Tribune on the eve of his retire-’
ment as NATO Supreme Commander, Wesley K. Clark urged precisely that
the United States adopt strategies that could design around the constraining
effects of the democratic process.

It’s quite evident that the Bush administration has a rather blinkered
view of the democratic process. On the eve of his second inauguration, Bush
claimed that the November 2004 clection had “legitimized” his foreign policy.
In a 2005 New Yorker article, Seymour Hersh showed that this is exactly what
top administration policy-makers believe.”” That is, they believe that in the
2004 presidential clection, the Amcrican clectorate gave the administration a
second-term green light to go after “outposts of tyranny” like Iran, Syria, and
North Korea. Just how an electoral victory procured through deceit and disin-
formation—and by equating disagreement with the administration’s forcign
policy with a lack of patriotism—amounts to a mandate is an interesting ques-
tion. Still, as Bush himself put it, November 2004 was the administration’s
“accountability moment.” This is a curious view of the American political
process. In the United States, the accountability of officials is supposed to be
ongoing, not momentary.

If the administration puts its current plans into effect, soon we may be
denied even momentary accountability in matters of war and peace. The New
York Times, the Washington Post, and the New Yorker have all reported that
the administration is moving to gut the Central Intelligence Agency and
transfer key responsibilities for intelligence gathering and covert operations
to the Pentagon—where these activities will be shielded from outside over-
sight and accountability. That is, the Bush administration is trying to restruc-
ture the national sccurity apparatus so that it can wage “low-intensity wars”
in secret. So much for the notion that, in a democracy, policy is supposed to
be made openly so its merits can be debated fully. And so much for the notion
that policy-makers are to be held accountable for their actions.

The American Lmpire has been bad news for democracy and civil liberties
in America. Under the Bush 1I administration, Americans have seen the very
apotheosis of Empire: a government that has built its Iraq policy on a founda-
tion of lies and the doctoring of intelligence, made an unprecedentedly sweep-
ing assertion of presidential war powers, and has rolled back civil libertics.
Moreover, the administration has attempted to place its actions beyond the
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realm of congressional and public scrutiny. All of this is corrosive of Ameri-
can democracy. As Louis Fisher observes:

Democracy depends on laws but much more on trust. Constitutions and
statutes are necessarily general in scope, placing a premium on judg-
ment and discretion. Without confidence in what public officials say and
do, laws are easily twisted to satisfy private ends. Leaders who claim
to act in the national interest may, instead, pursue personal or parti-
san agendas....In an age of terrorism, especially after 9/11, the public
needs full trust in the integrity of its elected leaders and in the intelli-
gence agencies that guide crucial decisions. For all the sophistication of
the U.S. political and economic system, if trust is absent, so is popular
control.®®

Under the Bush administration, the pursuit of American Empire indeed
has weakened trust in government. Americans need to reassert their control
in order to preserve a vibrant democracy here in the United States. The Bush
administration has disregarded Dwight Eisenhower’s sage warning that, “We
are defending a way of life and must be respectful of it...not only so as not to
violate its principles and precepts, but also not to destroy from within what
we are trying to defend from without.” This is what real conservatism is all
about. Americans should not countenance the administration’s assault on the
Constitution and on America’s values and reputation for fairness and decency.
They should demand that the Bush administration abandon its imperial pol-
icy of “democracy promotion” abroad and, instead, turn its focus to practicing
democracy here in the United States.

Beyond Primacy and Empire: Toward a New Grand Strategy

America's greatest foreign policy realist thinkers—Hans Morgenthau, George
F. Kennan, Walter Lippmann, Robert W. Tucker, and Kenneth Waltz—have
always understood that power has both a seductive and corrupting effect on
those who wield it—even the United States: “The possession of great power has
often tempted nations to the unnecessary and foolish employment of force,
vices from which we are not immune.”? Similarly, they also have been rightly
concerned that a too powerful America would instill feelings of fear and inse-
curity among the other states in the international system. Kenneth Waliz has
stressed the dangers that ensue whenever power becomes too tightly concen-
trated (whether internationally or domestically). As he has put it, “I distrust
hegemonic power, whoever may wield it, because it is so easily misused.”
Here, Waltz paralleled Edmund Burke’s famous—and very timely—injunc-
tion about the boomerang effects that follow when overwhelming power is
married to overweening ambition:
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Among precautions against ambition, it may not be amiss to take one
precaution against our own. I must fairly say, I dread our own power and
our own ambition; I dread our being too much dreaded.. .1t is ridiculous
to say we are not men, and that, as men we shall never wish to aggran-
dize ourselves in some way or other...we may say that we shall not abuse
this astonishing and hitherto unheard of power. But every other nation
will think we shall abuse it. It is impossible but that, sooner or later, this
state of things must produce a combination against us which may end
in our ruin.*

Burke's warning resonates today, because as the diplomatic historian Walter
LaFeber observes, “In the post-September 11 world, exceptionalism, com-
bined with the immensity of American power, hinted at the dangers of a
nation so strong that others could not check it, and so self-righteous that it
could not check itself."*

Realists understand that notions of American exceptionalism can warp
U.S. grand strategy. Waltz—echoing Morgenthau’s injunction that the task of
realism is to prevent statesmen from “moral excess and political folly”—has
recognized that an America ensconced in a position of global primacy would
be tempted to equate its own preferences with justice and be just as likely as
other powerful states to use its power unwisely: “One cannot assume that the
leaders of a nation superior in power will always define policies with wisdom,
devise tactics with finite calculation, and apply force with forbearance.”” It is
for this reason that realists like Lippmann, Kennan, Morgenthau, and Waltz
have highlighted the dangers that await if the United States gives in to the
temptations of primacy and have counseled instead that the United States
pursue a grand strategy based on prudence and self-restraint.

Realists always have held that grand strategy must be grounded in the con-
cept of national interest. They also have known, however, that the very term
“national interest” invariably has a moral—or normative—dimension. This
is because there is no single, objectively “true” national interest.’* Rather, the
concept of “national interest describes a starting point, an approach to formu-
lating policy.”” Thinking in terms of national interest improves the quality
of statecraft by forcing decision-makers to ask the right questions—about the
relation of ends to means, about what is necessary versus what merely is desir-
able—when they formulate grand strategy. Applied to grand strategy, the con-
cept of national interest reminds policy-makers that they must be guided by
what the sociologist Max Weber called the “ethic of responsibility”—which, in
layman’s terms, restates the familiar injunction that the road to hell is paved
with good intentions—and, hence, that decision-makers must “be calculators
instead of crusaders."* Primacy and empire, however, scrve to infuse Ameri-
can grand strategy with precisely the crusading mentality and self-righteous-
ness that the United States should want to avaid.
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For the last century, U.S. policy-makers have been haunted by the fear that
the closure of other regions of the world to the penetration of America’s Wil-
sonian ideology will destroy “the American way of life.” As the diplomatic
historian Frank Ninkovich has put it, U.S. foreign policymakers have believed
(and still do) that closure of these regions would “cut off the oxygen without
which American society, and liberal institutions generally, would asphyxi-
ate.”” Wilsonianism always has been based on the fear that unless the United
States can remake the world in its own ideological image, it will be trans-
formed at home into a “garrison state.” That is, unless American ideology is
preeminent globally, the United States might have to accept curtailed political
liberties and economic regimentation at home in order to ensure its security
in an ideologically hostile world. This is why U.S. foreign policy rests on the
assumption that political and economic liberalism cannot flourish at home
unless they are safe abroad.

This worldview is the outgrowth of a fundamental pathology in American
liberalism. As Louis Hartz pointed out in his classic book, The Liberal Tradi-
tion in America, in domestic politics, American liberalism has been deeply
hostile to alternative ideologies and precmptively has sought to suppress
them. American liberalism can be secure at home—or so it is believed—only
when it has no rivals. Not to put too fine a point on it, American liberalism—
supposedly an ideology of tolerance—aims to extirpate other ideologies and
worldviews. Wilsonianism seeks to replicate externally American liberalism's
domestic primacy. In other words, American liberal ideology is the fountain-
head of the American Empire.

Long before Saddam Hussein came down the pike, “regime change” has
been a favored tool of American foreign policy. Here, however, U.S. grand
strategy tends to become a self-fulfilling prophecy, because it causes states
that might not otherwise have done so to become threats. That is, Wilsonian-
ism causes the United States to be more, not less, insecure than it would be if
its external ambitions were more modest. When, by asserting the universal
applicability of its own ideology, the United States challenges the legitimacy
of other regimes—by labeling them as outposts of tyranny or members of an
axis of evil—the effect is to increase those states’ sense of isolation and vulner-
ability. With good reason, such states fear that their survival could be at risk.
Iran is a good example. Given that states—and regimes—are highly motivated
to survive, it’s no surprise that others respond to American policy by adopting
strategies that give them a chance to do so—like acquiring WMD capabili-
ties and supporting terrorism. One thing is for sure: because of its Wilsonian
foundations, the American Empire is a recipe for confrontation and antago-
nism with “others.”

Wilsonianism views the world as sharply divided between good states
and bad—or even “evil”—states. And the policy implications are obvious:
if bad states are the source of war and terrorism, the prescription is for the
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United States to use its power and transform them into good states. In this
respect, Wilsonianism reveals the dark side of American ideology: permanent
(or semipermanent) war, and—ironically—the transformation of the United
States into the very garrison state—or, as it came to be known during the
Cold War, “national security state”—that the strategy of primacy and empire
was supposed to prevent. America’s real realists—Kennan, Lippmann, Mor-
genthau, Tucker, and Waltz—have always feared that the pursuit of primacy
would lead to excessive interventionism and cause the United States to adopt
both a crusading mentality and a spirit of intolerance. Moreover, the real real-
ists have understood that the United States pays a big price at home for over-
reaching abroad. For real realists, foreign policy restraint has been the real key
to defending America’s domestic political system and core values. For all of
these reasons, Kennan, Lippmann, Morgenthau, Tucker, and Waltz opposed
America’s Vietnam policy, just as the current generation of realists took the
lead in opposing the Iraq war. America’s real realists have highlighted the
dangers that await if the United States gives in to the temptations of primacy
and empire and have counseled instead that the United States pursue a grand
strategy based on prudence and self-restraint. There are two mechanisms that
can constrain the United States. First is a roughly equal distribution of power
in the international system, because if confronted by countervailing power the
United States would be forced to forego primacy in favor of a more cautious
strategy.”® The other possible restraining mechanism is that America's own
domestic political system will prevent “national leaders from dangerous and
unnccessary adventures.” For the present, at least, there is no counterbalanc-
ing power that can compel the United States to forsake its pursuit of primacy
and empire. Thus, the United States must follow a policy of self-restraint if it
is to avoid primacy’s adverse geopolitical and domestic consequences. Since
World War 11, such self-restraint scldom has been abundant—and has com-
pletely vanished during the Bush I1 administration. Grand strategic self-re-
straint can be developed only—if at all—by engaging in a vigorous intellectual
debate about the conscquences of primacy and empire and about America’s
grand strategic options—and only if that debate carries over into the public
policy arena.® Here, the torch has been passed to a new generation of realists
both to make the case against American Empire and its accompanying perils
and to simultancously make the case for a new U.S. grand strategy.
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