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      To Ben and Samantha, and to
Christian and Vuokko

      
   
     
     Can the U.S. use force—even go to war—for carefully defined national interests, or do we have to have a moral crusade or a
            galvanizing event like Pearl Harbor?

     Brent Scowcroft, National Security Advisor to President George H. W. Bush, December 19901

     

      
      
      I don’t do quagmires.

      Donald Rumsfeld, July 20032

      

      
   
      
CHAPTER 1


      Introduction

      Unshakable resolve. The theme was a touchstone on the evening of September 11, 2001, as members of Congress gathered on the
         steps of the Capitol Building. The Republican Speaker of the House of Representatives, Dennis Hastert, announced that “Democrats
         and Republicans will stand shoulder to shoulder to fight this evil that’s been perpetrated on this nation.” The Democratic
         Senate majority leader, Tom Daschle, said that Congress “will speak with one voice to condemn these attacks, to comfort the
         victims and their families, to commit our full support to the effort to bring those responsible to justice.”1 A day that began in fear that the Capitol itself would be destroyed ended in a tableau of togetherness, as congressmen warmly
         embraced.
      

      
      And then it started. A soft and calming sound at first: “Stand beside her and guide her.” The television cameras pulled back,
         and the surprised anchors grew quiet. On the steps, the voices of men and women, blacks and whites, Democrats and Republicans,
         rose together in unison: “Through the night with a light from above.” With fires still burning at the Pentagon just a few
         miles away, the song became huge: with pride, with tenacity, with sadness. “From the mountains, to the prairies, / To the
         oceans white with foam. / God bless America, / My home sweet home.” It was a chorus that swept a nation, a truly United States of America, into a war to overthrow the Taliban regime in Afghanistan.
      

      
      How things change. By 2010, many Americans saw the military campaign in Afghanistan as a futile endeavor. The layers of support
         for the war effort peeled away, one by one. Matthew Hoh, a State Department employee in Afghanistan, became the first senior
         official to resign in protest against the war. On September 10, 2009, he wrote that the families of Americans killed in action
         “must be reassured their dead have sacrificed for a purpose worthy of futures lost, love vanished, and promised dreams unkept.
         I have lost confidence such assurances can anymore be made.”2 Conservative commentator George Will argued that the United States must end its hopeless nation-building mission in Afghanistan
         “before more American valor… is squandered.”3

      
      In December 2009, President Barack Obama announced a new strategy in Afghanistan in a speech at West Point: “It’s easy to
         forget that when this war began, we were united—bound together by the fresh memory of a horrific attack, and by the determination
         to defend our homeland and the values we hold dear. I refuse to accept the notion that we cannot summon that unity again.”4 Obama was right. Americans will summon that unity again—just not in regard to Afghanistan.
      

      
      How had it come to this? Why did we shift from singing “God Bless America” to seeing America’s blessed valor being squandered
         in a futile quagmire? Perhaps the mission in Afghanistan was simply a disastrous failure. But what if our experience of hope
         and disillusionment in the Afghan War reflected something deeper in the American mind and in American history? What if we
         are characteristically predisposed to revel in the overthrow of an evil regime and equally likely to see nation-building in
         Afghanistan as a grim and forbidding labor?
      

      
A Mirror on America

      
      Sitting on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, DC, and looking toward the Capitol, where members of Congress
         gathered that night to sing, we can see America’s vision of how war is meant to be.
      

      
      Behind us is a marble Abraham Lincoln, enthroned in his temple and flanked by the national hymns of the Gettysburg Address
         and his second inaugural address. Straight ahead lie the Reflecting Pool and the World War II Memorial. The shimmering water
         bridges America’s two “good wars”: the first to save the Union and free the slaves from 1861 to 1865, and the second to defeat
         fascism from 1941 to 1945. The fifty-six pillars and the giant arches of the World War II Memorial signify America’s common
         purpose when the home front and the battle front united to crush evil. Anchoring the military vista, at the far end of the
         Mall, is a statue of Civil War general Ulysses S. Grant. On a platform of Vermont marble, Grant sits atop his horse, calm
         amid the fury of battle.
      

      
      A triumphant tale unfolds before us, with World War II bookended by the Civil War titans, Lincoln and Grant. It’s a panorama
         of glory and victory, a narrative of liberation through force of arms: freedom born; global freedom redeemed. This is what
         war ought to look like: decisive victory, regime change, and the transformation of the world—a magnificent crusade.
      

      
      But if we broaden the view from the Lincoln Memorial, our peripheral vision reveals a less comfortable military narrative.
         Hidden away behind trees on the right-hand side is a memorial to the Korean War (1950–1953). This was no splendid crusade.
         There was no decisive victory. There was no regime change or transformation of the world. Instead, the United States fought
         its opponents to a draw. For Americans, it was a bleak ordeal and a profoundly confusing experience.
      

      
      The raw immediacy of the Korean War Veterans Memorial is utterly different from the abstract triumphalism of the World War
         II Memorial. The depiction of the Korean War focuses on the human experience of battle. A group of nineteen men, cast in stainless
         steel, slog their way uphill, sorrowful and exhausted, burdened with baggage and shivering under ponchos from the elements.
         The bushes and granite strips signify the rough terrain and horrendous conditions. We asked these men to fight in this environment,
         and they did.
      

      
      Meanwhile, concealed under trees to the left is a testament to America’s tragedy in Vietnam from 1965 to 1973. This is what
         war ought not to look like. The United States spent years engaged in a futile nation-building effort in South Vietnam, trying to stabilize
         a weak government while battling a shadowy insurgency. With each step forward, Washington seemed to get further bogged down
         in the quagmire.
      

      
      The Vietnam Veterans Memorial is a sunken black wall, inscribed with the names of the fallen. A knife cut into America’s body
         exposes a dark wound. To read the names of the dead, you have to physically descend into the gloom. Facing the wall stand
         a group of U.S. soldiers, looking for something—perhaps their buddies, perhaps the meaning of this morass. The Vietnam Veterans
         Memorial does not commemorate the purpose of the war, but instead honors the sacrifice of the troops. There was no united
         home front to celebrate. In 1969, hundreds of thousands of demonstrators gathered on the Mall to protest against Vietnam in
         the largest antiwar rally in American history.
      

      
      
      
      Hymns of Battle

      
      For soldiers and civilians alike, war is often a traumatic experience. It is bound up with our very identity. As a result,
         war is a subject of overwhelming interest, which has prompted the spilling of almost as much ink as blood. How do we unlock the puzzle of American
         thinking about this most emotive and critical of subjects?
      

      
      The key is to distinguish between two types of military conflict: interstate war (where we fight against other countries) versus nation-building (where we fight against insurgents). Inspired by idealism and vengeance, we view interstate wars like World War II as a glorious
         cause to overthrow tyrants. I call this the crusade tradition. These same cultural forces, however, mean that we see nation-building in places like Vietnam and Afghanistan as a wearying
         trial, in which American valor is squandered. Whether the stabilization operation is a success or a failure in reality, we
         usually perceive it as a grim labor. I call this the quagmire tradition.

      
      In other words, Americans are addicted to regime change and allergic to nation-building. During the second presidential debate
         in 2000, George W. Bush said, “I don’t think our troops ought to be used for what’s called nation-building. I think our troops
         ought to be used to fight and win war. I think our troops ought to be used to help overthrow the dictator when it’s in our
         best interests.”5 This sentiment is as American as apple pie.
      

      
      The type of war that we are comfortable fighting is very narrow. The enemy must be a state and not an insurgency, and we need
         to march on the adversary’s capital and topple the government. As soon as Washington deviates from this model, the glue binding
         together public support for the war effort starts to come unstuck. This insight explains why people back some conflicts but
         not others, how the United States fights, why Washington wins and loses, and how Americans remember and learn from war.
      

      
      Many Americans view each conflict in history as a distinct and unique event, with no overarching sense of how these campaigns
         relate to our past and inform our future. But while America’s wars don’t repeat themselves, they do rhyme, producing a cadence
         in the nation’s encounter with battle. Crusades like the Civil War, the world wars, and the Gulf War all follow a similar enthusiastic beat. Nation-building operations in Vietnam, Somalia, and Iraq
         hit the same weary notes.
      

      
      If America’s military experience is an epic song, each verse has a predictable rhythm. When the first shot is fired, the public
         rallies around the flag. Crusading enthusiasm sweeps the nation until the great dictator is overthrown. But once the United
         States begins nation-building in a conquered land, hope quickly turns to regret.
      

      
      We saw this pattern play out in Iraq. In the spring of 2003, the public was confident and supportive as U.S. forces raced
         to Baghdad to eliminate Saddam Hussein’s government. Then suddenly, the statue of Saddam fell, and Americans were in the midst
         of the greatest nation-building operation since Vietnam. As U.S. forces began fighting insurgents and overseeing elections,
         the entire tone of America’s thinking about the war changed. By 2007, tens of thousands were protesting on the Mall against
         the intervention in Iraq.
      

      
      This is a critical moment to reflect on the nation’s experience of war. With fighting ongoing in Afghanistan and Iraq, Americans
         are trying to understand the new era of terrorism and counterinsurgency. The decisions that presidents make in the next few
         years may steer the course of U.S. foreign policy for generations.
      

      
      The crusade and quagmire traditions have often served America well. The crusading instinct guided the United States to total
         victory in the colossal struggles of 1861 and 1941. Fears of a quagmire have sometimes deterred Americans from unwise interference
         in other countries’ civil wars.
      

      
      But the world is rapidly changing. The end of the Cold War and 9/11 caused sudden seismic shifts, while globalization produces
         constant dynamism. The primary threats we face arise not from great powers such as Nazi Germany or the Soviet Union, but from
         the interconnected issues of terrorism, rogue states, failed states, and weapons of mass destruction.
      

      
      In this environment, we must pursue military campaigns that do not fall within our blinkered view of idealized war, but rather
         in our peripheral vision of uncomfortable conflict. Modern technology is so destructive that we may need to avoid crusades
         and fight limited interstate wars with restricted objectives that fall short of regime change. After all, we can’t always
         march on the enemy’s capital. And it’s certain that the United States will have to engage in nation-building and counterinsurgency
         to stabilize failed and failing states. This is the face of modern war.
      

      
      But limited interstate war and nation-building seem un-American and are politically very difficult. We prefer smashing dictators,
         not dealing with the messy consequences. In Iraq, we are paying a terrible price for these attitudes. The failure to plan
         for post-conflict reconstruction proved catastrophic as the country descended into a vortex of looting and violence.
      

      
      Can we adapt to a changing world? For inspiration, Americans can look back through history. Our tendency to envision wars
         as either crusades or quagmires emerged at the time of the Civil War. Lost in popular memory is a very different military
         ethos that existed in the first years of the Republic.
      

      
      The earliest Americans did not demand expansive crusades to crush enemy tyrants. Instead, they favored restricted campaigns
         against other countries. And the Founders also supported the military’s involvement in nation-building, to develop the United
         States and open up the West to settlement. American soldiers dug canals and erected bridges. They built roads, dredged harbors,
         and explored and surveyed the land. They aided travelers heading west and offered relief to the destitute. The Founders created
         a multipurpose army designed for a wide range of challenges, and so should we.
      

      
      This argument does not fit neatly into traditional categories. It’s not liberal or conservative. It’s not Democratic or Republican.
         It’s not hawkish, dovish, neoconservative, or isolationist. Rather, at a time when we face new threats and are divided by extreme partisanship, we need to uncover the hidden assumptions that guide
         our thinking and generate a fresh perspective on the vital questions of war and peace.
      

      
      
      
      Ways of War

      
      When we refer to “Americans,” we are describing a general tendency, not an absolute rule. The United States is an incredibly
         diverse society, which has changed in fundamental ways over time. In every conflict, there are exceptions to the crusade and
         quagmire traditions. During the Civil War, the northern Copperheads rejected a crusade to free the slaves and transform southern
         society. There have even been enthusiastic nation-builders in American history as well, like Adelbert Ames, governor of Mississippi,
         who fought for black rights during southern Reconstruction, and General David Petraeus, who helped to orchestrate a new counterinsurgency
         strategy in Iraq.
      

      
      Given this variety of beliefs, can we talk about a single tradition in interstate wars (the crusade tradition) and another
         during nation-building missions (the quagmire tradition)? After all, Walter Russell Mead, in his excellent book Special Providence, identified four competing traditions that constantly push and pull American foreign policy in different directions: the Jeffersonian
         tradition, the Hamiltonian tradition, the Jacksonian tradition, and the Wilsonian tradition.6 Similarly, in another superb work, Walter McDougall argued that there were actually eight traditions, running the gamut from
         exceptionalism to containment.7

      
      There are benefits, however, in identifying a single dominant tradition in each type of military campaign. It means we can
         highlight what is most important. While Americans experience conflict in a multitude of ways, certain responses are more common
         than others. In every interstate war we have fought, there were people arguing for restraint and limited goals, but they were usually
         shouted down in the marketplace of ideas by a more numerous and vocal crusading block. And in every nation-building mission,
         there were true believers, but they grew increasingly lonely as the operation dragged on.
      

      
      Identifying a prevailing tradition also makes prediction easier. It’s hard to know which of McDougall’s eight traditions or
         Mead’s four traditions will emerge stronger at any one time. But the crusade and quagmire traditions offer a clear forecast
         about how Americans will respond to war, and the political pressures that will shape the decision-making environment for the
         president.8

      
      This is an argument about America’s “way of war,” or our beliefs about military conflict, and how those beliefs shape policy.
         Russell Weigley popularized the term in his classic work The American Way of War.9 Weigley argued that since the nineteenth century, the U.S. military has adopted a strategy of annihilation in wartime, aiming
         to win a crushing victory and completely overthrow the enemy. My claim that Americans favor transformational crusades in interstate
         war is broadly consistent with Weigley’s thesis.
      

      
      But whereas Weigley focused on attitudes in the military, strategic doctrine, and battlefield events, I take a very different
         approach by examining wider public beliefs and the cultural origins of our way of war. And whereas Americans confidently look
         to overthrow the adversary in interstate war, they rarely have the same enthusiasm when fighting insurgents.
      

      
      In the following chapters, we will travel from Gettysburg to Manila Bay, from the bloody killing fields of France to the improvised
         explosive devices in Iraq today. But this book is not a comprehensive chronology of America’s battles. Rather, it introduces
         the crusade and quagmire traditions, and then uses these sets of beliefs as tools to help us discover important patterns in
         the nation’s experience of war. We will see the United States roused into a crusading fervor before falling into deep regret, only to be
         roused again. We will reflect on the ways that we remember war and how these memories take hold of us, how they awaken and
         limit our sense of the possible. Finally, we will turn to the founding generation and consider a very different vision of
         conflict.
      

      
      The book draws on a wide range of literatures, on strategic culture, public opinion, psychology, idealism, and revenge. The
         sources include opinion polls, letters, poems, novels, memorials, newspapers, posters, photographs, songs, movies, Star Trek, and the engravings on Zippo lighters.
      

      
      But it’s not with a poll, or a letter, or a novel that we start. It’s with a speech, the words of which are etched into the
         Lincoln Memorial where we sit.
      

      
      
   
      
      
      
CHAPTER 2


      
      For Liberty and Vengeance:
The Crusade Tradition

      
      It began with a rhyme and a reference to history: “Fourscore and seven years ago.” In a grave, repetitive cadence on November
         19, 1863, Abraham Lincoln dedicated the cemetery at Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. At a time when speeches routinely ran for hours,
         Lincoln delivered just 272 words and retook his seat before many people realized he had finished speaking.
      

      
      The Gettysburg Address symbolized the transformation of the American Civil War from a limited conflict for reunion into a
         great moral crusade for emancipation. With the Declaration of Independence, “our fathers brought forth on this continent a
         new nation, conceived in liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.” There would be no compromise
         peace with the South, and no return to the Union as it was, flawed by the original sin of human bondage: “This nation, under
         God, shall have a new birth of freedom.”1

      
      Lincoln’s speech didn’t just signal a radical shift in direction of the Civil War. It also set down a marker for an entirely
         new vision of war that would come to dominate the national consciousness: the crusade tradition. Once battle commences, Americans believe that the United States should use all necessary force to attain
         majestic objectives, including regime change, thereby transforming the enemy in America’s own image.
      

      
      We are crusaders in only one kind of conflict: interstate war. This is a campaign in which U.S. ground forces fight against the official uniformed military of another country. There have
         been ten such conflicts since 1861: the American Civil War (1861–1865), the Spanish-American War (1898), World War I (1917–1918),
         World War II (1941–1945), the Korean War (1950–1953), the invasion of Grenada (1983), the invasion of Panama (1989), the Gulf
         War (1991), the first weeks of the Afghan War (2001), and the initial phase of the Iraq War (2003).2

      
      On the eve of an interstate war, America doesn’t usually resemble a nation of zealous crusaders. Quite the reverse: as conflict
         looms, the public is often deeply divided over the wisdom of fighting. But when the bugle sounds, Old Glory is unfurled, and
         the bullets start to fly, doubts suddenly vanish, as Americans don their crusading armor and favor this unique approach to
         war.
      

      
      The crusade tradition has two elements. First, it captures American thinking about the proper objectives of war. In other words, what are we fighting for? The aim of interstate war is not to seize a few provinces, call it quits,
         and sign a peace treaty. Such limited wars, fought for modest goals short of regime change, are an alien concept to Americans.
         Like aristocracy or cricket, it’s something Europeans do.
      

      
      The fitting objectives of interstate war are different and altogether grander: to compel unconditional surrender, create a
         new democratic government, and transform the world. The pattern is striking. The U.S. public has supported the goal of regime
         change in every single interstate war since the Civil War.3

      
      We often begin wars fighting defensively for the status quo, but soon a crusader wave swells up, and we end up battling for
         a new world order. Intoxicated by the whiff of grapeshot, doves sometimes turn into ardent hawks, pressing for expansive war aims
         with all the zeal of a convert. The conventional wisdom is that Americans are casualty phobic and seek to withdraw from battle
         at the sight of body bags.4 But the death of U.S. troops in interstate war can strengthen the desire to fight for imposing objectives. An initial heady
         enthusiasm gives way to hardened political convictions and a steely determination to slug it out.
      

      
      If the true objectives of interstate war are majestic, how are we to achieve these goals? The second element of the crusade
         tradition captures our preferences for the appropriate strategies and tactics. Put simply, Americans want to employ all necessary force to win. “If we are going to send even one more man to die,” said
         John Wayne, “we ought to be in an all-out conflict.”5

      
      In peacetime, few countries have been as vocal as the United States in arguing for the need to protect civilians from the
         scourge of war. But once battle is joined, restraints on the use of force tend to fall away. More destructive weapons become
         acceptable. The list of legitimate targets is broadened. Noncombatants start to appear in the crosshairs. We prefer to use
         humane tactics as long as the enemy is not putting up much of a fight. But if resistance turns a campaign into a bloody slog,
         we will do whatever it takes to win.
      

      
      German soldiers in World War II often executed civilians face-to-face. But U.S. troops tend to keep a healthy distance when
         killing noncombatants, whether they are destroying the crops of southern civilians in the Civil War but not sticking around
         to watch the subsequent deaths from malnutrition and disease, or obliterating German, Japanese, and North Korean cities from
         the heavens in World War II and the Korean War.
      

      
      Despite such harsh wartime strategies, if the adversary surrenders and accepts its destiny of transformation, the United States
         is generous in victory, as, for example, with Germany and Japan after World War II. These are not wars of annihilation. They are wars of Americanization.
      

      
      Once peace breaks out, the crusader wave crashes, attention reverts to domestic affairs, and the public’s interest in transforming
         the world abruptly washes away. Following years of intense preoccupation with brutal conflict, people try to blank out memories
         of the fighting entirely. Shortly after World War I ended, novelist Robert Herrick wrote, “It is as if the war had never been.”6

      
      
      Democracy in King Arthur’s Court

      
      Alexis de Tocqueville did not live to hear of Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, having passed away in 1859, on the eve of America’s
         fratricidal slaughter. But the metamorphosis of the Civil War into a grand struggle might not have surprised the French writer
         and politician. Back in 1831, at the tender age of twenty-five, Tocqueville set out for the United States with his close friend
         Gustave de Beaumont. They brought with them a greatcoat, various hats, a leather trunk, two guns, an alarm clock, sketchbooks,
         and a flute—which they used to entertain their fellow passengers during the thirty-eight-day voyage across the Atlantic. After
         arriving in Newport, Rhode Island, the two men traveled more than seven thousand miles by horse, stagecoach, steamer, and
         canoe, from the cultivated East Coast cities to the wilderness of Michigan, meeting the sitting president (Andrew Jackson)
         and an ex-president (John Quincy Adams), all the while observing the progress of the young republic.
      

      
      In his subsequent classic work, Democracy in America, Tocqueville predicted that Americans’ usual love of peace could be transformed by conflict into a crusading zeal: “When war
         has lasted long enough finally to have wrenched every citizen from his peacetime activities… those very passions which made
         him attach so much value to peace will turn toward war.” Military campaigning becomes “the great and only industry” as the country performs “marvelous feats.”7 It was hard to rouse the public to fight, but it was also challenging, once emotions were awakened, to get Americans to lay
         down the sword. “There are two things which will always be difficult for a democratic nation to do: beginning and ending a
         war.”8

      
      We can also illustrate the American way of war with a time-traveling munitions manufacturer from Hartford. In Mark Twain’s
         1889 novel, A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court, an American named Hank Morgan is transported to the age of Camelot in the sixth century AD. After various adventures, Morgan
         ends up battling an army of English knights. Naturally, he adopts a very American style of fighting.
      

      
      For a start, the Connecticut Yankee isn’t interested in a negotiated settlement—only in total victory. As he informs the knights,
         “We offer you this chance, and it is the last: throw down your arms; surrender unconditionally to the Republic.”9 Morgan aims to refashion medieval English society as a new America, with the introduction of telephones, newspapers, baseball,
         and even knights wearing soap advertisements. The Connecticut Yankee declares, “There is no longer a nobility, no longer a
         privileged class, no longer an Established Church; all men are become exactly equal; they are upon one common level, and religion
         is free.”10

      
      Despite being heavily outnumbered by the knights, Morgan employs his greater knowledge of science and technology to annihilate
         the adversary. In scenes of utter brutality, described by Twain with sardonic humor, Morgan retreats into one of Merlin’s
         caves and surrounds his position with wire. When the knights climb through it, thousands of them are electrocuted. The rest
         are blown up with mines and mowed down with Gatling guns.
      

      
      If this sounds vaguely familiar, swap Morgan for the U.S. military and replace the knights with the Japanese in World War
         II. In the 1945 Potsdam Declaration, the United States offered Tokyo a choice of destruction or unconditional surrender. When Japan refused these Morganite terms, large swaths of its military and
         civilian population suffered annihilation at the hands of American technological prowess.
      

      
      Morgan’s description of the aftermath of the war with the knights—“We could not count the dead, because they did not exist
         as individuals, but merely as homogeneous protoplasm, with alloys of iron and buttons”—sounds eerily like a reporter stalking
         through postapocalyptic Hiroshima or Nagasaki.11 And just like medieval England, Japan was to be refashioned in America’s image by promoting democracy, stock exchanges, and
         baseball. If Lincoln was a crusader president, then Tocqueville was a crusader prophet and Twain a crusader parodist.
      

      
      
      
      The Exceptional Crusader

      
      How unusual is this American vision of interstate war? Let’s start with the targeting of civilians. Clearly, other nations
         have been far more murderous than the United States. Nazi Germany slaughtered close to ten million Soviet noncombatants during
         World War II. But since the nineteenth century, no country has engaged in the mass killing of civilians on as many separate
         occasions as the United States.12

      
      Washington is also hardly unique in broadening its objectives in wartime. In World War I, for example, European leaders sometimes
         compensated for the horrifying slaughter in the trenches by offering their people more expansive visions of postwar gains.
         As the eternal sleepers mounted, so did the dreams.
      

      
      But the belief that war should always end in a transformational outcome is extraordinary. When Americans think “interstate
         war,” they think “unconditional surrender” and “regime change,” but in modern history it’s very unusual to insist that the enemy submit entirely to one’s demands.
      

      
      Consider the case of Britain. From the end of the 1500s through 1945, Britain twice battled alongside the United States, in
         World War I and World War II. Both of these allied campaigns ended in regime change. But during the same three and a half
         centuries, London fought more than a dozen wars without U.S. assistance, from the War of the Spanish Succession to the Crimean
         War. Not one of these conflicts resulted in unconditional surrender. Instead, Britain typically engaged in restricted campaigns,
         aiming to win colonial concessions in a negotiated peace.13

      
      Or consider the example of China. In recent decades, China has fought a number of interstate wars for limited objectives,
         without much soul-searching. In 1962, China invaded disputed territory controlled by India, advanced a few dozen miles, gave
         India a bloody nose, and then withdrew. In 1979, China followed a similar model when it attacked Vietnam. Many Americans would
         find this type of military campaign hard to understand.
      

      
      U.S. beliefs are also poles apart from those in Germany and Japan. These two countries have swung from one extreme to the
         other in the past eighty years, from the hyper-militarism of the 1930s to the pacifist trading paradises of today—the “axis
         of Eden.” Germany remains uncertain about its past, espousing values of tolerance, not battlefield glory. In contrast to the
         festive World War II Memorial that recently opened on the Mall in Washington, DC, “the newest monuments in the German capital
         are dedicated to war’s victims, not its heroes,” historian James Sheehan writes.14

      
      A similar situation exists in Japan. In World War II, more than two million Japanese soldiers died in a brutal campaign to
         build an East Asian empire. But since 1945, not a single Japanese soldier has died or killed an enemy combatant in wartime—or
         possibly even fired a shot in anger.15 Both Germany and Japan remain nervous about using force, like two recovering alcoholics offered a glass of wine. There are few crusaders to be recruited in these
         lands.
      

      
      
      
      Freeborn Sons of America

      
      Why are we a crusader nation? Of course, American thinking in wartime often reflects the strategic environment and battlefield
         necessity. Military escalation can bring new goals into reach. Targeting civilians can weaken the enemy war machine. In conflicts
         like World War II, a clear and present danger may compel us to act in certain ways.
      

      
      But our perceptions in wartime usually cannot be reduced to strategic logic. Americans favor the use of all necessary force
         to attain grand objectives, even in wars where U.S. national interests call for restraint. Revealingly, our allies often react
         to the same military situation with different preferences, suggesting that something unique to the United States is at work.16

      
      To explain the crusade tradition, we must turn to U.S. culture and two powerful impulses lying in the American mind. The first
         is an idealistic sense of mission to spread our values. The second is a desire for retribution to punish evildoers. We fight
         for liberty and vengeance.
      

      
      Idealism is the great bubbling torrent of American life, fed by the tributaries of liberalism and religion. Here liberalism
         doesn’t mean we are left-wing; it means we believe in a set of principles rooted in the ideas of John Locke: democracy, limited
         government, republicanism, self-determination, the rule of law, equal opportunity, free enterprise, and free expression. From
         the earliest days of the colonists, material and social conditions in America favored the liberal creed, including the absence
         of a fixed aristocracy, plentiful land, and waves of new immigrants.
      

      
      To be American is not to share a particular ethnicity, but to profess liberal ideas. The Declaration of Independence set out a promise of human rights and equality that many Americans
         assume is universally desired and that serves to unleash the potential of the human spirit. Contemplating war with Britain
         in 1812, Andrew Jackson proclaimed, “Who are we? and for what are we going to fight?… We are the free born sons of america; the citizens of the only republick now existing in the world; and the only people on
         Earth who possess rights, liberties, and property which [they] dare call their own.”17

      
      We like to think of ourselves as open-minded and eclectic, and in many ways we are. But not when it comes to the founding
         ideals of the nation. Indeed, Tocqueville wrote that he knew “of no country where there is generally less independence of
         thought and real freedom of debate than in America…. The majority has staked out a formidable fence around thought. Inside
         those limits a writer is free but woe betide him if he dares to stray beyond them.”18

      
      For sure, we argue, sometimes violently, over the meaning of liberal principles and how to promote them. And these tenets
         have been periodically challenged by other ideas, such as racism. But even here, over the long haul, the liberal creed has
         eroded support for slavery, segregation, and racial discrimination. Liberalism is stronger in the United States than in any
         other country, and remarkably few Americans question its basic assumptions. As Alexander Hamilton once noted, these principles
         are inscribed in the heavens by the hand of God.19 We all agree that the celestial constellations should guide our national voyage, even while we vigorously debate the precise
         images formed by the stellar lights.
      

      
      The Russians have lived through a dark history of tsarism and communism, in the shadow of Rasputin and the gulag. The Germans
         have known kaisers and führers, blood and iron, Reichs and cattle cars. The French have enjoyed perhaps the most colorful
         experience of all, witnessing governments of every ism and schism: Jacobinism, Bonapartism, monarchism, socialism, arch-conservatism,
         and republicanism. But for two centuries in the United States, liberalism has been the only game in town. We were spared the foreign
         occupation or radical social revolution that might have challenged the liberal hegemony. As Louis Hartz wrote, “It is a remarkable
         force: this fixed, dogmatic liberalism…. It is the secret root from which have sprung many of the most puzzling of American
         cultural phenomena.”20

      
      Are Americans truly ideological in the sense that the Soviet and Chinese Communists were ideological? Of course not—Americans
         are much more ideological. In other words, liberalism is more deeply rooted and more universally accepted in the United States than communism
         was in the Soviet Union or China. The leadership in Moscow and Beijing tried to impose a Communist ideology on top of a preexisting
         nationalist identity. During the 1980s and 1990s, it proved relatively easy for the Soviets and Chinese to discard communism
         and embrace the free market. But America’s ideology is its identity and would be incredibly difficult to cast off.
      

      
      Humor reveals a great deal about a country. In the USSR, jokes were one of the few ways to express one’s true feelings about
         the Communist system—a tiny act of subversion and revolt. A popular joke went like this: How do we know that Adam and Eve
         are Russian? Because only Russians can run about naked, with merely an apple between them, lacking even a roof over their
         heads, and nevertheless claim to be in paradise. Such dark and ironic stories lampooned the absurdity of Communist ideology.
         But Americans rarely make jokes about the founding ideals of our nation. We take our liberal principles extremely seriously—so
         seriously, in fact, that many of us don’t even realize we are ideologues. Perhaps Locke’s greatest trick was to convince Americans
         that liberalism is not an ideology at all, but the natural order of things.
      

      
      The second tributary of American idealism is religion. Reverend James Marcus King declared in 1898, “By historic origin and
         precedent, by principles of legislative action, by the character of our fundamental institutions, by judicial decisions and
         by the genius of our civilization, we are a Christian Nation.”21 An essential part of America’s self-identity is the redeemer society, bestowed by a sacred covenant to save the world. This
         tradition reaches back to the early Puritans, who saw themselves as spiritual warriors in an ancient battle between good and
         evil (the saints and Satan), described in the apocalyptic prophecies of Saint John in the book of Revelation. The Puritans
         believed that they were the instruments of God—the elect—who had been blessed with an errand into the wilderness: to build
         the New Israel.22 Since then, America’s religious experience has been incredibly varied. The mainline Protestant churches have become inclusive,
         moderate, and unpopular. Their members are now safe, legal, and rare. Meanwhile, modern Evangelicalism has enjoyed explosive
         growth, extending its tent to cover around one-third of all Americans.
      

      
      Religion plays a much greater role in the lives of Americans than in those of Europeans. (In this regard, Americans are closer
         to Latin Americans or Africans.) Indeed, according to one view, the United States “is the only religious rich nation in the world.”23 Tocqueville thought that one of the signs of conformist thinking in the United States—where “the majority has staked out
         a formidable fence around thought”—was the lack of any public discussion of atheism.24 We live in a country where 48 percent of the public would not vote for a qualified nominee of their own party for president if that nominee also happened to be an atheist.25

      
      The fusion of liberalism and religion—the secular and the sacred—has produced a potent idealistic cocktail. Indeed, as Tocqueville
         wrote, “Americans so completely identify the spirit of Christianity with freedom in their minds that it is almost impossible
         to get them to conceive the one without the other.”26

      
      How do we leap from idealism to a sense of mission in wartime? Of course, liberal principles and religious faith are sometimes
         used to oppose war and argue against escalation. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus told us to love our enemies, implying a
         presumption against war. But once we start fighting against another country, American idealism tends to ratchet up the military
         objectives by encouraging a missionary impulse to spread our values. To understand the temptation, open your wallet and take
         out a one-dollar bill. On one side, you’ll find an image of the Great Seal of the United States. There’s a pyramid, with the
         eye of providence watching approvingly over our endeavors, the date 1776 (in Roman numerals), and the phrase novus ordo seclorum. This doesn’t mean “new secular age” or “new world order” (as is often believed), but “new order of the ages.” It’s a reference
         to the beginning of the American era and the inauguration of a global revolution against tyrants and monarchs.
      

      
      The worldwide transformation would be a blessing for Americans and non-Americans alike. We often contend that the spread of
         liberal ideals, including democracy, will advance U.S. interests. While tyrants are unreliable and aggressive, democracies
         are trustworthy and don’t go to war with each other. In the words of political scientist Tony Smith, “The most consistent
         tradition in American foreign policy… has been the belief that the nation’s security is best protected by the expansion of
         democracy worldwide.”27

      
      The novus ordo seclorum, however, didn’t require war. The United States could build the New Israel and act as a guiding star inspiring others to overthrow
         tyranny on their own. Indeed, in peacetime the public’s desire to export American ideals is usually held in check. Americans
         consistently rank “promoting the spread of democracy” as one of the lowest foreign policy priorities, behind more immediate
         concerns like protecting jobs.28

      
      The first bullet in wartime ignites a spark that lights America’s missionary torch. The outbreak of battle simplifies the
         lines between good and evil and imbues Americans with a sense of faith in the potential of military power. What were just
         fantastical dreams in the recesses of the American mind are suddenly within reach. No longer will the United States extend its ideals
         simply by shining example. Now it can forcibly expand the domain of democracy and reform the international system so that
         war is renounced forever. The United States must pursue its purpose-driven life.
      

      
      Many countries have seen themselves as a force for good in the world. A few states have even been ideological crusaders. During
         the revolutionary and Napoleonic wars, 1792–1815, France was committed to spreading its values at the point of the bayonet.
         The wartime policies of Nazi Germany from 1939 to 1945 also had an ideological tone—albeit one very different from that of
         the United States. But no people have been quite as consistently certain as the Americans about the unique mission they must
         perform. France’s and Germany’s ideological warfare was just a passing phase, while the United States has spent its entire
         adult life as a crusader.
      

      
      The mystic chords of memory strengthen America’s missionary impulse in wartime. Our national story is one of liberating foreign
         peoples, including both the oppressed and the oppressors. It’s an epic saga in which two events stand out: the Civil War and
         World War II. In both conflicts, the United States employed all necessary force to spread its values and transform its enemies—a
         model for how crusading wars ought to be fought.
      

      
      Most countries that have endured a civil war, such as Russia or Spain, remember it as unremittingly bleak. But for all the
         suffering involved, the American Civil War is imbued in our popular memory with glory and heroism—the great cause that freed
         the slaves and saved the Union.
      

      
      Similarly, for Europeans, World War II was the most traumatic event on the continent since the Black Death, and they have
         tried to turn the page on this era ever since. But Americans don’t want to turn the page on World War II. It’s the first and
         most glorious chapter in the United States’ rise to global leadership. Instead, we wonder whether we’re living up to the standards of the greatest generation in protecting America and advancing its sacred
         values.29

      
      How can such an idealistic society as the United States end up targeting civilians? When enemy resistance is light, our liberal
         and religious principles promote humane warfare and the avoidance of civilian casualties. But if wars turn into costly struggles,
         idealism can actually encourage us to kill noncombatants.
      

      
      Protecting and advancing our sacred values justify almost any act. We should not shy away from a hard war when the prize is
         emancipation. Furthermore, the liberal creed of equal rights means that Americans rate the lives of their soldiers very highly,
         rather than seeing them as an expendable resource. Horrified by the losses of war and sensitive to public opinion, presidents
         can take the gloves off in a bid to win as quickly as possible. Qualms about targeting civilians melt away as we try to end
         the slaughter. The major barrier stopping the United States from destroying women and children in wartime is not our moral
         inhibitions, but the enemy’s failure to offer sufficient resistance.30

      
      
      
      American Wrath

      
      The American crusader sows the seeds of liberty with one hand and carries an avenging sword in the other. Americans also fight
         zealously to punish those who violate our core values. Wrath is not something one talks about in polite company. After all,
         we usually associate morality with compassion, forgiveness, and humanitarianism. But the desire for vengeance based on moral
         outrage is a potent motivator for action.
      

      
      When justice is the objective, material costs and benefits can go out the window. Consider that half of death penalty supporters
         in the United States would still back capital punishment even if it increased the murder rate.31 Indeed, retribution can easily become all-consuming. The mountain of corpses at the end of Hamlet resembles a theatricide. In Euripides’ ancient Greek play Medea, the title character even murders her own children to hurt her husband, Jason: “I love the pain, so thou shalt laugh no more.”32 The principle of “an eye for an eye” in the book of Exodus was designed to curb excessive retaliation: you are allowed to
         take only one eye for one eye.
      

      
      The desire for revenge is heightened in men. In one study published in Nature, players competed in an economic game. Several of the players were secretly confederates, who were in on the experiment and
         deliberately behaved selfishly. Afterward, when female players watched the nefarious confederates receive electric shocks,
         MRI scans showed activity in parts of the brain associated with empathy. When men observed the scoundrels suffer, different
         parts of the brain lit up—those associated with reward.33

      
      Why do people have this trait of wrath? It’s probably rooted in human nature. The yearning for vengeance against moral transgressors
         may have evolved thousands of years ago, when people lived in small communities as hunter-gatherers. If there’s no 911 to
         call, one of the most effective ways to deter attacks or theft is to threaten massive retaliation. And to make these threats
         credible, you have to punish even minor offenses. Therefore, the retributive instinct may have evolved as a means of deterring
         crime, encouraging cooperation, and allowing society to function smoothly.34

      
      Aspects of American culture may reinforce the sense of wrath. Compared to other advanced democracies, Americans are unusually
         retributive—at least in terms of crime and punishment. The United States has the highest incarceration rate in the world.
         If its 2.3 million prisoners were gathered together as a state, it would have a larger population than New Mexico and would
         qualify for five votes in the Electoral College. The United States also employs the death penalty far more often than other
         advanced democracies. In addition, Americans are tolerant of the use of extreme force to defend oneself and one’s family and property.35

      
      Why is this? First, Americans tend to believe that there are absolute guidelines for good and evil, while Europeans, Canadians,
         and Japanese are more likely to say that morality depends on circumstances.36 Clear ethical standards mean clear violations of those standards, making vengeance easier to justify.
      

      
      Second, Americans are more likely than Europeans or Asians to blame criminal behavior on an individual’s character rather
         than the environment. The belief that each person has a lawful or unlawful disposition means that the social setting cannot
         “excuse” bad behavior and retribution is acceptable.37

      
      Third, wrath may be stoked by certain strains of Protestant fundamentalism and Evangelicalism, which can espouse a black-and-white
         and punitive vision of the world. Americans, for example, are much more likely than the French or Germans to believe in the
         devil and hell.38

      
      Fourth, scholars have pointed to a uniquely southern “culture of honor” to explain the retributive streak in American society.
         People in the South tend to favor the death penalty, approve of violence to protect property and lives, and support police
         who shoot to kill.39

      
      The desire for revenge may be especially strong in international politics because we cannot call 911. One of the themes in
         Medea is that if you deny someone a legal avenue to gain justice, they will take matters into their own hands. In international
         politics, there is no sheriff; retribution is up to us.
      

      
      Sometimes vengeance will be focused narrowly against a hostile tyrant. But if the adversary’s behavior is deliberate and morally
         outrageous, the target of retribution can broaden to include the entire enemy military and civilian population, as with the
         Japanese in World War II.
      

      
      Wrath further explains why we are so attracted to grand objectives in wartime. Regime change is a moral punishment against an evildoer. Retribution can also justify the death of civilians
         as collateral damage. After all, three-quarters of those who support the death penalty would still favor its use even if 1
         percent of those sentenced to die were completely innocent.40 We must pay any price for justice, and so must a demonized enemy, including its civilians.
      

      
      
      
      Crusading Variations

      
      America’s crusading Bible is composed of Old Testament wrath and a New Testament mission to spread the good news. Both elements
         promote expansive war aims, such as unconditional surrender and regime change. A redemptive campaign will castigate transgressors
         and deliver a new birth of freedom. And as the fighting grows more costly, we naturally heighten the objectives. The payoff
         in the punishment of evildoers and the advancement of our ideals should be proportionate to the investment of blood and treasure.
      

      
      The crusade tradition is a general tendency among Americans, not a universal impulse. In wartime, there is always variation
         in attitudes. At one end of the scale is the crusading vanguard, which is most committed to grand objectives and the use of
         all necessary force, and which typically includes whites, men, evangelical Protestants, and U.S.-born Americans. At the other
         end of the scale are the dissenters, who question the wisdom of fighting a crusade; this group often includes blacks, women,
         Catholics, and foreign-born Americans. There are no ironclad rules here, however, and the coalitions sometimes shift. Unsurprisingly,
         in the Civil War blacks were among the leading advocates of radical military objectives, including emancipation.
      

      
      In wartime, most Americans don’t make complex calculations based on abstract liberal and religious ideals. Instead, many Americans
         spend the war years focused on survival, either on the battlefield or on the home front. Radio technician Herbert Miner was on the Indianapolis when a Japanese submarine sank it in July 1945. Miner spent four days in the water and described his thinking during that
         time: “I could readily picture myself sitting out on the back porch drinking great quantities of ice-cold beer, and I vowed
         that I would live to realize my ambitions, earthly as they were.”41

      
      The crusade tradition remains a very powerful dynamic in American society. Usually, the president, influenced by a personal
         sense of idealism and wrath, buys into the tradition and supports all necessary force and escalating objectives. After all,
         the president is also an American. If the chief executive resists the crusade tradition and favors limited goals, he will
         face pressure from elites, media, or the mass public to ratchet up the war effort. In every interstate war since the Civil
         War, the crusaders were more prevalent and vocal than the dissenters. For even among the least-informed Americans, liberalism
         and religion lurk in the background, shaping perceptions. Terms such as “chosen people” are rarely heard anymore, but the
         sense of exceptionalism and the belief in individual rights are woven into our inherited customs and produce a reflexive crusading
         instinct in wartime.
      

      
      
      
      The Wisdom of the Crusader

      
      Does the crusade tradition have a positive or a negative effect? America’s overall foreign policy record compares favorably
         with that of any other recent great power, like Britain, Germany, Japan, or the Soviet Union.42 Looking at conflict specifically, we can note that the United States has never lost an interstate war. Not only that, but
         America ended many of its crusades, such as the two world wars, more powerful than when it began. It seems odd to criticize
         the traditions of a people with this kind of performance.
      

      
      Idealism and wrath generate such fervor and commitment in wartime that the United States can unleash hell, compelling its
         enemies to submit to its will. In titanic struggles like the Civil War and World War II, the crusade tradition helped Americans
         keep their eyes on the prize of ultimate victory. In dealing with such extreme threats, a crusade is precisely what is needed.
         Only a decisive victory will permanently end the danger and create a just and lasting peace.
      

      
      Meanwhile, idealism is the vitalizing source of much of what is most attractive about the United States, including its optimism
         and moral courage. The ideals we strive for in wartime, such as emancipation, often represent a profound good. The belief
         in spreading representative government helped synchronize U.S. goals with one of the great forces of the twentieth century:
         democratization.
      

      
      Even vengeance may have some utility, by deterring transgressors. Which country would want to repeat Japan’s experience in
         World War II? Resisting the United States can lead to the destruction of everything one is fighting for—as Robert E. Lee discovered.
         If retribution is proportionate, it can promote justice. After all, the murderous tyrant should not live a life of contentment.
      

      
      But there is also a dark side to the crusade tradition. Our addiction to regime change represents a powerful escalatory force.
         Since the Civil War, all presidents have faced political challenges when waging limited interstate wars involving restricted
         objectives and a fine-tuned application of firepower. It’s also difficult for any American leader to cut U.S. losses by scaling
         down the fighting in the middle of a war or by negotiating with an adversary. How can he make a deal with the devil?
      

      
      Crusading campaigns can be highly destructive, risking exhaustion and military overstretch. Former State Department official
         George Kennan thought that the United States was like a “prehistoric monster,” which was slow to be provoked but once aggravated
         “lays about him with such blind determination that he not only destroys his adversary but largely wrecks his native habitat.”43 And since U.S. objectives tend to grow more expansive during the fighting, the consequences of war are very hard to predict
         in advance. If a driver straps his foot to the accelerator, where will the car end up?
      

      
      The desire to lash out and punish transgressors can be disastrous, provoking misdirected and costly conflicts that undermine
         U.S. interests. There is a reason, after all, why wrath is one of the seven deadly sins. Retribution isn’t always as sweet
         as we hoped. As Charlotte Brontë wrote in Jane Eyre, “Something of vengeance I had tasted for the first time. An aromatic wine it seemed, on swallowing, warm and racy; its after-flavor,
         metallic and corroding, gave me a sensation as if I had been poisoned.”44

      
      We sometimes forget that military campaigns are not an end in themselves, but a means to an end: achieving specific political
         objectives. The primary purpose of war is not to punish evil, but to establish the conditions that will prevent future conflict.
         Extravagant war aims should be pursued only when they are strictly necessary.
      

      
      The crusade tradition is imbued with moralism, but it can produce immoral outcomes. Just war theory stretches back to Plato
         and Saint Thomas Aquinas and tries to establish ground rules for an ethical conflict. Two of the key principles are that a
         war must have a just cause (to correct a grave evil) and that the use of force ought to be proportionate (minimal force should be employed, with care taken to avoid collateral damage, and the peace terms demanded of the adversary
         should be reasonable). But once Americans believe that a war has a just cause, they don’t want minimal force and limited objectives—they
         want all necessary force and maximum war aims. The mission is not to restore the prewar status quo, but to change the world.
      

      
      The crusade tradition is especially dangerous today. In an era of economic interdependence, daisy cutter bombs, and weaponized
         anthrax, war has never been more complex, unpredictable, and potentially destructive. The United States must be flexible about
         using force across the whole spectrum of military scenarios, sometimes aiming for limited objectives and other times for far-reaching
         goals.
      

      
      We may need to moderate our beliefs about how wars should be fought and ended. A boxer who considers only a first-round knockout
         to be an acceptable victory will have a difficult and frustrating career in the ring—especially as conditions and opponents
         change over time. The same holds true for a country that sees the surrender ceremony in Tokyo Bay in 1945 not as a great exception,
         but as a model for how interstate war ought to conclude.
      

      
      American society is not always a crusading society. There is another tradition that drives us. At times our confidence and
         zeal fade away, replaced by suspicion and regret. To illustrate this very different experience of war, let’s turn to a mission
         that was not accomplished.
      

      
      
   
      
      
      
CHAPTER 3


      
      Through a Glass, Darkly:
The Quagmire Tradition

      
      The great adventure in nation-building began under a Republican president. The torch of liberty was supposed to light the darkness,
         spread the values of democracy and human rights, and reveal a country made anew in America’s own image. But U.S. troops ended
         up warily policing a hostile population. In a society awash with weapons, disaffected insurgents began a systematic campaign
         of terrorism. As hopes were dashed, the American will to continue the mission was steadily eroded. Within a few years, the
         U.S. public, and especially Democrats, saw the mission as a failure and supported a withdrawal of forces.
      

      
      No, this is not Iraq. It was Reconstruction in the southern states after the American Civil War ended in 1865. The parallels
         are no coincidence. Reconstruction and Iraq are the first and the latest examples of what I call the quagmire tradition—or
         Americans’ deep distaste for nation-building missions and our tendency to judge them as failures.
      

      
      
      
The Skeptical American

      
      There are two major uses of force involving U.S. ground troops. One is interstate war, where we fight against another country’s military, which I discussed in chapter 2. The other is nation-building, or interventions within another country to create a stable and usually democratic government or to defeat insurgents. Interstate
         war is about destroying an enemy state. Nation-building is about constructing a friendly state.
      

      
      What do Americans think about nation-building? Common images include sand trap, swamp, quicksand, morass, sinkhole, bottomless
         pit, or “the Big Muddy,” Pete Seeger’s allusion to Vietnam. These metaphors all suggest a messy operation in which the objectives
         are vague, withdrawal is difficult, and each stride forward only gets the United States further entrenched.
      

      
      The most popular image is quagmire, meaning “land with a soft yielding surface.”1 In 1900, Mark Twain described the U.S. intervention in the Philippines as “a quagmire from which each fresh step renders
         the difficulty of extrication immensely greater.”2 In 1965, journalist David Halberstam published The Making of a Quagmire, depicting Vietnam as a swamp from which the United States could not free itself.3 Three decades later, in 1993, the New York Times warned against sending U.S. ground troops to the Balkans, where they would face “a Bosnian quagmire.”4 Senator John McCain feared the repercussions of intervening in Haiti in 1994: “What happens to our credibility if we find
         ourselves in a quagmire?”5 The Republican House Whip, Tom DeLay, had similar feelings about the deployment of U.S. troops to Kosovo in 1999, calling
         it “a big dangerous quagmire.”6 In 2004, former president Jimmy Carter criticized the situation in Iraq: “We’ve reached a point in Iraq that it’s become
         a quagmire.”7 In January 2009, New York Times columnist Bob Herbert titled one of his pieces “The Afghan Quagmire,” depicting a war that “long ago turned into a quagmire.”8

      
      I call the American response to nation-building the quagmire tradition. Put simply, we just don’t like it. Opinion polls consistently
         show that the public is much more comfortable with the idea of battling an enemy state than with using force to combat insurgents
         or build democracy inside another country.9 The U.S. military also is traditionally skeptical about nation-building, viewing this activity as a distraction from its
         core task of fighting interstate wars. General Colin Powell commented in 1993, “We have a value system and a culture system
         within the armed forces of the United States. We have this mission: to fight and win the nation’s wars. That’s what we do….
         We’re warriors.”10

      
      When the United States undertakes nation-building, Americans almost always perceive the outcome as a failure. Since the nineteenth
         century, the United States has launched an incredibly diverse range of interventions in the former Confederacy, the Philippines,
         Mexico, Nicaragua, Russia, Germany, Japan, Italy, Austria, South Korea, Vietnam, Somalia, Bosnia, Kosovo, Afghanistan, and
         Iraq, along with multiple operations in Cuba, Panama, Haiti, the Dominican Republic, and Lebanon. These missions have covered
         everything from peacekeeping to imperialism, from counterinsurgency to humanitarian intervention. They have varied in every
         possible dimension: from climate and geographical location to the cost in dollars and lives, from the strategic aims to the
         duration.
      

      
      But they have had one striking feature in common: remarkably, of all these nation-building operations, only those in the former
         World War II Axis countries have been consistently seen as a success. Most of the rest have been viewed as disastrous quagmires.
         Over time, perceptions of failure erode support for a mission, encourage withdrawal, and make us wary about future interventions.
         Indeed, the reason we dislike nation-building in principle is because we don’t think it works.11
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