
















THE AGE OF TERROR















	






THE AGE OF TERROR



America and the World After September 11







EDITED BY
 STROBE TALBOTT AND NAYAN CHANDA






John Lewis Gaddis


Abbas Amanat 


Paul Kennedy 


Charles Hill


Niall Ferguson


Harold Hongju Koh


Paul Bracken


Maxine Singer




[image: i_Image4]





















Copyright © 2001 by Strobe Talbott and Nayan Chanda


Published by Basic Books,
 A Member of the Perseus Books Group
 and Yale Center for the Study of Globalization


All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. For information, address Basic Books, 387 Park Avenue South, New York, NY 10016.


Book design by Lovedog Studio


ISBN-13 978-0-465-08357-2; ISBN-10 0-465-08357-9
eBook ISBN: 9780786749997


First Paperback Edition






















INTRODUCTION


MOMENTOUS EVENT HAVE a way of connecting individuals both to history and to one another. So it was on September 11. Even before more than 4,000 people died in less than two hours, there were farewell messages from the sky. In their last minutes, doomed passengers used cell phones to reach loved ones. A short time later, office workers trapped high in the burning towers called spouses, children, parents. Never had so many had the means to say good-bye.


During the hours afterward, the survivors scrambled to make contact with family and friends. “Are you all right?” they asked.


After the intimate connections came the communal ones—in religious observances, town meetings, hastily arranged get-togethers in places of work, television and radio call-in shows. There were gatherings at schools and colleges across the United States. At Yale, where six of the authors of the following essays teach, the first assembly was pastoral, reserved for prayer and moments of silence.


As the enormity of it all began to sink in, the question hanging in the air was, Were we all right?


“We” meant more than Americans. The list of the victims in New York was as cosmopolitan as the city itself. There were citizens of 62 countries, including 250 Indians, 200 Pakistanis, 200 Britons, 55 Australians and 23 Japanese. On every continent, places of worship held memorial services; parks and squares filled with people demonstrating their sympathy; thousands lined up at U.S. embassies and consulates to sign condolence books. There were two large candlelight vigils in Iran. Americans were inundated with phone calls, emails and letters with messages of empathy from abroad.


Partly, no doubt, because of this outpouring of compassion, support and solidarity from around the world, the isolationist nerve in the American body politic barely twitched. There was a surge of combative patriotism, but it left room for variations on the theme we’re all in this thing  together. In his address to the joint houses of Congress, President Bush made a point of internationalizing the nation’s sense of outrage and resolve: “This is the world’s fight. This is civilization’s fight.”


In the weeks that followed, students everywhere wanted to keep getting together, not just for solace and reflection but for inquiry into what had happened, who had done it, why, what it meant, and what the U.S. and others should do about it. What they’d witnessed, many of them said, cried out for context.


“Teach-in,” the phrase from the sixties and seventies, didn’t quite apply, since the teachers didn’t have many answers, or even all the right questions. They knew it. September 11, like the commandeered planes themselves, had come out of the blue. Just as the U.S. government was caught off guard, so the citizenry was unprepared, emotionally and intellectually.


In discussions around the Yale campus—in classrooms, common rooms and dining halls, at kitchen tables in faculty homes, on lawns in the sunshine throughout an especially mild and glorious Indian summer—a number of us noted a humbling irony: the more time we’d spent in the old world and the better we thought we understood its organizing principles, the less ready we were for the new one. Not surprisingly, therefore, it was often from the students—who had just experienced the first great public trauma of their lives—that we heard an especially useful insight, a fresh intuition or a clarifying formulation of one of the many ethical, political and strategic tests that lay ahead.


Suddenly, familiar terms and concepts were inadequate, starting with the word terrorism itself. The dictionary defines it as violence, particularly against civilians, carried out for a political purpose. September 11 certainly qualified. But America’s earlier encounters with terrorism neither anticipated nor encompassed this new manifestation. U.S. citizens had been casualties before, but usually when they were far from home—in a military barracks in Lebanon in 1983 or Saudi Arabia in 1996, on a cruise ship in the Mediterranean in 1985, in a jumbo jet over Scotland in 1988, or in two U.S. embassies in East Africa in 1998. This time, the prey were not just on American soil but inside the iconic headquarters of American prosperity, security and strength.


September 11 left nearly five times as many Americans dead as all terrorist incidents of the previous three decades combined. The carnage was nearly thirty times greater than what Timothy McVeigh, a homegrown madman, had inflicted on Oklahoma City in 1995, and about double what three hundred Japanese bombers left in their wake at Pearl Harbor. Commentators instantly evoked that other bolt-from-the-blue raid, sixty years before, as the closest thing to a precedent. But there really was none. This was something new under the sun.


The attacks were immediately declared acts of war. Yet that word, too, seemed not quite to fit. We’d always thought of war either as civil strife within a nation or systematic violence committed by one state or alliance against another. War, however brutal and capricious, had its own rules and made its own accommodations, even in the midst of mayhem, with the human instinct for self-preservation. While risking death and meting it out to others, combatants hoped to survive and savor victory. The cold war never turned hot because the superpowers agreed on one thing if nothing else—the overarching imperative of avoiding Armageddon.


This new enemy was different. Osama bin Laden’s organization, al Qaeda, flew no flag—it was the ultimate NGO—and his warriors seemed inspired rather than deterred by the prospect of their own fiery deaths.


What was it, exactly, that inspired them? Part of the answer, undeniably, had something to do with one of the world’s great religions and the spiritual home of several great civilizations. The pilots, whose names and mug shots people all over the world came to know well, were driven not just by anger and hatred but by a grotesque yet, for them at least, compelling version of the Muslim faith. Many Americans who had never seen a copy of the Koran, much less read a single passage, were riveted by the last will and testament of Mohammed Atta, who was probably at the controls of American Flight 11 when it slammed into the north tower of the World Trade Center at 8:45 a.m. That document was perhaps deliberately left behind in a piece of luggage so that it could be excerpted in newspapers all over the world. It was filled with exhortations to martyrdom and promises of divine reward for the eighteen other hijackers. Those for whom Atta’s letter was an introduction to the teachings of the Prophet went from knowing little about Islam to thinking they now knew quite a bit.


Some Muslim clerics and scholars spoke out promptly and eloquently, denouncing Atta’s beliefs, like his actions, as abomination. But many others in the Muslim world reacted to the horror with a sullen and knowing silence (the unstated message: “We always said you’d reap the whirlwind!”), or with denial (“This crime has nothing to do with religion!”), or with invidious comparisons (equating the deliberate slaughter of thousands of innocents with Israel’s selective assassination of Palestinian radicals and its police and military actions to contain and suppress the uprising in the occupied territories).


Another word that figured prominently in the aftermath of September 11 was globalization. The editors of this book came to Yale last summer to establish a center devoted to the study of how the interplay of economies, cultures, societies and political systems is changing the world. We had just begun our first staff meeting of the academic year when a colleague interrupted with the news from New York. Globalization had already been a source of confusion and a subject of controversy. It had its boosters, its critics and its violent opponents. Now, in bin Laden, globalization had an archenemy who was also, in lethally effective ways, a master of its tools and techniques.


The terrorists attacked the nation that, more than any other, had both driven globalization and benefited from it. They did so largely for that reason—that is, among their targets was globalization itself. The phenomenon is, in its essence, about breaking down barriers and bridging divides. Bin Laden and his accomplices were bent on burning bridges and building walls, figuratively and literally. Globalization is about integration and inclusion; their aim was partition and expulsion.


Bin Laden also succeeded, for the moment at least, in reversing what many had hoped would be the benevolent dynamic of globalization. The revolution over the last thirty years in communication and transportation has empowered individuals, making it possible for them to move money, products, information and ideas across borders in ways that previously had been the monopoly of governments and giant corporations. The terrorists took full advantage of that freedom and harnessed it to their cause. Claiming to be champions of the powerless masses of the earth, they found a way of attacking the most powerful state. They designed a mode of assault that, in jujitsu fashion, turned core American strengths—openness and mobility—into vulnerabilities. They dispatched the hijackers, armed with the most low-tech weapons imaginable (box cutters), to ride one of the emblematic technologies of the modern world, the passenger jet, from the periphery—that is, those lands where many feel like globalization’s losers—to the center, where the winners were beginning another workday.


It was mass murder as performance art. The staging and timing guaranteed maximum coverage worldwide. On the day the American and British reprisals began, the invisible impresario, bin Laden, made a virtual appearance by means of a pretaped statement for television that would be broadcast repeatedly for days afterward, putting his own spin on footage of the skies lighting up over Kabul. Then he disappeared back into his cave to oversee Act II. Within weeks microscopic spores of Bacillus anthracis—sender unknown—began showing up in the U.S. mail.


It was with the onslaught of bioterrorism in early October that an anxiety became a certainty: September 11 had been just the beginning. People everywhere would have to get used to being afraid in ways and to a degree that they had never known before. It was in that sense that the U.S. had entered an age of terror.


The evil that befell the U.S. was absolute. It triggered a natural impulse for a reciprocally absolute doctrine. President Bush provided one: If you harbor terrorists, you’re a  terrorist; if you aid and abet terrorists, you’re a terrorist—and you  will be treated as one.


Quickly, however, it became clear that both the problem and the solution were more complicated. Good versus evil was a template that had worked for wars in the past (most notably, the Allies versus the Axis in World War II), but in this new struggle, the question of which side everyone was on risked some awkward answers. For example, Saudi Arabia—bin Laden’s estranged homeland—had, for decades, paid what amounted to protection money to Islamic extremists and obscurantists. Without Saudi indulgence and, in earlier ventures, direct Saudi support, bin Laden would never have become a household word. Did that make Saudi Arabia our enemy or our friend? The short answer was neither.


Al Qaeda and the Taliban regime were also discomfiting case studies in the perils of expediency. These two entities, now on the receiving end of American bombs and cruise missiles, were incubated in the U.S.’s proxy war against the Soviets in Afghanistan in the 1980s. Not for the first time, nor for the last, U.S. foreign policy followed an old adage of Eastern realpolitik: the enemy of my enemy is my friend. In the nineties, some of those friends had turned into the worst of enemies. And now, in America’s new war against its old allies of convenience, the U.S. was in the market for new ones—anyone who was prepared to sign up to counter-terrorism as an overarching imperative.


Again, the vocabulary contains its own traps. The truism that one person’s terrorist is another’s freedom fighter (which sets teeth on edge in some circles and heads nodding in others) has a corollary: one person’s counterterrorist is another’s ethnic cleanser. Minorities that have long been suppressed or brutalized by central authorities, such as the Chechens in Russia and the Uighurs in China, had reason to worry about a new wave of crackdowns post-September 11, only this time with less protest on their behalf from the outside world.


In striking against targets nearly 7,000 miles away from his Afghan lair, part of bin Laden’s intention was to stir up populations closer to home—and to stir them up not just against the Great Satan, but against their own repressive, corrupt, frightened rulers as well. In addition to the twin towers in Lower Manhattan, the terrorists were trying to bring down two other less sturdy edifices, the pro-Western military regime in Pakistan and the House of Saud. The attack was a classic provocation: an attempt to goad the U.S. into lashing out far and wide, throughout the Arab world and the Gulf, thus turning the public in those countries against the powers that be, local and global.


The U.S. and its coalition partners saw this danger and did their best to calibrate the nature and scope of their military action accordingly. But every passing day provided a fresh reminder that bin Laden had, in addition to a far-flung network of assassins, a broad and eclectic constituency for which “evildoers” did not suit as a blanket label. The second shock for many Americans on September 11 was the spectacle—doted on by Western television coverage—of young Palestinians dancing and cheering in the streets. In the days and weeks that followed, the talking heads on television included Egyptian intellectuals who professed disapproval of the attacks but whose more heartfelt message seemed to be that the U.S. had this coming. By October, news stories appeared about a fad among Pakistani mothers to name their newborn sons Osama.


To regard these people as no better than the terrorists themselves would be to concede a major point to bin Laden. He was trying to give new impetus to the polarization of the world. If he had a motto, it was that we’re not all in this thing together. For him, it was believers (and believers only in his version of Islam) versus infidels. He was the self-proclaimed messiah of what might yet turn out to be the self-fulfilling prophecy of the clash of civilizations. The challenge was to make sure he failed in that respect, as in all others.


In pondering this and the other dilemmas that burst into our lives on September 11, a knowledge of history helped. Clear thinking about what lies ahead means, among other things, rethinking what has gone before, since there was obviously plenty that we had misunderstood or missed altogether. Otherwise the U.S. and the world would have been ready for September 11. Or more to the point, through concerted action, the world might even have kept it from happening. Hence the participation in this book of four historians along with a career diplomat, a professor of law, a political scientist and a molecular biologist.


John Lewis Gaddis asserts that the collapse of the World Trade Center towers will prove to be as consequential as the fall of the Berlin Wall twelve years earlier. He finds in the U.S. conduct of the cold war and its nameless sequel (“the post-cold war era”) guidelines for waging the struggle ahead. Paul Kennedy appraises the long-term prospects for American power and offers his view on how to maintain it in the face of a new menace that applies guerrilla tactics on a global scale. Abbas Amanat traces the roots of Islamic extremism to the Muslim experience with colonialism and its aftermath, as well as to the Iranian revolution’s anti-American passions and its celebration of martyrdom. Charles Hill puts the onus for the instability in the Middle East on the backward and autocratic ruling structures in the region, and on what he believes to be a decade of American vacillation and neglect. Niall Ferguson assesses America’s role as the sole economic and military superpower—a mature empire facing a crucial test of its will and leadership—and asks the question, “Do the leaders of the one state with the economic resources to make the world a better place have the guts to do it?” Harold Hongju Koh sees September 11 as a test of America’s commitment to democracy, rule of law and human rights, both at home and abroad. Paul Bracken focuses on the failure of the U.S. intelligence and defense establishments, urging that the new Office of Homeland Security adopt some of the management techniques of corporate America to fix a system that was broken even before September 11. Maxine Singer looks back to an earlier Bush—Franklin Roosevelt’s science adviser Vannevar Bush—for a model of how the U.S. should mobilize the nation’s scientific, technological and medical expertise to battle bioterrorism and other hazards that come out of petri dishes, test tubes and—the ultimate nightmare—nuclear laboratories.


In assembling these essays, it was our working premise that the unforgivable is not necessarily incomprehensible or inexplicable. Comprehension and explanation are what the authors—seven teachers and a scientist—do for a living, and it’s what they do here. They have offered both more and less than conclusions. The pace, complexity and unpredictability of events render inconclusive any judgments or prescriptions in a book that went to press in early November, it appeared that no matter what the immediate outcome of the war in Afghanistan, the struggle in its many dimensions would continue for a long time. The purpose here is to capture how, in the first month and a half after September 11, eight minds grappled with what happened that day, and what each of them believes are the principal lessons, goals and caveats that should guide us as we recover. Recovery means that when we—all of us, the world over—eventually answer the question “Are we all right?” the answer will be yes.




—NAYAN CHANDA AND STROBE TALBOTT
November 1, 2001 
 New Haven, Connecticut
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CHAPTER 1
AND NOW THIS: LESSONS FROM THE OLD ERA FOR THE NEW ONE



John Lewis Gaddis




WE’VE NEVER HAD a good name for it, and now it’s over. The post-cold war era—let us call it that for want of any better term—began with the collapse of one structure, the Berlin Wall on November 9, 1989, and ended with the collapse of another, the World Trade Center’s twin towers on September 11, 2001. No one, apart from the few people who plotted and carried out these events, could have anticipated that they were going to happen. But from the moment they did happen, everyone acknowledged that everything had changed.


It’s characteristic of such turning points that they shed more light on the history that preceded them than on what’s to come. The fall of the Berlin Wall didn’t tell us much about the post-cold war world, but it told us a lot about the cold war. It suddenly became clear that East Germany, the Warsaw Pact, and the Soviet Union itself had long since lost the authority with which the U.S. and its NATO allies had continued to credit them right up to the day the wall came down. The whole history of the cold war looked different as a result. Having witnessed the end, historians could never again see the middle, or even the beginning, as they once had.


Something similar seems likely to happen now to the post-cold war era. For whatever we eventually settle on calling the events of September 11—the Attack on America, Black Tuesday, 9/11—they’ve already forced a reconsideration, not only of where we are as a nation and where we may be going, but also of where we’ve been, even of who we are. Our recent past, all at once, has been thrown into sharp relief, even as our future remains obscure. To paraphrase an old prayer, it’s obvious now that we have done some things which we ought not to have done, and that we have not done other things which we ought to have done. How much health there is in us will depend, to a considerable degree, on how we sort this out.





1.


But first things first. No acts of commission or omission by the U.S. can have justified what happened on September 11. Few if any moral standards have deeper roots than the prohibition against taking innocent life in peacetime. Whatever differences may exist in culture, religion, race, class, or any of the other categories by which human beings seek to establish their identities, this rule transcends them.


The September 11 attacks violated it in ways that go well beyond all other terrorist attacks in the past: first by the absence of any stated cause to be served; second by the failure to provide warning; and finally by the obvious intent to time and configure the attack in such a manner as to take as many lives as possible—even to the point, some have suggested, of the airplanes’ angle of approach, which seemed calculated to devastate as many floors of the twin towers as they could. Let there be no mistake: this was evil, and no set of grievances real or imagined, however strongly felt or widely held, can excuse it.


At the same time, though, neither our outrage nor the patriotic unity that is arising from it relieves us of the obligation to think critically. Would anyone claim, in the aftermath of September 11, that the U.S. can continue the policies it was following with respect to its national defense or toward the world before September 11? Americans were not responsible for what happened at Pearl Harbor; but they would have been irresponsible in the extreme if they had not, as a consequence of that attack, dramatically altered their policies. Nobody—given the opportunity to rerun the events leading up to that catastrophe—would have handled things again in just the same way.


It’s in that spirit, I think, that we need a reconsideration of how the U.S. has managed its responsibilities in the decade since the cold war ended, not with a view to assigning blame,


indulging in recrimination, or wallowing in self-pity, but rather for the purpose—now urgent—of determining where we go from here. Patriotism demands nothing less.





2.


The clearest conclusion to emerge from the events of September 11 is that the geographical position and the military  power of the U.S. are no longer sufficient to ensure its security.


Americans have known insecurity before in their homeland, but not for a very long time. Except for Pearl Harbor and a few isolated pinpricks like Japanese attempts to start forest fires with incendiary bombs in the Pacific Northwest in 1942, or the Mexican guerrilla leader Pancho Villa’s raid on Columbus, New Mexico, in 1916, the U.S. has suffered no foreign attack on its soil since British troops captured Washington and burned the White House and the Capitol in 1814. There’s a macabre symmetry in the possibility that the fourth plane hijacked on September 11—which crashed presumably after an uprising among the passengers—probably had one of these buildings as its target.


Few other nations have worried so little for so long about what is coming to be called “homeland security.” The late Yale historian C. Vann Woodward even went so far as to define this lack of concern as a central feature of the American character.“Free security,” he insisted, had done as much to shape Americans’ view of themselves as had the availability of free, or almost free, land.


The 20th century, to be sure, eroded that sense of safety, but this happened as a result of the larger role the U.S. had assigned itself in world affairs, together with ominous shifts in the European balance of power. It did not arise from any sense of domestic insecurity. We entered World War I to ensure that Germany did not wind up dominating Europe, and we were preparing to do the same thing again in World War II when the Japanese attack, followed by Hitler’s own declaration of war, removed any choice in the matter from us.


Even so, the continental U.S. remained secure throughout the long and bloody conflict that followed. Neither the Germans nor the Japanese could bomb our cities or occupy our territory, as we eventually would do to them. And despite the incarceration of some 120,000 Japanese Americans during the war, the only significant fifth-column network operating within the U.S. at the time was that of an ally, the Soviet Union—a fact not discovered until after the war had ended. The world might be unsafe, but homeland security could be taken for granted almost as easily during the total wars of the 20th century as it had been throughout most of the 19th century.


The cold war made the American homeland seem less secure in two ways: when spies working on behalf of the Soviet Union were shown to have betrayed the country; and as the prospect arose that Soviet long-range bombers and later intercontinental ballistic missiles might soon be capable of reaching American soil. The spies were mostly rounded up by the time McCarthyism reached its peak in the early 1950s, a fact that helps to account for why that season of paranoia went away as quickly as it did. The nuclear danger never entirely went away, and for a while it was a palpable presence for Americans who saw their public buildings designated as fallout shelters even as they were being encouraged, for a while, to build their own in their own backyards.


Despite moments of genuine fear, however, as during the Berlin and Cuban missile crises, the only images we had of destroyed American cities were those constructed by the makers of apocalypse films and the authors of science fiction novels. Real danger remained remote. We had adversaries, but we also had the means of deterring them.


Even cold war insecurities, therefore, never meant that Americans, while living, working and traveling within their country, had to fear for their lives. Dangers to the American homeland were always vague and distant, however clear and present overseas dangers may have been. The very term “national security,” invented during World War II and put to such frequent use during the cold war, always implied that both threats and vulnerabilities lay outside the country. Our military and intelligence forces were configured accordingly.


That’s why the U.S. Commission on National Security in the 21st Century—often known, for its co-chairs Gary Hart and Warren Rudman, as the Hart-Rudman Report—distinguished between “national” and “homeland” security when it warned of our domestic vulnerabilities, with uncanny prescience, in March 2001. In the aftermath of September 11, we have not only adopted the concept of “homeland security”—it has become synonymous with national security. Such is the revolution in our thinking forced upon us by the events of that day. It means that Americans have entered a new stage in their history in which they can no longer take security for granted: it is no longer free—anywhere, or at any time.


What was striking about September 11 was the success with which the terrorists transformed objects we had never before regarded as dangerous into weapons of lethal potency. There was nothing exotic here like bombs or even firearms. They used instead the objects of everyday life: pocket knives, twine, box-cutters and, of course, commercial aircraft. The terrorists also combined what may seem to us to be a primitive belief in the rewards of martyrdom with the most modern methods of planning, coordination, and execution. We confront, therefore, not only a new category of easily available weaponry, but a new combination of skill and will in using it.


The attack’s cost-effectiveness was equally striking. No previous act of terrorism came close to this one in lives lost and damage inflicted. The dead were almost twice the number killed in some three decades of violence in Northern Ireland. They are ten times the toll on both sides in the most recent round of the Israeli-Palestinian intifada. They exceed, in deaths suffered on a single day, the most violent battles of the American Civil War. The operation required the lives of nineteen terrorists and expenditures of about $500,000. The “payoff,” if we can use such a term for such a brutal transaction, was approximately 5,000 dead and perhaps as much as $100 billion in recovery costs. Ratios like these—some 263 victims for every terrorist, and $2,000 in damages for every dollar expended—cannot help but set a standard to which future terrorists will aspire.


The whole point of terrorism is leverage: to accomplish a lot with a little. This operation, in that sense, succeeded brilliantly—even allowing for the fact that one of the four planes failed to reach its target, and that more planes may have been in danger of being hijacked. As a consequence, the images of terrified New Yorkers running through the streets of their city to escape great billowing clouds of ash, dust, and building fragments; or of the government in Washington forced to seek shelter; or of several days of skies devoid of the contrails we have come to expect aircraft to add to the atmosphere over our heads—these memories will remain in our minds just as vividly as the images, from six decades earlier, of American naval vessels aflame, sinking at their own docks within an American naval base on American territory.


Security, therefore, has a new meaning, for which little in our history  and even less in our planning has prepared us.





3.


That leads to a second conclusion, which is that our foreign  policy since the cold war ended has insufficiently served our interests.


National security requires more than just military deployments or intelligence operations. It depends ultimately upon creating an international environment congenial to the nation’s interests. That’s the role of foreign policy. Despite many mistakes and diversions along the way, the U.S. managed to build such an environment during the second half of the 20th century. The Soviet Union’s collapse stemmed, in no small measure, from its failure to do the same.


As a consequence, the world at the end of the cold war was closer to a consensus in favor of American values—collective security, democracy, capitalism—than it had ever been before. President George H.W. Bush’s talk of a “new world order” reflected a convergence of interests among the great powers which, while imperfect, was nonetheless unprecedented. Differences remained with the European Union, Russia, China and Japan over such issues as international trade, the handling of regional conflicts, the management of national economies, the definition and hence the protection of human rights; but these were minor compared to issues that had produced two world wars and perpetuated the cold war. Americans, it seemed, had finally found a congenial world.


What’s happened since, though? Can anyone claim that the world of 2001—even before September 11—was as friendly to American interests as it had been in 1991? It would be silly to blame the U.S. alone for the disappointments of the past decade. Too many other actors, ranging from Saddam Hussein to Slobodan Milosevic to Osama bin Laden, have helped to bring them about. But the question that haunted Americans after Pearl Harbor is still worth asking: given the opportunity to rerun the sequence, what would we want to change in our foreign policy and what would we leave the same?


The question is not at all hypothetical. The administration of George W. Bush has already undertaken, in the wake of September 11, the most sweeping reassessment of foreign policy priorities since the cold war ended. Its results are not yet clear, but the tilt is far more toward change than continuity. That is an implicit acknowledgment of deficiencies in the American approach to the world during the post-cold war era that are clearer now than they were then.


One of these, it seems, was unilateralism, an occupational hazard of sole surviving superpowers. With so little countervailing power in sight, such states tend to lead without listening, a habit that can cause resistance even among those otherwise disposed to follow. The U.S. managed to avoid this outcome after its victory in World War II because we had, in the Soviet Union, a superpower competitor. Our allies, and even our former adversaries, tolerated a certain amount of arrogance on our part because there was always “something worse” out there; we in turn, fearing their defection or collapse, treated them with greater deference and respect than they might have expected given the power imbalances of the time.


With our victory in the cold war, though, we lost the “something worse.” American ideas, institutions, and culture remained as attractive as ever throughout much of the world, but American policies began to come across as overbearing, self-indulgent, and insensitive to the interests of others. Our own domestic politics made things worse: with the White House in the control of one party and the Congress in the hands of another during most of this period, it was difficult to get a consensus on such matters as paying United Nations dues, participating in the International Criminal Court, or ratifying the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, the Land Mines Convention, or the Kyoto Protocol on Climate Change. During most of the cold war, knowing what our enemies would make of our failure to do these things, it would have been easy.


A second problem arose, largely as a result of this unilateralism: we neglected the cultivation of great power relationships. We seemed to have assumed, perhaps because we were the greatest of the great powers, that we no longer needed the cooperation of the others to promote our interests. We therefore allowed our relations with the Russians and the Chinese to deteriorate to the point that by the end of that decade we were barely on speaking terms with Moscow and Beijing. We failed to sustain one of the most remarkable achievements of American foreign policy during the cold war—the success of Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger in creating a situation in which our adversaries feared one another more than they feared us. It was as if we had switched our source of geopolitical inspiration from Otto von Bismarck to the Kaiser Wilhelm II.
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