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FOREWORD

The first publication of The American Way of War occurred on October 14, 2008 under what I can only describe as some measure of protest. For the latter months of the writing process, I had been engaged in a respectful difference of opinion with the book’s publisher about its release date. Fully sharing my goal to promote deeper understanding of the textured and challenging foreign and defense policy crises America faces, Free Press understandably sought to time the book’s release to coincide with the maelstrom of political discourse surrounding the 2008 election; I wanted to wait for that storm to pass. Ordinarily, I would not find internal shoptalk between an author and his publisher to be interesting to a reader, but in this instance it speaks to the question of what purpose a book like The American Way of War should serve at a time of national transition. My wish that the book succeed the election did not stem from any disagreement with my publisher about the value of raising challenging ideas at election time, but rather from the particular nature of my argument, which I saw then and continue to see as fundamentally election-neutral. By explaining my thoughts on this, I hope to give the reader some context for this paperback edition.

The American Way of War is an exploration of the dark side of the American story—of how a nation born in protest against an empire has, over two centuries, come hauntingly to emulate the very thing it sought to avoid. In this sense, the book examines how America lost her way and how the American way of war (a term I shall explore in greater detail) played a central role in the nation’s misguidance. So why is such an analysis election-neutral? Because the forces that drive the American way of war—those that have caused America to drift so dangerously far from her founding principles—do not care who is president or which party holds majority power in Congress. They do not take the day off on Election Day. As I hope to demonstrate, these forces have over many decades cultivated both a sophisticated level of invulnerability to the shifting tides of party politics and a deep confidence that whoever is elected will quickly fall in line under the enormous influence they wield.

These driving forces have enjoyed the support and acquiescence of America’s elected officials from both sides of the aisle, leading the nation into an alarming constellation of crises that are bipartisan in origin and nature. Timing the book’s release with the election risked suggesting to the reader that I felt that any election—even one as historic as that of Barack Obama—could prove a miraculous step on the road to national recovery. Were that only true, it would be short, happy work to redirect America’s priorities along a path more consistent with her first principles. Yet the American way of war, that specifically American brand of militarism that has come to wield unsettling influence over both America’s policy making and her national life itself, was not formed overnight. Likewise, it will not be reformed overnight.

The good news, though, is that if you are reading The American Way of War for the first time in this paperback edition, you are actually reading it in the context for which I originally intended it. As the writing process drew to a close and Obama looked to be the presidential front-runner, a hopeful glimmer arose that the book might contribute to the public discourse at the dawn of the age of “change”—Obama’s campaign catchall for the shift in direction his election was expected to represent. Yet what the following pages reveal is that the roots of our current predicament are deeper than the reach of any one man. Just as George W. Bush did not commit the errors and trespasses of his White House years overnight or alone, but rather in the shadow of history and with the crucial support of Congress, the courts, and the public, the enormous challenges America now faces will be met only by an equally vast and comprehensive national constituency building on the efforts of the past. No matter how smart, talented, charismatic, or well-intentioned he may be, neither Barack Obama nor any other public official can possibly bring about meaningful reform unless compelled and buoyed by a persistent and irrepressible public mandate to do so.

From his front-row seat in the Oval Office, five-star general and two-term Republican President Dwight D. Eisenhower confirmed this enduring democratic truth. In his remarkable 1961 Farewell Address (discussed later in depth), Eisenhower famously warned of a conjunction of forces—“economic, political, even spiritual”—that were at that time aligning to threaten “the very structure of our society.” The words military-industrial complex (MIC) are the most remembered from his Farewell Address, but, in today’s world, a lesser known passage holds even greater relevance to the challenges America faces in the years ahead. Having warned of the “disastrous rise of misplaced power” that could result from the continued “acquisition of unwarranted influence” by the MIC, Eisenhower offered an inspiring rallying cry that must guide us today: “Only an alert and knowledgeable citizenry,” he declared, “can compel the proper meshing of the huge industrial and military machinery of defense with our peaceful methods and goals, so that security and liberty may prosper together.”

It is my hope in the pages that follow to help promote the alertness and knowledge Eisenhower saw as necessary to “compel” the kind of reform so needed by the American system. For just as personal therapy requires a starting point of self-knowledge and tough love, deep and caring national introspection is the first step on the road to recovery for a country that has over time come unmoored from that which made her most strong, beautiful, and enduring.

Eugene Jarecki
Magdalena, New Mexico
May 24, 2009



Introduction: Mission Creep

What are we fighting for? Why do we bury our sons and brothers in lonely graves far from home? For bigger and better business? You know the answer. We’re fighting for liberty—the most expensive luxury known to man. These rights, these privileges, these traditions are precious enough to fight for, precious enough to die for.

Lieutenant General Brehon Somervell
Fort Belvoir, Virginia
March 9, 1944

First, a confession. This book is not written by a policy scholar, nor a soldier, nor an insider to the workings of America’s military establishment. I am first and foremost a filmmaker, whose 2006 documentary Why We Fight sought to make sense of America’s seemingly inexorable path to the tragic quagmire in Iraq. Though I lost friends in the attacks of 9/11 and thus understood the public outrage they produced, I was distressed to see a national tragedy converted by the White House into the pretext for a preemptive war. Still, following the attacks, and prior to being drowned out by war drums from the White House, there was a period of soul-searching among many people I knew.

This spirit was briefly magnified by the mainstream media into the inflammatory query, “Why do they hate us?”—a question that exaggerated the issue, equating any effort simply to understand the roots of the crisis with blaming America for the attacks committed against her. “Why do they hate us?” also did more to forge a gulf between “them” and “us” than to address the deeper questions on people’s minds: questions about the state of the world and America’s role in it, such as “How did we get to this point?”, and “where are we going?”

Before long, as war became inevitable, attention to these questions faded, and public discourse turned predictably partisan. As pro- and antiwar camps hardened, I sought to examine the forces that had so quickly plunged the nation into conflict on several fronts—from the unlimited battle space of the so-called war on terror to the front lines of Iraq. During the earliest days of World War II, the legendary Hollywood director Frank Capra had made his Why We Fight films for the U.S. military, examining America’s reasons for entering that war. At a new time of war, Capra’s driving questions take on renewed resonance: “Why are we Americans on the march? What turned our resources, our machines, our whole nation into one vast arsenal, producing more and more weapons of war instead of the old materials of peace?”

A half century since Capra posed these questions, the answers seemed less clear than ever. In order first to research my film and then, upon its release, to show it to audiences, I traveled to the farthest reaches of America’s military and civilian landscapes, to military bases and defense plants, to small towns and large towns from the Beltway to the heartland. Among the many things I learned on my travels is that neither supporters nor critics of the Bush administration seemed to understand how its warmaking and sweeping assertions of executive power fit into the long history of the American Republic. Instead, for the most part, critics and supporters were locked in a shallower debate, with one side citing 9/11 as grounds for the administration’s radical doctrine of preemption, and the other side vilifying George W. Bush and his team as an overwhelming threat to all that is great and good about America. Lost in this shouting match was any real understanding of what Bush and his wars represent in the larger story of what a thoughtful Air Force colonel described to me as “the American way of war.”

Along my journey, I met the characters who appear in these pages. Whether civilian or military, each has been touched by the Iraq War and past American wars in one way or another. And each has a story to tell that sheds light on war’s larger political, economic, and spiritual implications for American life. While this book is principally a survey of the evolution of the American system from its birth in a war of revolution to its contemporary reality as the world’s sole superpower, it is ultimately a human system—composed of humans and guided by the ideas, aspirations, and contradictions of humans. As such, the characters in this book lend humanity to its analysis, reminding us that the faceless forces examined here have been set in motion by humans and can thus be redirected by them.

Many of the people portrayed in this book are themselves self-acknowledged works-in-progress. What I came to admire about many of them is their courage in having traveled great personal distance in their understanding of the system in which they have operated, and in many cases continue to operate. Their stories not only illuminate their particular areas of expertise but, by demonstrating their personal capacity to change and grow, remind us of that prospect for ourselves, and for the system of which we are all a part.

As America now hopes to leave the traumatic first years of the twenty-first century behind and move into a period of loftier ambitions, the nation remains embroiled in a tragic conflict with no clear objective or foreseeable exit. Given all that has come to light about the errors and misdeeds of the Bush years, there is an understandable temptation to dwell on how George W. Bush and those around him could have so misguided the nation, destabilized the world, and compromised America’s position in it. Yet, while accountability for these actions is vital, it must be accompanied by rigorous efforts to understand the historical forces that brought America to a place from which Bush’s radicalization of policy was possible. Without such vigilance by what Eisenhower called “an alert and knowledgeable citizenry,” the system is prone to repeat and, worse, to build on the regrettable patterns of recent years.

From her birth, America was shaped by a contradiction of impulses among the founders. On the one hand, given their difficult experience as colonists under British rule, these men sought to design a republic that would avoid the errors of past major powers. On the other hand, they saw the nation’s vast potential and recognized that, no matter how well intended, its government could one day face the dilemmas encountered by its imperialist precursors. The Roman Republic had been overwhelmed by Caesar’s imperial ambitions, and the framers recognized that the American system would need to keep the power of its leaders in check. “If men were angels,” James Madison noted, “no government would be necessary.”

From this insight followed the brilliant concept of the separation of powers, with checks and balances between them; and among these, none was more important to the framers than the constraints placed on the power of any individual to take the country to war. They thus intentionally entangled the authority to declare and prosecute war in a complex web of interlocking responsibilities between the branches.

Looking back from a contemporary vantage point—at a time of great friction among the branches over the separation of powers—it’s remarkable both how prescient the framers were and yet how much, despite their efforts, events have come to fulfill their worst fears.

In his 1796 Farewell Address, George Washington provided several pieces of indispensable guidance for the generations that would follow. Warning against “permanent alliances with any portion of the foreign world,” he declared that “overgrown military establishments” were antithetical to republican liberties. Washington’s idea was simple. If America stayed clear of the infighting that had historically gone on between European nations, it would much less often face the pressure to go to war and incur its attendant political, economic, and spiritual costs.

Almost two centuries later, on January 17, 1961, another general-turned-president would echo Washington in his own Farewell Address. “We have been compelled to create a permanent armaments industry of vast proportions,” declared Dwight D. Eisenhower, warning famously that America must “guard against the acquisition of unwarranted influence … by the military-industrial complex.” Eisenhower’s warning against the “MIC,” as it has come to be known, was a milestone in American history. From his firsthand experience, Eisenhower felt compelled to warn the nation that in the wake of World War II and amid its efforts to fight the Cold War, military, industrial, and political interests were forming an “unholy alliance” that was distorting America’s national priorities.

As the chapters of this book explore, between Washington’s time and Eisenhower’s, and in turn between Eisenhower’s and today, with each of the wars America has fought, she has drifted ever further from the framers’ desired balance between a certain measure of isolationism and the necessity to defend the country. With each war, too, the separation of powers has suffered, with the executive branch coming to far outweigh the others in influence, agency, and power.

Examining the history of how this came to pass is in no way intended to minimize the errors, moral compromises, and outright offenses perpetrated by George W. Bush and his administration. Yet it does offer a deeper explanation of how such a radical chapter in the history of American policy was made possible by what preceded it. Only by getting at these roots of the American way of war can we begin to develop a realistic prescription for the nation’s repair.

At the heart of this analysis is a military concept known as “mission creep.” This term could have been used to describe any number of American wars from Korea to Vietnam to Iraq. But it first appeared in 1993 in articles on the UN peacekeeping mission in Somalia. Since then, it has swept into the parlance of Pentagon planners and, like so many terms that start in the military, spread into other fields. It means simply “the gradual process by which a campaign or mission’s objectives change over time, especially with undesirable consequences.”1

Not since John F. Kennedy has the relationship between a sitting president and his father been as talked about as that between George W. Bush and George H. W. Like Kennedy, George Junior grew up in the shadow of a powerful patriarch to whom his political ascent was widely attributed. But unlike Kennedy, George Junior’s presidency was from the start undermined by rumors of significant ideological difference, distance, and disapproval from his father. George Senior has at times tried to dispel this impression, yet his body language and public statements by key members of his inner circle betray otherwise.

Nowhere does the gulf between father and son reveal itself more vividly than in the first Bush’s 1992 memoir, entitled A World Transformed. Explaining his decision not to pursue the overthrow of Saddam Hussein after the 1991 Gulf War, the forty-first president could not have imagined that his words might one day challenge his son’s decision to do just that:

We would have been forced to occupy Baghdad and, in effect, rule Iraq. The coalition would instantly have collapsed, the Arabs deserting it in anger and other allies pulling out as well. Under the circumstances, there was no viable “exit strategy” we could see….

Released during the Clinton years, Bush’s memoir was generally perceived as a faint echo of a bygone time. But as George Junior’s war in Iraq began slipping into a quagmire he hadn’t anticipated, his father’s words were brought back by critics to haunt him.

Had we gone the invasion route, the U.S. could conceivably still be an occupying power in a bitterly hostile land. It would have been a dramatically different—and perhaps barren—outcome.

It’s almost painful to read how clearly the elder Bush can foresee the fate that awaits his son. But beyond the battlefield, Bush Senior also predicted the larger danger of drifting policy rationales:

Trying to eliminate Saddam, extending the ground war into an occupation of Iraq would have violated our guideline about not changing objectives in midstream, engaging in “mission creep,” and would have incurred incalculable human and political costs.2

As George W. Bush’s rationale for war in Iraq shifted—from a link between Saddam and 9/11, to Iraq’s possession and development of weapons of mass destruction, to the goal of liberating the Iraqi people, to suppressing an insurgency, and ultimately to scrambling to contain the fallout of a tragically misguided conflict—the Iraq War has been a case study in mission creep.

Still, this book is not about the drifting mission of George Junior’s misadventure in Iraq. Rather, it sees this drift as a symptom—and a predictable one—of a broader mission creep that has afflicted the country since its very founding. Though the Bush administration has, without question, asserted unprecedented executive powers and done far-reaching damage to the republic, the foreign and domestic policies of George W. Bush were not born overnight. And just as American soldiers now retread paths well worn during past engagements in the Iraqi desert and elsewhere, so too Bush’s trespasses at home and abroad have deep roots in the country’s history.



1
The Tip of the Spear

The deliberate and deadly attacks which were carried out yesterday against our country were more than acts of terror. They were acts of war.

George W. Bush
September 12, 2001

At 5:10 a.m. an F-117 Stealth Nighthawk banked silently through the first rays of sunrise. Inside the cockpit, the pilot noticed the stars and moon still shining on the Tigris below.

“The sun, the moon, the stars,” he now recalls wistfully. “If I’d been anywhere else in the world at that time, flying around on a training mission, I’d have said, ‘This is the coolest thing I’ve ever seen.’ But then I realized where I was sitting. Over enemy territory, about to unleash a couple of two-thousand-pound bombs into a city I knew had lots of antiaircraft artillery. So it was that one moment of peace and then back to work.”

Major Mark “Fuji” Hoehn and his mission partner Colonel Dave “Tooms” Toomey are members of the elite 379th Air Expeditionary Wing of the U.S. Air Force.1 On March 19, 2003, they were selected to carry out an order issued directly from the Pentagon—a top-secret assassination attempt on Saddam Hussein, using GPS-guided bunker-busters. Though they did not know it, their mission was to be the opening strike of Operation Iraqi Freedom.

“We really didn’t know who was there and who was gonna take the blow of what we were about to do,” recalls Tooms.2

Gliding silently and alone through Iraqi airspace, there was much that these men knew. They had spent the bulk of their adult lives stationed in the Middle East, and so they knew significant landmarks on their flight plan. They knew their jobs. They knew they needed to penetrate the air defenses of a heavily guarded city, deliver their payloads, and return to base as quietly as they came. They believed in the mission of the United States of America, and they knew that theirs was not to question.

But what they did not know was that they were the tip of a very long spear—one that stretches far back in the country’s history. And despite their faith that the spear is straight and narrow, it is a crooked one. It has been pulled, scarred, and disfigured by two centuries of American war. Fuji and Tooms did not know that their mission, which will one day be the stuff of tales for their grandchildren, was the culmination of America’s evolution from her birth in a war of independence to this latest war of broken promises, imperial overreach, and shattering loss. In the intervening years, America’s mission has drifted—slowly and imperceptibly, but meaningfully. Yet at the rarefied altitude at which they fly, Fuji and Tooms were either too deeply indoctrinated or too far removed from the decision making to notice.

There is a wistful glimmer in Fuji’s eyes as he recalls those moments. “I remember thinking to myself, ‘If we did our job today, this whole thing might be over tomorrow.’ ”

Of course, it would not be over the next day or the next. More than three years later, on November 27, 2006, Operation Iraqi Freedom quietly surpassed the length of American involvement in World War II. Rather than joining D-Day, Iwo Jima, or San Juan Hill in the pantheon of glorious American operations, Fuji and Tooms’s mission has become just a flameout in the dark, impenetrable fog of another misbegotten war.

But why was their mission so ill-conceived? And more broadly, how has the American way of war drifted so far off course?

MAN IN THE LOOP

Today’s American military subscribes to a technological principle called “man in the loop.” It’s a safeguard against overmechanization in an age of high-tech war. As defense systems become more intricate and autonomous, maintaining the “human element” in a command chain has become a design imperative.

As Fuji and Tooms pressed toward their target that night, they were the mission’s men in the loop. The plane they flew—the legendary F-117 Stealth Nighthawk—is a technological marvel, its triangular frame scored with origamilike angles that diffract even the most sophisticated radar, making it all but imperceptible to the enemy. Overseeing the plane’s highly automated operation, Fuji and Tooms were chiefly responsible for the “lethality” of the mission, meaning the actual deployment of weapons.

“We pretty much let the airplane fly itself,” Tooms explains. “That way, I can dedicate a hundred percent of my time to making sure I put my weapons where they belong.”

“The ‘man in the loop’ principle gives you some final control to the last second,” Fuji elaborates. “We train to hit our intended target and minimize collateral damage to everything else around that. You can’t eliminate the risk a hundred percent of the time, and we realize that. But we can try to minimize it one hundred percent of the time.”

Consummate professionals, Fuji and Tooms explain in painstaking detail the lengths to which they go to minimize error in the execution of an operation. Yet given the nature of military hierarchy, the human element they are expected to provide is necessarily limited. While the man in the loop is asked to assess and minimize the risk of operational error, he is hierarchically barred from considering the possibility of error in the larger conception of the operation.

“Being a military officer,” Tooms explains, “my job is to support my president and the mission that he gave me.”

“From a soldier’s perspective,” Fuji echoes flatly, “it gets old listening to the debates on policy. It’s not ours to decide. We do what we’re told.”

At the time they are speaking, Operation Iraqi Freedom has been under way for six months—much shorter than it will ultimately last but, as was true for so many Americans, longer than either Fuji or Tooms expected. Catchphrases like “cakewalk” and “Mission Accomplished” are already commonly understood to reflect wishful thinking, and there is a hint of defensiveness in their accounts of the mission.

As soldiers, they maintain that their missions are not of their own choosing. By the time an order comes to them, they must trust that it has been well-considered and produced by the processes outlined in the Constitution they’ve sworn to serve. The individuals along a chain of command are limited in their authority, reduced to a narrow set of functions. Simply put, those who drop the bombs do not give the order and those who give the order do not see the consequences of their decision. Everyone in between has an even more tenuous connection to the operation.

The term “man in the loop” turns out to be catchy but deceptive. For the command chain does not really want a man in the loop, just certain parts of the man. Flying the F-117 and operating its bomb-guidance systems, Fuji and Tooms’ faculties are fully engaged—eyes on the dials, hands on the joystick, mind on the checklist—but as men they are decidedly out of the loop. Of course no military can work properly if every functionary asks probing questions about strategy. Dedicated airmen like Fuji and Tooms may perform their mission flawlessly and yet be left scratching their heads at how their precision-guided strike could have launched such a misguided war.

Unbeknownst to them, Fuji and Tooms’ mission to “decapitate the snake” (their words) by eliminating Saddam Hussein launched a pioneering doctrine of preemptive, surgical war. It reflected a radical new vision of America’s global role, and yet one that had taken shape over generations. It was the first salvo in a war fueled by post-9/11 national unity, yet one that would bitterly divide the country. Operation Iraqi Freedom, justified by its proponents as necessary to bring democracy to a foreign land, would bring great challenges to democracy at home.

In a broader historical context, Fuji and Tooms’ secret sortie represents no less than the culmination of the American way of war over two centuries. Though the “Bush Doctrine” it heralded is widely seen as an aberrant escalation of American militarism, the debate between its advocates and critics reflects a tension between isolationist restraint and expansionist aggression that dates back to the dawn of the Republic. What is new about the Doctrine is that it effectively abandons any regard for the isolationist side of that debate and forecloses on the possibility that the debate itself is necessary for the health of the republic.


REVENGE OF THE NERDS

As Operation Iraqi Freedom exploded into the full tragedy of the Iraq War, leaving the ambitious goals of its planners smoldering in the streets of Baghdad, the mainstream media began to investigate how America became entangled in what even former top U.S. commander in Iraq Ricardo Sanchez has called “a nightmare with no end in sight.”3 Generally, the investigation into who was responsible for shaping this misguided policy amounted to a shifting blame game. From Dick Cheney’s Halliburton ties to the Bush family’s oil interests to the Israeli lobby to the invisible hand of the military-industrial complex, the mainstream media considered several potential suspects before settling on the so-called neoconservatives. This small but influential cadre of policy planners are suspected of having “cooked the books” to turn 9/11 into a cause for war against Saddam.

Though the neocons certainly bear their share of responsibility for the push for war, it is inaccurate to attribute it entirely to them. Their real impact should rather be assessed in a longer historical context, as the latest episode in an ever-shifting dialogue among policy planners over America’s optimal role in the world. This is not to deny that the neocons have had a radical impact on U.S. foreign policy and have exerted powerful, misguided influence. They have. Yet what too many analyses of the war have overlooked is that their ideas, and the appeal of those ideas, have deep roots.

Conventional wisdom on the neoconservatives goes something like this: The Bush Doctrine and Iraq War arose out of a moment when an attack on America returned a group of marginalized misfits from a former time to center stage, where they zealously paved the way to Baghdad. Several of these neocons had made an ill-fated appearance during the tenure of Bush’s father. When the collapse of the Soviet Union left America an unrivaled colossus astride the globe, many saw a chance for a peace dividend. Others, like then–Defense Secretary Cheney, Under Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz, and his deputy I. Lewis Libby, didn’t. To these and other members of Bush 41’s administration, losing the country’s only superpower rival merely underscored the need to prevent any other nation from accruing similar power in the future. As secretary of defense, Cheney instructed Wolfowitz and a group of policy thinkers to draft a new American foreign policy.

Under the innocuous title “Defense Planning Guidance for the 1994–99 Fiscal Years,” this new policy was leaked to the press before completion, generating a storm of controversy.4 In the years since, the document has become one of those unsettling blueprints from the Strangelovian depths of the system that fuels endless blogosphere fantasies. And it was a doozy. Designed to ensure “a world dominated by one superpower” and to “prevent the re-emergence of a new rival,”5 it would, if adopted, have proved the most radical expansion of American hard power since the Truman Doctrine. Whereas Truman called on America to develop permanent military preparedness in order to protect “free peoples” anywhere from the threat of communism, Wolfowitz’s document went further. It recommended that America commit herself “to establish and protect a new order … deterring potential competitors from even aspiring to a larger regional or global role.” The means to such deterrence would include, when necessary, the use of preemptive force. The memo specifically advocated military intervention in Iraq to assure “access to vital raw material, primarily Persian Gulf Oil” and to prevent the spread of Saddam’s suspected weapons of mass destruction.

At the time, though, this doctrine was widely rejected as too radical a departure from the country’s practice of using force only when facing a clear threat to its people, allies, or interests. In an embarrassed scramble, Wolfowitz’s draft was disavowed by the administration, hastily retracted, and rewritten by Cheney and Colin Powell, then chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Its tone was softened, but its authors’ imperial ambitions had already attracted attention. Then, with Bush 41’s loss to Bill Clinton in the 1992 election, the debate became academic. Wolfowitz and other key thinkers were relegated to Washington’s policy bullpen, where they whiled away a decade in the shadows of think tanks and private pressure groups.

Several of these groups, such as the American Enterprise Institute, the Center for Security Policy, and the Heritage Foundation, have gained notoriety in recent years, but none more so than the ambitiously conceived Project for the New American Century (PNAC), founded in 1997 by neoconservatives William Kristol and Robert D. Kagan. In 1996, Foreign Affairs had published an article in which Kristol and Kagan took the unpopular view that, in the wake of the Cold War, America should act as a “benevolent hegemon.” They wrote of “resisting, and where possible undermining, rising dictators and hostile ideologies … providing assistance to those struggling against the more extreme manifestations of human evil.” Echoing the earlier Wolfowitz doctrine, they challenged the prevailing post–Cold War wisdom that America should enjoy the benefits of newfound peace and turn away from foreign entanglement.

In 1998, PNAC published an open letter to President Clinton warning of Saddam Hussein’s weapons of mass destruction and advocating preemptive action to overthrow him. Clinton rejected the call, emphasizing the next day in a message to Congress that his focus was instead on the rise of “terrorists who threaten to disrupt the Middle East peace process.”6 Clinton’s disagreement with the neoconservatives was, though, more one of degree than of principle. Indeed, his decision to involve America in the conflict in Bosnia took a page directly from PNAC’s “benevolent hegemon” playbook.

As Kristol himself affirms, “we supported President Clinton when he intervened in Bosnia in December 1995, antagonizing some conservative Republicans who didn’t like President Clinton. Then we ended up through most of the late nineties becoming critical of Clinton and what we regarded as his somewhat weak and wishful multilateralism.”7

In 2000, frustrated by Clinton’s unwillingness to pursue regime change in Iraq, PNAC published a broader policy report entitled Rebuilding America’s Defenses. The document praised the leaked 1992 “Defense Planning Guidance” memorandum and advocated an expanded international role for the United States and, implicitly, a sweeping overhaul of its arsenal to establish a “Pax Americana.” A “revolution in military affairs,” as PNAC’s authors called it, was required “to change today’s force into tomorrow’s force, replacing the notion of brute force with an ideal of maneuverability, speed, and flexibility.”8 Mentioned eighteen times in the report, precision-guided munitions would be the vanguard of this revolution. The weaponry deployed by Fuji and Tooms in their opening strike—a combined laser- and GPS-guided EGBU-27 bomb launched from a single-seat Stealth fighter—was the apotheosis of the technological “revolution” championed by PNAC.

Though George W. Bush came to embrace these views, before 9/11 he ignored PNAC’s call to arms just as Clinton had. During the 2000 presidential campaign, Bush had called for a “humble” foreign policy, arguing that it was not “the role of the United States to go around the world and say this is the way it’s got to be.”9 Nonetheless, many neoconservatives, including a number who had been signatories of PNAC’s 2000 report and 1998 letter to Clinton, were appointed to key posts in his administration:

• Donald Rumsfeld, Secretary of Defense

• Paul Wolfowitz, Deputy Defense Secretary

• Stephen A. Cambone, Under Secretary of Defense for Intelligence

• Abram Shulsky, director of the Pentagon’s Office of Special Plans

• John R. Bolton, Under Secretary of State and later ambassador to the UN

• Peter W. Rodman, Assistant Secretary of Defense for International Security

• Eliot A. Cohen and Devon Cross, members of the Pentagon’s Defense Policy Board

• I. Lewis Libby, Chief of Staff to Vice President Dick Cheney

• Dov Zakheim, Defense Department Comptroller

• Zalmay Khalilzad, head of Bush-Cheney DoD transition team and U.S. ambassador to Iraq

• Elliott Abrams, special assistant to the president and later deputy national security adviser for Global Democracy and Strategy

• Francis Fukuyama, member, President’s Council on Bioethics

• Bruce Jackson, president, U.S. Committee on NATO

• Richard Armitage, Deputy Secretary of State

• Richard Perle, chairman of the Pentagon’s Defense Policy Board

• Robert Zoellick, Deputy Secretary of State

• Paula Dobriansky, Under Secretary of State for Democracy and Global Affairs

That people of one view were being appointed to positions of influence at a time Bush was endorsing an opposing view can be interpreted either as an intentional bait-and-switch or as an accident of the Bush team not yet having settled on a cohesive foreign policy vision.

Richard Perle, who served as an adviser to the administration and chairman of the Pentagon’s Defense Policy Board, recalls these formative days firsthand. “The president, as he was preparing to run, knew that there was a great deal he didn’t know about global politics,” Perle explains. “He also knew that it was important to learn those things, and he was eager to learn them. And he brought people in who he believed could help him comprehend the world.”10

Bush and the neocons made strange bedfellows. William Kristol confesses to a certain initial ambivalence among neoconservatives toward the new president. “When George Bush was elected in 2000, he wasn’t necessarily our favorite candidate,” says Kristol. “Just as we regarded Republicans in Congress as neo-isolationists in their disdain for getting involved in trouble spots around the world, we were critical of him in the first few months of his administration.”

The shock of the 9/11 attacks made the difference. As the policy for war in Iraq took shape after 9/11, the 2000 PNAC report began to read like the administration’s foreign policy blueprint. The prevailing wisdom argues that Bush’s dramatic conversion was due to the influence of the neocons, though the neocons themselves generally downplay their role in swaying him.

Kristol is one of those who pooh-poohs the neocons’ influence. “I wouldn’t exaggerate the influence of the Project for the New American Century or any of our particular reports,” he says. “Like every think tank, we put out things and most of them were ignored at the time.” He also challenges the notion that Bush was somehow duped by them. “You know,” he argues, “there are some people in Europe who think that Bush is kind of a dunce, and they were therefore very eager to find a small bunch of thinkers somewhere, preferably acting in a slightly conspiratorial way, who came up with these ideas and somehow bamboozled the administration into embracing them.” Yet even Kristol acknowledges that just as 9/11 “changed everything,” the 2000 report did have “some influence” after the attacks. “In some respects,” he almost gloats, “I suppose you might say we argued for elements of the Bush Doctrine before the Bush Doctrine existed or before George W. Bush became president.”

Eliot Cohen, a foreign policy scholar who was one of the signatories of the 2000 PNAC report, shares his colleague’s skepticism of the neocons’ influence. “It’s tremendously flattering to the vanity of intellectuals,” Cohen laughs, “to think that you write a paper, people read it, and then they go off and change the foreign policy of the United States. But it doesn’t work that way.”11

When asked about his own influence on the administration, Richard Perle gives a coquettish answer. “I think those of us who have been arguing for this administration’s current policies are obviously pleased that there is an administration that has adopted them,” he says matter-of-factly. “The people who came in with the president, or many of them anyway, were certainly prepared to shift in a radical direction. I think it’s fair to say radical. Radical reform of the military establishment, radical reassertion of American power. A radical unwillingness to suffer attacks that went unrequited.”

However influential the neocons may judge themselves, there is no denying that much of what PNAC advocated in its 1998 letter to Clinton and 2000 report became administration policy between 2002 and 2006. For example, the 2000 report:

• Urged the repudiation of the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty and a commitment to a global missile defense system. The administration has pursued both courses.

• Recommended that to project the power to enforce a worldwide “Pax Americana,” the United States would have to increase defense spending from 3 percent of gross domestic product to as much as 3.8 percent. For the 2002 fiscal year, the Bush administration indeed requested a defense budget of $379 billion, almost exactly 3.8 percent of GDP.

• Advocated the “transformation” of the U.S. military to meet such expanded obligations, including the cancellation of outmoded defense programs like the Crusader artillery system. On May 8, 2002, Secretary Rumsfeld announced his decision to cancel the Crusader program.

• Urged the development of small nuclear warheads “required in targeting the very deep, underground hardened bunkers that are being built by many of our potential adversaries.” In 2002, the Pentagon sought funding from Congress to develop such a weapon, called the Robust Nuclear Earth Penetrator. The House approved. The Senate did not.

The impression of PNAC’s influence is deepened by haunting parallels between language in the PNAC report and that used by the administration in its September 2002 declaration of policy, entitled the National Security Strategy of the United States of America. “As the 20th century draws to a close, the United States stands as the world’s most preeminent power,” the PNAC report declared. “For most of the 20th century, the world was divided by a great struggle … that great struggle is over,” the National Security Strategy echoed. “The United States possesses unprecedented—and unequaled—strength and influence in the world.”

In addition to advocating foreign military projection, the PNAC report emphasized the need for domestic security: “Finally, we have argued that we must restore the foundation of American security and the basis for U.S. military operations abroad by improving our homeland defenses.” The National Security Strategy concurred: “While we recognize that our best defense is a good offense, we are also strengthening America’s homeland security to protect against and deter attack.”

The PNAC report expressed in imperative terms a commitment to stop rogue powers from threatening U.S. interests: “We cannot allow,” it warned, “North Korea, Iran, Iraq or similar states to undermine American leadership, intimidate American allies or threaten the American homeland itself.”

This heightened rhetoric identifying key U.S. adversaries would wind its way with haunting similarity into the president’s 2003 State of the Union address, in which he notoriously portrayed Iraq, Iran, and North Korea as “an axis of evil.” Officially committing the nation to a long-standing tenet of neoconservative thought, Bush declared that “the United States of America will not permit the world’s most dangerous regimes to threaten us with the world’s most destructive weapons.”

Reinforcing the perception of the neocons’ influence was the fact that they seemed almost to revel in a ghoulish public image, even jokingly referring to themselves as “the cabal.”12 Yet while a degree of influence is certainly evident, and while the scenario of a cohort of zealots hijacking the country’s foreign policy may provide some explanation for how America ended up in Iraq, it is incomplete. To understand the true roots of the Iraq War, one must recognize that the tension between those who would have America mind her own business and those who would advocate a more international role is as old as the republic. What is new is the extent to which the neoconservatives under Bush managed to skew policy so vigorously toward intervention.

FALSE IDOLS: WHERE ON EARTH DID NEOCONSERVATISM COME FROM?

Neoconservative thought has deep and varied roots. According to noted scholar Francis Fukuyama, a common misperception among critics of neoconservatism is the belief that it represents a single, monolithic worldview. In fact, Fukuyama argues, it is a collection of ideas that coalesced in the minds of academics over decades of struggling to reconcile conflicting lessons of the twentieth century—about the rise of the Communist threat and the dangers for democracy, about when to go to war and how to fight, and ultimately about America’s place in the world.13

Despite the extent to which neoconservatives are credited with instigating the Iraq War, there is much debate on precisely what the definition of a neoconservative is. In a blurb written for the collection of essays The Neocon Reader, Henry Kissinger praised its editor, Irwin Stelzer, for “demythologizing the neoconservative ‘movement,’ clarifying the American traditions from which it arises, and illustrating the broad spectrum of views it embraces.”14 No short summary of neoconservative ideas could suffice to characterize the tangled web of thought it represents. Yet for the purposes of evaluating neocon influence on the Bush administration’s foreign policy, and more specifically on the Iraq war plan, this summary of neocon thought, written by one of its key proponents, Robert Kagan, is illuminating: “When employed fairly neutrally to describe a foreign policy worldview,” he writes, “neoconservatism usually has a recognizable meaning. It connotes a potent moralism and idealism in world affairs, a belief in America’s exceptional role as a promoter of the principles of liberty and democracy, a belief in the preservation of American primacy and in the exercise of power, including military power, as a tool for defending and advancing moralistic and idealistic causes, as well as a suspicion of international institutions and a tendency toward unilateralism.”15

As the inadequacy of postwar planning in Iraq became apparent, the neocons were widely criticized as zealously ideological and terribly shortsighted. Many traced their misguided vision to the political philosopher Leo Strauss, an influential professor of political science at the University of Chicago from 1949 to 1969. Those who have drawn a connection between Strauss and the neocons stress Strauss’s view of the threat totalitarianism poses to democracy and the need for the world’s democracies to combat this threat vigorously in their foreign policies and promulgate liberal principles. As Seymour Hersh wrote in his May 12, 2003, New Yorker article “Selective Intelligence,” “Strauss’s influence on foreign-policy decision-making (he never wrote explicitly about the subject himself) is usually discussed in terms of his tendency to view the world as a place where isolated liberal democracies live in constant danger from hostile elements abroad, and face threats that must be confronted vigorously and with strong leadership.”

Also highlighted has been the elitism of Strauss’s view that good government sometimes requires deceiving the public. One prominent critic of Strauss, Shadia Drury, links this inclination on Strauss’ part to his admiration for Plato’s concept of the “noble lie.”16 The neocons, Drury asserts, called on this argument to justify to themselves the deceptions about Saddam’s possession of weapons of mass destruction. On a related note, Hersh quotes Strauss critic Robert Pippin to say that “Strauss believed that good statesmen have powers of judgment and must rely on an inner circle. The person who whispers in the ear of the King is more important than the King. If you have that talent, what you do or say in public cannot be held accountable in the same way.”

During the 1970s at the University of Chicago, Strauss briefly taught future Under Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz and his deputy, Abram Shulsky, and his influence was also traced to Richard Perle, Elliott Abrams, and influential neoconservative pundit William Kristol. Though these last three had never directly studied under Strauss, they had studied under Harvard professor Harvey Mansfield, a noted Straussian. The neocons themselves have, however, tended to minimize Strauss’s influence on their arguments for war.

Three days after Hersh’s article appeared, Wolfowitz was interviewed by Vanity Fair about the “Straussian connection.” Though he confirmed having taken a couple of “terrific courses” from Strauss at the University of Chicago, Wolfowitz dismissed the notion that Strauss was the inspirational figure behind the neoconservative movement. Such a connection, Wolfowitz argued, is just “a product of fevered minds who seem incapable of understanding that September 11th changed a lot of things and changed the way we need to approach the world.”17 Neoconservative author Francis Fukuyama, who has worked closely with Wolfowitz over the years and studied with Strauss’ protégé Allan Bloom, concurs with Wolfowitiz that the media has overdrawn the “Straussian connection.” In America at the Crossroads, Fukuyama echoes Hersh in pointing out that “Leo Strauss said virtually nothing about foreign policy, however much students or students of students may have sought to translate his philosophical ideas into policies.”

Fukuyama, Wolfowitz, and Perle all trace the foreign policy dimension of neoconservatism instead to Albert Wohlstetter. A mathematician trained in the intricacies of the method of strategic analysis known as game theory who worked at the influential RAND Corporation think tank during the 1950s and 1960s, Wohlstetter was skeptical of the doctrine of massive retaliation—Mutually Assured Destruction (MAD)—that guided U.S. foreign policy during the Cold War. While at RAND, he wrote a number of policy papers outlining new strategic approaches to fighting the Cold War with a specific focus on the nuclear arms race. As Fukuyama argues, Wohlstetter believed that, on both moral and strategic grounds, “the threat to wipe out tens or hundreds of millions of civilians was both immoral and noncredible,” so the MAD doctrine, instituted during the Eisenhower years, should be abandoned. To Wohlstetter, overreliance on the logic behind MAD was dangerous. As he wrote in a highly influential paper in 1958 entitled The Delicate Balance of Terror, “Is deterrence a necessary consequence of both sides having a nuclear delivery capability, and is all-out war nearly obsolete? Is mutual extinction the only outcome of a general war?” Wohlstetter thought not. “Deterrence … is not automatic,” he wrote. “While feasible, it will be much harder to achieve in the 1960s than is generally believed.” America’s strategic advantage should instead lie, he argued, in developing precision weaponry and engaging in more limited wars, conducting preemptive strikes only if it was deemed strategically advantageous. Wohlstetter was a proponent of the development of both “smart” weapons and smaller-scale nuclear weaponry that could actually be used, and he objected to the constraints on the development of new nuclear weapons imposed by arms limitations treaties.18

During the late 1960s, several leading neoconservative figures crossed paths with and were influenced by Wohlstetter, including Wolfowitz and Perle (who once dated Wohlstetter’s daughter). “He was probably the greatest strategic thinker this country has produced,” Perle recalls. “We became friends and spent many hours talking. And that was just the tip of the iceberg. And under the iceberg was a lengthy and meticulous study of U.S. strategy that led to massive revisions in the way we thought about defense, the way we thought about nuclear deterrence, and how we organized our military forces.” Among Wohlstetter’s primary arguments was that the United States must arm itself with the best technology available to develop sophisticated tactical weapons that would inflict ever decreasing “collateral damage” on civilian populations.19

Wohlstetter’s influence is manifestly clear in the Iraq War plan’s emphasis on precision weaponry. But again, his vision—like Strauss’s—is only one component of neoconservative thought.

Fukuyama sees the true origins of neoconservatism in the 1930s, when a group of New York–based, left-leaning academics, including Irving Kristol (William’s father), Daniel Bell, Nathan Glazer, and Daniel Patrick Moynihan, grew disillusioned with communism. This group, according to Fukuyama, “sympathized with the social and economic aims of communism, but in the course of the 1930s and 1940s came to realize that ‘existing socialism’ had become a monstrosity of unintended consequences,” undermining its own idealistic goals.20 In the way that disillusionment with one view can be converted to intense zeal for another, this group of disappointed lefties came to oppose communism and the Soviet Union as strongly as anyone on the right. The intensity of their views put them at odds through the years both with the American left and with realists on the right, whom they found too accommodating of communism. Years later, the realpolitik of Kissinger’s détente policy likewise seemed too great a compromise with a system they saw as immoral and malevolent.

It was the socialist Michael Harrington who coined the term “neoconservative” in an article in Dissent magazine in 1973 and attached it to this group as a pejorative stab at what he saw as the dubious origins of their thinking. The prominent latter-day neocon Michael Novak writes:

In those days (the mid-1970s), it was thought that there was really no genuinely conservative movement in the United States as there always had been in Europe. In America, it was said, there is only one variant or another of liberalism—the old fuddy-duddy liberalism of the 18th and 19th centuries, or some blend of European socialism/social de-mocracy.

Thus, to call a foe who had long been identified with the Left a “conservative” was thought to be a lonely literary ostracism. To prefix that with “neo” was to suggest something like “pseudo” or “not even genuine.” No historical tradition or cultural movement called by that name could be decried anywhere in sight. Just a tiny band, cast out into the darkness of intellectual isolation.21

Eventually they would come in from the cold. Among politicians who took up the anticommunism cause of Kristol and company, the primary champion was a former liberal B-movie actor and the most beloved Republican president since Abraham Lincoln. From as early as the late forties, Ronald Reagan’s anticommunism was so rabid that the Screen Actors Guild president—called “Informant T-10” by the FBI—secretly helped to blacklist fellow actors he suspected were Communists. “How do you tell a Communist?” Reagan joked hypothetically. “Well, it’s someone who reads Marx and Lenin. And how do you tell an anti-Communist? It’s someone who understands Marx and Lenin.”22

Like Kristol, Bell, and their fellow protoneocons, Reagan started out as a liberal Democrat; but as he began to feel that the Democrats had fallen out of step with his values, he evolved into a conservative Republican. Even in the face of the debacle of the Vietnam War, Reagan was unflinching in his conviction that America should assume a more vigorous pursuit of global primacy over the Soviet Union, which he later dubbed the “Evil Empire.”

Vietnam produced a period of American soul-searching about the costs—human, economic, and spiritual—the nation had incurred in the fight against communism. Several public scandals in the late seventies—exposed by the Church and Pike Commissions as well as the House Select Committee on Assassinations—revealed that members of the Nixon administration had prosecuted their anticommunism in defiance of U.S. and international law. The CIA and FBI were accused of spying on Americans, wiretapping their phones, and opening their mail; the CIA was accused of plotting to assassinate Fidel Castro, among other dubious covert activities. These revelations further eroded support for aggressive anticommunist intervention. In this climate, Reagan narrowly lost a bid for the 1976 Republican presidential nomination.

He would return just four years later, however, to defeat Jimmy Carter, and his victory would signal a new day for American hegemony. Reagan advocated a rejection of the restraints America had imposed on her own internationalism after Vietnam. His two-term presidency delivered on his promise to reinvigorate America’s global role, a crusade that seemed to culminate in the fall of the Soviet Union in 1989. The neoconservatives applauded him. As their thinking developed in the years following the Cold War, Reagan increasingly became a hero for their cause.

“Neoconservatives sprang up in the 1970s after the Vietnam War,” recalls Arizona senator John McCain, “when there was a perception that the liberals were dismantling our intelligence capabilities, destroying our military, soft on communism, etc. And they have gradually evolved—and in some ways I am one, in some ways—in that the United States is the greatest force for good in the world. And we have not an obligation to go out and fight and start wars and conflicts and intervene. But to certainly do everything we can to spread democracy and freedom throughout the world. . . . That was the vision of Ronald Reagan. And he is sort of our icon.”23

William Kristol echoes McCain’s view of Reagan’s significance: “Ronald Reagan began reversing the lesson of Vietnam in the 1980s when his policy of military strength and support for freedom fighters around the world did help bring down the Soviet Union.” Though scholars debate the extent to which the Soviet collapse should be credited to Reagan’s efforts, it was without question an outcome he sought and thus one in which his supporters basked.

“There’s a story about George Shultz that’s relevant here,” concurs Richard Perle, sharing his enthusiasm for Reagan by way of an anecdote about Reagan’s secretary of state. “Shultz used to interview all the Foreign Service officers sent abroad as ambassadors. And he would bring them into his small private office and go over to a globe of the world that he had on a table. And he’d say, ‘Show me your country.’ Invariably they’d point to the country they were accredited to. And Shultz would spin the globe around, and put his finger on the United States and say, ‘That’s your country.’ ” Perle goes on to put an even finer point on Reagan’s view of American primacy. “He thought the Soviet Union was a candidate for oblivion,” Perle laughs. “And he meant to send it there. And he did.”

For Perle, Kristol, and other neoconservatives, the fall of the Soviet Union opened a kind of door, enabling them to conceive of a “New American Century”—one free of the restraints of Vietnam’s humiliation.24 The end of the Cold War marked the dawn of an era in which the neoconservative movement began to coalesce into more than the sum of its parts. Wolfowitz and those who had drafted the 1992 “Defense Planning Guidance” took Reagan’s internationalism one step further, forging a new doctrine that outstripped Reagan’s simple anticommunism and asserting opposition to any nation becoming, in Wolfowitz’s controversial words, “a new rival.”

Thus, when Reagan’s successor George H. W. Bush launched his war to expel Saddam Hussein from Kuwait in August 1990, the neocons applauded. But when he then refrained from going the full distance of overthrowing Saddam, they saw his constraint as unacceptable appeasement. Less than six months into the Iraq War, PNAC founder William Kristol expressed this view, even citing Bush Senior’s failure to depose Saddam as a cause of 9/11: “When the first President Bush committed a half million U.S. troops to the Gulf in 1990–91, the power of Vietnam was still evident in the fact that we pulled them out as quickly as we could,” he notes. “That was driven by a kind of false realpolitik calculation among Democrats and Republicans that we could make deals with dictators. We were worried about quagmires and we didn’t want to take on the responsibility of nation building. This was a shortsighted miscalculation. And we paid a great price on September 11th.”

The neoconservatives saw their views as the natural extension of the longer fight for U.S. hegemony, necessary for shoring up democratic freedoms in a world of hostile adversaries. In this, they rightfully saw themselves as carrying on a long tradition of arguing for a more aggressive role for the United States in foreign affairs. Indeed, one of neoconservatism’s leading voices, Robert Kagan, defended the neocons’ aggressive foreign policies in his book Dangerous Nation, arguing that, since America has from birth been a more aggressive, imperialist country than many want to believe, she should simply continue to do what has made her great.25

ONE THING THE NEOCONS GOT RIGHT

Decrying what he calls “the myth of American innocence,” Kagan charges that many of the neocons’ critics have a naive view of American history. In contrast to the “realism” with which the neocons identify themselves, he sees these naive critics as believing both that the outside world is safer than it is and that America has historically been more isolationist than she has. Only under such illusions, argues Kagan, could anyone see the neoconservative policies that led America into Iraq as an alarming departure.

“Far from the modest republic that history books often portray,” Kagan asserts, “the early United States was an expansionist power from the moment the first pilgrim set foot on the continent; and it did not stop expanding—territorially, commercially, culturally, and geopolitically—over the next four centuries.”26 It’s provocative comments like these that knock some neocons off people’s Christmas lists, but Kagan’s view is at least partially true. But only partially—and that’s the catch. For Kagan misses the crucial point that the United States has always been conflicted about its militarism. Indeed, this long-standing inner conflict accounted for the neocons’ zealous plan for war on the one hand and woeful lack of a plan for reconstruction on the other. In planning for war, Bush and his advisers subscribed to both conflicting arguments for what sort of power the United States should be: aggressive—even preemptive—exerting her will through shock and awe, but at the same time, not an imperialist power that would conduct a protracted occupation. The tension between these competing impulses has long plagued America but was never more crudely manifested than in the wreckage of America’s half-baked misadventure in Iraq.

America’s founding spirit of isolationism has traditionally been associated with the 1796 Farewell Address of George Washington, in which he cautioned the young country to “steer clear of permanent alliances with any portion of the foreign world.” Jefferson put an even finer point on the matter when he cautioned against America becoming “entangled in the affairs of Europe.” And yet, it bears remembering that these comments followed on two hundred years of expansionist European history in the Americas. During that time, the region had been a bloody staging ground for the brutal persecution of Native American and Amerindian peoples, as well as for the African slave trade. While Kagan is correct to point out these imperialist roots, there is also no denying that with their Declaration of Independence and the drafting of a Constitution, the framers sought to forge a new identity for the nation. A significant measure of isolationism thus figured into the founding discourse at the Constitutional Convention of 1787 and in The Federalist Papers of 1787–88.

In the debates between Hamilton and Jefferson specifically, the tension between a commitment to isolationism on the one hand and strong internationalism on the other is central. The framers agreed that the republic they had established must not become an empire. They were determined not to repeat the tragedy of Rome, a republic that had, through military expansion, become an empire and destroyed itself from within. As Roman soldiers found themselves increasingly stationed at distant battlefields, they grew to support their generals’ political ambitions more than the government itself, until ultimately Augustus Caesar declared himself emperor.27 Through carefully calibrated checks and balances on the power of the presidency, particularly on the power to authorize military force, the framers sought to prevent the kind of domestic tyranny that can result from foreign wars.

As Jefferson wrote to Madison in 1789, “We have already given … one effectual check to the Dog of war by transferring the power of letting him loose from the Executive to the Legislative body.” In a letter back, Madison went further, arguing that “the Constitution supposes, what the History of all Governments demonstrates, that the Executive is the branch of power most interested in war, and most prone to it.”28

In 1795, Madison would put an even finer point on the issue. “Of all the enemies to public liberty,” he wrote, “war is, perhaps, the most to be dreaded, because it comprises and develops the germ of every other. War is the parent of armies; from these proceed debts and taxes; and armies, and debts, and taxes are the known instruments for bringing the many under the domination of the few.”29

By assigning the task of deciding whether to go to war to the legislature and assigning that of actually commanding the military to the executive, the Constitution reflected the view that, in Hamilton’s words, “those who are to conduct a war cannot in the nature of things, be proper or safe judges, whether a war ought to be commenced, continued or concluded.”30

Though Madison and Jefferson agreed on the need to harness the nation’s temptation to entangle itself in foreign affairs, there was from the start discord between the individual framers (and even within their own minds) over America’s prospects as an imperial power. Just as the neoconservatives in advance of the Iraq War were pitted against ideological opponents who saw regime change in Iraq as inconsistent with America’s mission, so too there was heated debate between Adams, Madison, and Jefferson on the one side and Hamilton and Franklin on the other as to the nature and scope of America’s mission.

“America goes not abroad in search of monsters to destroy,” John Quincy Adams said in 1821. “She is the well-wisher to the freedom and independence of all.”

Yet alongside this benevolent impulse, an irrepressible sense of destiny pervaded the framers’ thinking from the start. Alexander Hamilton betrayed this in 1774 when he prophesied that “in fifty or sixty years, America will be in no need of protection from Great Britain. She will then be able to protect herself, both at home and abroad. She will have a plenty of men and a plenty of materials to provide and equip a formidable navy. As a result, the scale will then begin to turn in her favour, and the obligation, for future services, will be on the side of Great Britain.” By 1795, Hamilton would take this further, calling America “the embryo of a great empire.”

Hamilton’s premonition also appears in Washington’s thinking. “However unimportant America may be considered at present,” Washington wrote to the Marquis de Lafayette in 1786, “there will assuredly come a day when this country will have some weight in the scale of Empires.” Though Washington’s farewell warning against foreign alliances was inspired by his fear of the fate of past empires, he would appear to have been resigned to the prospect of America becoming an empire herself.

As Kagan writes in Dangerous Nation, “for American statesmen such as Washington, Jefferson, Jay, and Henry Knox, territorial expansion, increasing national power, and the achievement of continental dominance seemed foreordained.”31 Unlike Hamilton, who sought American expansion abroad, Washington, Jefferson, and Franklin sought to grow America westward within the continent. Jefferson’s “empire of liberty” is a catchy phrase, yet one that, by his own lights, would seem contradictory. For in order to achieve the kind of “empire” Jefferson sought through westward expansion, military force would be required, and as he of all people knew, this would challenge the very liberties he sought to protect in the Constitution.

When Robert Kagan claims that “the early United States was an expansionist power from the moment the first pilgrim set foot on the continent,” he glosses over the strong spirit of isolationism at the founding. Yet Kagan’s claim that the country “did not stop expanding—territorially, commercially, culturally, and geopolitically—over the next four centuries” is wholly accurate. As America has grown from a colony to a superpower, her domain and global influence have expanded, first westward across the continent, then outward to the hemisphere and beyond. Over her history, America has formally declared war only eleven times,32 yet she has deployed her military and used force over a hundred times.33 This growth has made her more prosperous but has come at a cost.

The nation has indeed experienced a rising curve of just the kind of ever-increasing “foreign entanglement” the framers feared. And these experiences of war have taken a toll not only in blood and national treasure, but on the integrity of the checks and balances between the branches and on the liberties provided for in the Constitution and Bill of Rights. There have been dips in the curve along the way—episodes during which the spirit of isolationism has resurged. Yet the original conflict between isolationism and expansionism has given way, inexorably, to dominance by imperialist impulses.


WIDENING HORIZONS: A ROUGH DOCTRINAL SURVEY OF THE REPUBLIC

From Manifest Destiny to the Monroe Doctrine to the Roosevelt Corollary to Wilson’s Fourteen Points to FDR’s “arsenal of democracy” to the Truman Doctrine and beyond, the country has transformed over two centuries from a modest republic with remote imperial prospects into a global superpower with remote republican roots. With apologies in advance to historians who will no doubt find fault with it, what follows is a cursory survey of these doctrines through time, divining a pattern by which each has built upon the one before.

• Manifest Destiny. Despite Washington’s isolationist message at the close of the eighteenth century, the nineteenth would indeed prove one of extensive foreign entanglement. At home, wars of conquest against Native Americans aggravated tensions with colonial European rivals, inspiring the rallying cry, coined by columnist John L. O’Sullivan, that America possessed a “manifest destiny to overspread the continent….”34

• The Monroe Doctrine expanded the vision of America’s Manifest Destiny beyond her borders. In 1823, faced with the prospect of European military action in the Spanish colonies of South America, the fifth U.S. president, James Monroe, declared that America would remain neutral in wars between European powers and between those powers and their colonies. If, though, a European power were to try to expand its influence in the western hemisphere, America would see such action as hostile to herself. While appearing to discourage European colonialism, the Monroe Doctrine thus expanded America’s military mandate from continental control to self-appointed stewardship of the western hemisphere. By the end of the nineteenth century, the Monroe Doctrine had guided America into several engagements with European powers. This “New Imperialism” culminated in the Spanish-American War of 1898, which won America—once a colony herself—the former Spanish colonies of the Philippines, Guam, and Puerto Rico, as well as a controlling hand in Cuba.

• The Roosevelt Corollary (to the Monroe Doctrine) expanded its precursor to give America greater latitude to act militarily in the western hemisphere. Though Theodore Roosevelt rejected accusations of imperialism, his Corollary stripped away Monroe’s requirement that America respond militarily only to acts of aggression against herself or her neighbors. It could now be based upon America’s perception of any circumstance in the western hemisphere requiring police action. Declaring this a moral imperative “in flagrant cases of such wrongdoing or impotence,” the Corollary committed America to “the exercise of an international police power” throughout the hemisphere, thus continuing the steady expansion of her perceived military mandate.
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