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Introduction: History of the U.S. Empire

Americans don't think of their country as having an empire. U.S. presidents have often disclaimed imperial intent while engaging in what suspiciously appear to be imperial adventures. After going to war in 1898 to grab Caribbean and Pacific possessions from a weakened Spain—America's first imperial foray—President William McKinley disclaimed any imperial intent: “No imperial designs lurk in the American mind. They are alien to American sentiment, thought, and purpose. Our priceless principles undergo no change under a tropical sun. They go with the flag.”1

Such rhetoric is strikingly similar to that of President George W. Bush. During his campaign for president, Bush asserted flatly, “America has never been an empire.”2 Similarly, when speaking about the U.S. invasion and occupation of the sovereign nation of Iraq, Bush stated, “Our country does not seek the expansion of territory” but rather “to enlarge the realm of liberty.”3 In his 2004 State of the Union speech, the president declared, “We have no desire to dominate, no ambitions of empire.”4

Even at the neoconservative American Enterprise Institute, which advocates an expansive U.S. foreign policy, the audience—in a poll taken after a debate on the proposition “The United States is and should be an empire”—rejected the notion.5

Yet an American overseas empire has existed since the turn of the last century and a global U.S. empire since the advent of the Cold War under both Democratic and Republican administrations. After George W. Bush became president and the neoconservatives gained ascendancy within his administration's national security apparatus, their jubilant brethren on the outside began to use openly, and even extol, the “E”-word when describing U.S. foreign policy. Writers such as Eliot Cohen, Max Boot, Ernest Lefever, Robert Kaplan, Lawrence Kaplan, Charles Krauthammer, and William Kristol have made discussion and debate about the American empire trendy in the foreign policy salons of Washington and New York. The “outsider” faction of the neoconservatives has done a great service to the post–Cold War and post–September 11 foreign-policy debate by imprudently broaching that taboo subject.

Even current and future high-level administration officials have openly used the terms empire and imperial to apply to the United States. In a 2003 vice-presidential Christmas card, Dick Cheney quoted Ben Franklin to imply that God was watching over and aiding the U.S. empire: “And if a sparrow cannot fall to the ground without His notice, is it probable that an empire can rise without His aid?” Similarly, after the 2000 election, Richard Haass, future policy-planning director of the Bush II administration's State Department, urged Americans to “reconceive their global role from one of a traditional nation-state to an imperial power.” Although Haass distinguished between an “imperial foreign policy” and “imperialism,” the imperial foreign policy he championed would recognize the “informal” U.S. empire.6

Neoconservatives and others from the right are not the only advocates of empire. For example, Ivo Daalder of the Brookings Institution and Sebastian Mallaby, a columnist for the Washington Post, are more liberal advocates of empire. Of course, while currently fashionable, all of those advocates of empire—both on the left and on the right—are more than a hundred years too late in discovering that the United States has had an overseas empire. Furthermore, a global empire, which, since the Korean War, has lasted through both Democratic and Republican administrations, will likely continue after President George W. Bush leaves office.

America's own Colonial subjugation at the hands of the British has bequeathed an anti-imperialist self-image—even as the United States engaged in blatant imperial behavior. How did this empire come about? Until recently, the anti-imperialist self-image held so much sway that anyone labeling U.S. foreign policy as “imperialist” was immediately thought to be a leftist or a communist. People from that camp were the only ones who regularly asserted that the United States had an empire. How times have changed! Niall Ferguson, a British historian and proponent of U.S. empire, noted that “The greatest empire of modern times has come into existence without the American people even noticing.”7 Exiled German economist Moritz Bonn perceptively noted a paradox of World War II: “The United States have [sic] been the cradle of modern Anti-Imperialism, and at the same time the founding of a mighty Empire.”8

THE SEEDS OF EMPIRE

Most historians would agree that the first American imperial conflict was the Spanish-American War, which began in 1898. But some analysts would say that U.S. imperial behavior began as America expanded westward, pushing out other powers and Native American populations, and that U.S. overseas imperialism started when that continental expansion was complete. Although the latter argument is probably true and was reflected in the rhetoric at the turn of the last century, the former argument is not true.

The westward expansion should be labeled as nation-building, not empire-building. That classification is in no way designed to develop a euphemism for the grabbing of what is now the southwestern United States by provoking a war against Mexico or for the ethnic cleansing and brutal treatment of Native Americans in the westward push by white settlers. In fact, nation-building can be more brutal than the quest for empire. In an empire, conquered populations are left intact and dominated, at least partially, using local elites. They often keep their own language and laws. In nation-building, foreign populations are either “integrated” with conquering peoples through forced assimilation, or annihilated or driven from their land and forcibly resettled to make room for colonies of conquerors. Often, they are forced to speak the conquerors' languages and obey their laws.

As the United States moved west, it bought and annexed territories of other powers, eliminated peripheral Spanish and Native American elites, attempted to forcibly assimilate Native Americans into the white way of life, extended U.S. legal, military and administrative systems, and populated the new territories with nonnative settlers.9 The western territories of the United States were never meant to be ruled as colonies but to enter the union as states.10 (In a more benign example of an empire turning into a state, the Roman empire technically came to an end in 212 CE—long before it physically expired—when the Emperor Caracalla extended Roman citizenship to all the empire's free peoples. Such full integration of subjects should really be called a multinational state.)

In 1897, the inauguration of William McKinley ended the era of congressional domination. It was the culmination of a redistribution of power from the Congress to the executive branch in the late 1800s. A strengthening executive branch and the expansion of federal bureaucracy had allowed a naval buildup that permitted America's first imperial adventure—the Spanish-American War. When the ship U.S.S. Maine, on a show-of-force mission to Cuba, blew up in Havana Bay, hawks in the United States used the event—now believed by most historians to have been an accident—as a pretext to grab a declining Spanish empire's possessions.11

In the aftermath of the Spanish-American War, the United States—now a world power—tried for the first time to rule a foreign people using brutal force without eventually annexing their territory and integrating their citizens into the American nation. Although the seeds of war began in the Caribbean, the outcome helped the United States compete with other imperial powers that were carving up China. Already in 1900, as part of the multilateral mercantilist effort to force China to trade with the west, President McKinley, without getting congressional approval, sent five thousand troops to help the other imperialist powers repress a rebellion by the Chinese “Boxers.” Ironically, the American overseas empire began around the beginning of the last century and spanned the globe after the Korean War because American policymakers essentially bought into now-discredited theories by Vladimir Lenin and others. Lenin's theory of imperialism was that capitalist nations were intrinsically prone to industrial overproduction, and thus underconsumption (as well as oversaving and underinvestment), and needed to develop overseas markets for their products to avoid domestic unemployment and accompanying social unrest.12 After the American frontier was closed in the 1890s, some observers bought into this fallacy. But many countries did not have open (free) trade policies, so the neomercantilist policy of opening markets at gunpoint was adopted by the United States. Yet, in reality, any American overproduction was caused by excessive domestic prices maintained by America's failure to observe the principles of free trade through the enactment of high tariffs.

After drubbing a weak Spanish empire in the Spanish-American War, the United States obtained Guam and the Philippines and also annexed Hawaii, all of which would be used as naval bases in the competition for China. With the addition of Wake Island and a strategic deepwater port in Samoa in 1899, the United States had obtained a chain of naval coaling stations across the Pacific, including California, Hawaii, Midway, Samoa, Wake Island, Guam, and the Philippines. Hawaii and the Philippines were America's first true colonies.13 Hawaii was eventually integrated into the United States.

The naval buildup and war also allowed America to dominate the Western Hemisphere and bring Cuba under U.S. military rule. That “strategic” island guarded the Caribbean approaches of the planned canal through the Central American isthmus—the building of which would allow U.S. naval vessels to pass into the Pacific without making the long southern trip around the tip of South America. Thus, the canal would also facilitate American participation in the great power competition for China. In 1903, President Teddy Roosevelt began the quest for the trans-isthmus waterway by assisting Panamanian guerrillas in a revolt and separation from the uncooperative parent Colombian government. The United States subsequently signed a one-sided treaty to dig the canal with the much more cooperative Panamanians.

Roosevelt, as Assistant Secretary of the Navy before he became president, was also one of the chief architects of the naval buildup, the Spanish-American War, and U.S. overseas imperialism—the last of which he euphemistically had to dub “Americanism” because of American aversion to the concept. During and after the conflict, an anti-imperialist backlash served up harsh criticism of the American empire for, among other reasons, violating constitutional principles and draining the Treasury.14

Because of such popular sentiment, American imperialism was sporadic during the first half of the twentieth century. Up until the beginning of World War II, the platforms of both the Democratic and Republican parties opposed U.S. involvement in wars overseas.15 The post–Spanish-American War presidencies of Teddy Roosevelt, William Howard Taft, and Woodrow Wilson restricted the new imperial policy to small interventions in Latin America. Teddy Roosevelt, for example, formulated a corollary to the Monroe Doctrine (the United States would stay out of Europe's wars and European powers were to stay out of the Western Hemisphere) that promised U.S. intervention in the Western Hemisphere to ensure internal stability. Woodrow Wilson sent forces to Latin America in an ineffectual attempt to teach them to “elect good men.” And during the interwar period, despite the horrors of World War I, the U.S. Marines upheld the new tradition of meddling in Latin American affairs by periodically occupying Caribbean and Central American nations. In all, during the first decades of the twentieth century, the United States intervened militarily in Cuba, Mexico, Nicaragua, Haiti, the Dominican Republic, Honduras, Guatemala, Panama, and Colombia.16

Despite interventions in the traditional U.S. sphere of influence in the Americas, however, the U.S. military demobilized after each of the world wars to its traditional small size and was not used to build a more expansive empire. In short, despite the fact that the United States had become a world-class economy by 1830, a potential great power by 1850, the largest economy on the planet by the 1880s,17 and a great naval power by 1907, the American popular aversion to imperialism constrained U.S. imperialists from creating a large peacetime army and a global empire until the advent of the Cold War. Prior to the Pax Americana of the Cold War period, even U.S. military interventions in the Philippines, Latin America, and World Wars I and II were done either unilaterally or with an ad hoc coalition of allies in the founding tradition of avoiding the obligation of permanent, entangling alliances.18

A GLOBAL U.S. EMPIRE RISES

After the massive destruction inflicted on all of the other great powers by World War II, the United States, geographically removed from the conflict, came to dominate the world because all of its competitors had been crippled. During the early Cold War years, the United States had 50 percent of the world's remaining Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and began to remake the world essentially because it could, not because it needed to for reasons of security.

The perceived lessons of World War II, the power vacuum created by the debilitation of other powers, the slow rise out of the war's ashes of a second-class Soviet competitor, and the desire to use American power to open the world to trade and investment from dominant U.S. companies (that goal had existed since the Spanish-American War at the turn of the last century) led to the creation of a truly global American empire. Although the Bush II administration has blatantly emphasized preemptive actions (really preventative actions to keep future threats from coalescing) and neoconservatives outside and inside the administration have openly talked about a global American empire, the United States has pursued both policies since the beginning of the Cold War. For example, the United States ousted Mohammed Mossadegh in Iran in 1953 and Jacob Arbenz Guzman in Guatemala in 1954 because of fears that they were taking those countries down the wrong road for U.S. economic interests. The United States also intervened militarily or covertly in many countries during the Cold War and created an empire by forming alliances, establishing bases around the world, and dumping large amounts of military and economic aid into many countries to pay for access to those bases.

Learn Lessons from World War I, Not World War II

The perceived lessons from British appeasement of Adolf Hitler during a summit in Munich in 1938 have influenced U.S. postwar foreign policy for decades. Almost sixty years later, Madeleine Albright, President Clinton's Secretary of State, was still invoking this event to warn against appeasing the Serbs in the Balkans. The general premise in U.S. foreign-policy circles is that appeasing a foe—and hawks can easily label any negotiations as appeasement—might appear as weakness and cause the opponent and other observing nations to commit aggression. Also, any sign of aggression, direct or indirect, or instability must be nipped in the bud early and in remote locations overseas before it snowballs or spreads closer to home.

There are logical and historical problems with putting too much weight on this historical example to drive policy, but the U.S. government nevertheless has given excessive emphasis to the event during the Cold War and thereafter. First, every potential opponent is not a jingoistic, rich, and well-armed Germany that has the potential to overrun a region of high economic and technological output—that is, Europe. Second, in World War II, Central Europe was much more strategically important to Britain and France than most of the world is to the United States today. Third, today's high-technology weapons take at least twenty years to research, develop, produce, and field—making the rapid rise of a peer competitor, such as Hitler's Germany from 1933 to 1939, much less likely. Fourth, meaningful negotiations can and should be undertaken with a potential foe before military action is taken. Fifth, Neville Chamberlain may have had little choice but to negotiate with Hitler. The British and their French allies were so overstretched policing global empires that they could not deal with a potentially much bigger threat closer to home—a lesson that the U.S. empire should learn in the wake of the September 11 attacks and with the potential for China or India to eventually rise as a great power. In addition, in response to the German threat, Chamberlain had ordered military improvements, but in 1938 his armed forces were not yet up to the task of taking on a Germany that was ahead on the rearming curve. He had to stall for time. The world's first integrated air defense system—including new radar technology that Winston Churchill scorned while in opposition to the British government but later, as Prime Minister, used in the decisive Battle of Britain—was made possible by the governments of Chamberlain and his predecessor.19

Sixth, and most important, today's proponents of an interventionist U.S. foreign policy read history selectively. They blame Nazi aggression on the absence of a continuing U.S. military presence in Europe after World War I. There is no proof that even this commitment would have prevented a German nationalist regime from trying to win back lands lost from a peace that was perceived as unfair. Instead, if the interventionists looked farther back in history, they might realize that U.S. intervention in World War I tipped the scales on a stalemated battlefield toward the allies and contributed greatly to the rise of Hitler. John Mearsheimer, an academic who has studied wars of the great powers, notes: “Germany almost won the…war of attrition between 1915 and 1918. The Kaiser's armies knocked Russia out of the war in the fall of 1917, and they had the British and especially the French armies on the ropes in the spring of 1918. Had it not been for American intervention at the last moment, Germany might have won World War I.”20

After 1776, the United States, in keeping with the founders' policy of military restraint overseas that the country had followed for most of its history, stayed out of numerous European wars. The idealistic Woodrow Wilson, however, decided to get involved in World War I to fight the “war to end all wars.” Curiously, in that European conflict, unlike numerous past wars, many of the opposing belligerents had participative governments—for example, Britain, France, and Germany. In fact, Germany, the country later blamed (probably unfairly) for starting the war, had the broadest voting franchise among them. Germany also had the rule of law, substantial freedoms of speech and the press, and a Kaiser with less power than that of the American president.

With the U.S. entry into the war, the allies won and imposed a draconian peace on Germany. In a bid to purify the German constitutional monarchy, Wilson insisted that the Kaiser be removed from his throne. Now that the major barrier to the rise of a dictator was removed, Hitler used weaknesses in German society caused by the war and the heavy reparations imposed by the allies—that is, the torn social fabric and the squalid economy—to catapult himself to power. He rekindled the nationalistic fire in the German people by bashing the less-than-gracious treatment of the allies toward a vanquished foe. Instead of leading to Hitler and World War II, following traditional U.S. foreign policy, staying out of World War I and at worst allowing the Germans to win the Great War would merely have caused the borders of Europe to be readjusted and the balance of power to be reestablished. Although Germany had the largest economy in Europe before World War I, the combined GDP of the Triple Entente of France, Russia, and Great Britain had been slightly larger than the combined GDP of Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Thus, Germany, even as the winner of World War I, would have been far from becoming a hegemonic European power, especially after a devastating large-scale war.21 So a closer examination of history yields the opposite conclusion from that of the interventionists: less American intervention, rather than more U.S. meddling, would have led to a better outcome.

Fight Against Communism Used as Cloak for U.S. Empire

When combined with the perceived lessons of Munich and the nascent Cold War, the power vacuum arising from the debilitation of all other great powers during World War II was too good a chance for the United States to pass up. In addition, after World War II, the “isolationist” consensus dominant in both political parties morphed into an interventionist one, with the “American century” proclaimed as the buzzwords for the ascendant American empire. If the new policy was to mount an aggressive “forward defense” against future threats, a global power vacuum provided the opportunity to station forces overseas, create alliances to justify such deployments, provide arms sales and military assistance to those allies, and win influence where exhausted powers could no longer tread.

In addition to courting countries liberated from German and Japanese hegemony, the United States sought to make inroads in the spheres of influence of France and the United Kingdom, colonial powers that had been drained by two world wars and could no longer maintain their empires. For example, the United States eventually replaced France as the dominant power in Indochina and the United Kingdom as the dominant power in the Middle East. Also, the British could no longer dominate Greece and Turkey. So President Truman announced the Truman Doctrine and provided $400 million to those nations, marking the first time in U.S. history that America had intervened in peacetime in areas outside North and South America.22 A global empire was about to be born.

Of course, if the post–World War II rising of the Soviet Union is added to the mix, the U.S. urge to fill the power vacuum in key regions, before the Soviets did, became even more intense. But historians and policy analysts have probably made too much of the Cold War rivalry with the Soviet Union as a genuine driver of U.S. foreign policy in the postwar period. The rivalry was certainly there, and the communist threat was used by policymakers to justify the U.S. turn away from its traditional foreign policy toward a policy of global intervention. The Cold War was also used to justify a large peacetime military. After World War II, the nation once again demobilized, as it had after all prior wars. But the Korean War and the ensuing Cold War were used to justify a military remobilization on a permanent peacetime basis—again, a first in U.S. history.

U.S.-Soviet competition, however, was far from the whole story. Both the United States and the Soviet Union used the exaggerated threat from the other side as an excuse for their forward-deployed empires. For example, a memo in 1965 by John McNaughton, Assistant Secretary of Defense, which laid out the rationale for the massive U.S. military intervention in Vietnam, stated that 70 percent was to escape tarnishing the U.S. reputation as a security guarantor and only 20 percent was to keep Indochina from being controlled by the communists.23 If the main goal of post–World War II U.S. foreign policy had been to fight communism, the Pax Americana that spanned the globe would have been dismantled after the Soviet empire fell. Yet more than a decade after the Cold War ended, more than four hundred and fifty thousand troops are deployed overseas (including those in Iraq and Afghanistan). The United States has major military deployments in thirty-four countries and at sea.24 The United States has formal commitments to provide security to fifty-three countries and informal alliances with about twenty other nations. The U.S. Military's Special Operations Command was deployed in at least sixty-five countries.25

In addition, after the Cold War, the U.S. government changed justifications for its forces and weapons from containing the Soviets to defending other interests. For example, despite years of rhetoric to the contrary, the Bush I administration declared in 1990 that the United States maintained forces for intervention in the Middle East to defend its interests against threats other than the Soviet Union. Similarly, weapons like the F-22 fighter aircraft and Comanche helicopter, originally designed to fight the Soviets, subsequently were justified on other grounds. Thus, not surprisingly, despite the demise of that rival superpower, U.S. military spending never dropped below Cold War levels.

In fact, the United States is by now busily extending its influence into the new power vacuum left by the demise of its only remaining great power rival. It has expanded the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) into the former-Soviet sphere of influence in Europe and intervened militarily in the Balkans, a region not deemed to be strategic for the United States during the Cold War. In East Asia, the United States has augmented its military presence26 and enhanced its formal and informal alliances with Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, Australia, Thailand, and the Philippines. Only since the Cold War ended has the United States created a permanent land-based military presence in the Persian Gulf. Iraqi forces were severely crippled after the first Persian Gulf War, but the United States continued to excessively vilify Saddam Hussein (there were other dictators equally as brutal) to keep forces permanently stationed in the oil-rich region in order to dominate that resource.27

In the wake of the September 11 attacks, in the name of fighting the “war on terror,” the U.S. military invaded and occupied Iraq, took advantage of the war in Afghanistan to establish “temporary” bases in Central Asian countries formerly in the Soviet Union, built bases in Bulgaria and Romania, and sent forces to help suppress insurrections in the backwaters of Georgia, Yemen, and the Philippines. Fighting such insurgencies had little to do with fighting terror and more to do with gaining U.S. influence in “strategic” areas. Similarly, in Azerbaijan, under the banner of the “war on terror,” the U.S. Department of Defense (DoD) provided funding for the training of the Azeri military and financing to buy U.S. arms, but later acknowledged that the assistance was designed to ensure U.S. access to Caspian Sea oil. In short, the war against Serbia in 1999, two wars against Iraq, and the war in Afghanistan allowed the United States to enlarge its empire into the southern Eurasian region from the Balkans to the border of China, a region that is both oil-rich and formerly in the Soviet Union or its sphere of influence.28 To battle “narcoterrorism,” the United States has dramatically increased anti-drug aid to the government of Colombia, which is fighting an insurgency.

Similarly, with the collapse of the Soviet Union and thus the lifting of the main constraint on U.S. meddling overseas, U.S. military interventions increased dramatically in the decade after the end of the Cold War. From 1989 to 1999, the U.S. intervened nearly four dozen times, as opposed to only sixteen interventions during the entire Cold War.29 The U.S. interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan can be added to the post-1989 list.

The rationale for an ever more expansive U.S. foreign policy and larger and larger defense budgets has changed from containing the Soviet Union to spreading democracy, free markets, and respect for human rights around the globe. And even though threats to the United States requiring a response by large military forces have declined dramatically, U.S. spending on defense is now significantly higher than the Cold War average and more than the average spent during the Korean and Vietnam Wars.30 The Pentagon justifies that increase because of the war on terror and the potential rise of China as a competitor, neither of which will soon be as great a threat as the Soviet Union. The failure of the U.S. defense perimeter to contract after the demise of the Soviet Union, and its actual expansion, are the best indicators that the expansive post–World War II U.S. foreign policy would probably have arisen even if the Soviet Union had never posed a threat.

Although the Soviet Union was a military threat to Western Europe and to a lesser extent East Asia, two regions of high economic and technological output, its economic system was pathetic, greatly diminishing its worldwide threat to the United States. The “Soviet threat” was magnified by the U.S. foreign-policy apparatus to gain support for profligate military and political intervention in the affairs of other nations worldwide and for the excessively high defense budgets to carry out that policy. In 1947, President Harry Truman appeared before Congress in an attempt to replace a faltering British Empire by aiding the governments of Greece and Turkey against communist insurgencies. To get the money from the frugal legislators, Truman was advised by Senator Arthur Vandenberg to “scare the hell out of the American people.” He did so in what became the Truman Doctrine, the keystone of the U.S. containment policy for decades during the Cold War. He implied that dominoes would fall and thus turned a regional problem into a global crusade against communism. His words, “It must be the policy of the United States to support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside pressures,” were used by later presidents to justify profligate overseas interventions.31 In short, the Cold War provided those wanting to build an American global empire with the justification to do it.

After World War II, the Soviet empire was confined to Eastern Europe. The informal empire of the United States stretched around the world. All of the other great powers were decimated and exhausted by the world conflagration. Only the United States, in the secure bastion of placid North America and separated from the locus of conflict by two vast oceans, escaped massive destruction on its own territory. At the end of the greatest war in history, the United States was really the only great power left standing. In 1947, Harold Laski, a British scholar and politician, wrote, “America bestrides the world like a colossus; neither Rome at the height of its powers nor Great Britain in the period of its economic supremacy enjoyed an influence so direct, so profound, so pervasive.”32

The idea that protectionism had caused the Great Depression and World War II led to a continuing belief in the “underconsumption” of advanced capitalist nations (such countries allegedly produced more than they consumed), which in turn caused the push to create an open world commercial order in which the overflowing U.S. products and investment would dominate. Thus the rival regional trading blocs of the 1930s would be avoided. The United States wanted unrestricted access to Asian and European resources and markets. The thinking was that U.S. military power would provide the stability on which an unfettered global commercial order depended. Thus, despite its anti-imperialist self-image, the United States—like many nations in history that have sought empire—could not resist the temptation of world domination.

THE POST–COLD WAR EMPIRE

Today, after the fall of the Soviet superpower rival, the desire for U.S. global dominance—present even during the bipolar environment of the Cold War years—has been reenergized. And if any doubt existed about the imperial ambitions of the U.S. government, they were exposed in a 1992 Department of Defense planning document. The document was drafted by Paul Wolfowitz, then Undersecretary of Defense for the first Bush administration and later Deputy Secretary of Defense for the second Bush administration. The text laid out in blunt language the goal of American global dominance and the need for unparalleled U.S. military power to intimidate potential rivals from even competing and to give allies confidence that the American security umbrella would continue to obviate the need for them to conduct military buildups.33 At the time, the leaked document caused an uproar and was disavowed by the first Bush administration. How times changed! The second Bush administration was much more hawkish and blunt than the first. Most of those formerly forbidden thoughts were since enshrined in the official U.S. National Security Strategy. The Bush II administration initially dropped much of the veneer of Wilsonian idealistic doublespeak from U.S. foreign policy discourse, exposing the U.S. quest for world dominance.

Downplaying the idealistic rhetoric that cloaks the American empire got the Bush II administration into trouble with certain quarters of the generally idealistic American public and also U.S. allies. Although the Bush II administration is more overtly hawkish than any U.S. administration since Ronald Reagan, all post–World War II administrations—including Clinton's—have tried to maintain U.S. dominance in the world. But they did so either with the Wilsonian rhetoric of intervening militarily for humanitarian purposes or to preserve, or actually enlarge, the community of free-market, democratic nations. Such was the rhetoric of Anthony Lake, President Clinton's National Security Advisor, when he said that “enlarging the world's community of free nations” would make the world “more humane and peaceful” and would make the United States “more secure, prosperous and influential.” Andrew Bacevich, a prominent scholar of the American empire, alluded that preserving U.S. preeminence was only implied in Lake's statements, thus avoiding impolitic sentiments, such as those from Wolfowitz.34

Unlike large grass-roots protests before and during the Bush II administration's invasion of Iraq, no large movement arose to criticize Clinton's attack on the sovereign nation of Serbia over the Kosovo issue. The less hostile public reaction to military action occurred because Clinton billed the bombing of Serbia as a humanitarian mission to stop Serbian ethnic cleansing of Kosovars in Kosovo, though it inadvertently fueled the ethnic cleansing.

In contrast, although the Bush II administration did mention that removing the despotic regime of Saddam Hussein from Iraq would have humanitarian and democratic benefits, the major rationale for the invasion was that Saddam was reconstituting his weapons of mass destruction and that they were an imminent threat to U.S. security. Paul Wolfowitz even admitted that Hussein's human rights violations alone would not constitute a justifiable reason to remove him from power. The administration changed its tune and began touting that Iraqis were better off without Saddam only when no weapons of mass destruction were found in Iraq after the war, and accusations were made that the administration had hyped the threat. So rhetoric does matter greatly in the solemn decision to take the nation to war.

DEBATE ON U.S. WORLD ROLE HAS FINALLY BEGUN

Curiously, the Bush II administration's unfortunate “in-your-face” policy of world domination may have had a silver lining. That more blatant policy emboldened neoconservatives inside and outside the administration openly to acknowledge and praise the quest for such domination by using the term American empire. By bringing out of the closet the American desire to dominate the world—a policy hidden since its inception during the early years of the Cold War—the Bush II administration spurred a much-needed debate on the proper role of the United States in the world. Hopefully, that debate will intensify as Bush II's failed adventure in Iraq winds down.

When the Cold War ended, that debate should have commenced. But after the collapse of the Soviet Union, those who wanted to maintain U.S. global dominance—that is, most of the American foreign policy elite—had to search for new fig leaves to hide the empire from an unsuspecting public. The elder President Bush removed the drug-running thug who was president of Panama and rolled back the aggression of another despotic dictator in Iraq. In reality, the first intervention was probably undertaken to intimidate the leftist Sandinistas before an election in Nicaragua and to restore U.S. prestige after Manuel Noriega, a tin-pot dictator of a banana republic, had tweaked a superpower's nose in its own hemisphere. In other words, the intervention was undertaken to uphold the revised Monroe Doctrine, not solely to remove a Latin American dictator participating in the drug trade. The leaders of other Latin American nations were also involved in the trade and were not ousted. Most analysts believed that the first Gulf War was fought to eliminate the threat that the Iraqi army in occupied Kuwait posed to Saudi Arabia, the world's largest oil producer.

Bill Clinton was equally haphazard. In the most interventionist presidency in modern times (in terms of numbers, not significance, of interventions), he flailed about with “humanitarian” interventions in Somalia, Bosnia, Haiti, and Kosovo. In reality, the interventions in Bosnia and Kosovo were most likely undertaken to give the NATO alliance a new mission. The United States wanted to keep its “influence” (what the American taxpayer gets from that amorphous buzzword is unclear) in Europe. To do so, a rationale had to be developed to keep U.S forces on the continent after the Cold War. To retain the forward-deployed forces, NATO, an alliance created originally to counter the now-defunct Soviet Union, had to be expanded in territory and mission. The perception was that NATO must “expand or die.” Contrary to the NATO charter, which envisioned it as a defensive alliance, NATO's new mission was offensive. The alliance would now send forces outside the treaty area (Western Europe) to pacify “failed states.” The NATO military interventions in Bosnia and Kosovo fulfilled the objective of giving the organization something to do in the post–Cold War world. (In the Bush II administration, NATO is now involved in the fighting in Afghanistan, a nation nowhere even close to Western Europe.) In Haiti, although the Clinton administration claimed that the intervention was undertaken to help stabilize that poor, corruptly governed nation and restore an elected leader, the reality was that the United States wanted to stanch the flow of Haitian refugees to U.S. shores.

The lack of interventions where human suffering is at its worst also belies the humanitarian rationale. More than three million people have been killed in each of the civil wars in Sudan and the Congo. About five to eight hundred thousand people were killed by civil strife in Rwanda. The suffering in those nations made the suffering in Kuwait, Panama, Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, and Kosovo look mild. Yet the United States did not intervene directly in any of those African conflicts.

The Bush II administration did not like softheaded humanitarian rationales for war. So, in the wake of the September 11 attacks, that administration invented an “axis of evil” (despite the uncomfortable fact that its members—Iraq, Iran, and North Korea—were not only not allies but, in some cases, enemies of each other) and developed the “preemptive strike” doctrine to counter it. Although the Bush II administration is removing some of the Wilsonian idealism from U.S. foreign policy rhetoric, it is being forced to use other deceptive means to cloak the American empire. Clearly, the administration deceived the American public and exaggerated the threat from the relatively poor nation of Iraq, which had already had its military destroyed by a superpower and had endured more than a decade of grinding economic sanctions. The Bush II administration probably fought this war as a demonstration-effect for other members of the “axis of evil” and additional rogue states (such as Syria and Cuba); to help its ally Israel; for bases to protect Persian Gulf oil that were less vulnerable to instability than those in Saudi Arabia; and to restore U.S. prestige in the region that had been tarnished by years of Saddam's continued defiance of U.S. military muscle-flexing and economic coercion.

Although the Bush II administration's strategy to maintain and expand the empire is more blatant and aggressive than the prior two post–Cold War administrations—for example, Bush II prefers ousting leaders using ground invasions rather than Clinton's method of bombing countries from the air—the policy is not new and remains as operationally fuzzy as ever. The Bush II administration has intervened overseas as haphazardly as the Bush I and Clinton administrations. Some interventions were necessary to fight the war on al Qaeda—for example, military action in Afghanistan—but others have had no significant relationship to that war. For example, the invasion of Iraq and the small-scale military interventions in the backwater nations of Georgia and the Philippines were unnecessary to battle effectively the terrorists of al Qaeda. Also, much has been made of Bush's seemingly precedent-setting inclination toward preemptive and preventative war. But Bill Clinton alleged that he was preempting imminent follow-on attacks on U.S. targets by al Qaeda (after the group's bombings of U.S. embassies in Africa) when he launched cruise missiles against the group's training camps in Afghanistan and a pharmaceutical plant in Sudan. This claim was shaky because of the nature of the targets and the concurrent Monica Lewinsky scandal, but the preemption doctrine was used as a justification. Moreover, in 1994, Clinton threatened a preventative war if North Korea continued a nuclear program designed to make it a nuclear power. When North Korea admitted that it had continued the program in secret, the Bush II administration actually preferred the milder approach of negotiation.

The fuzzy criteria that the U.S. government uses to determine whether and where American forces should intervene indicate that American foreign policy is askew. Unlike the empires of old, which limited their military interventions to certain parts of the world, the United States is trying to police the entire globe. This book offers an alternative vision of a more restrained U.S. foreign policy that is more focused, more achievable, less costly, and a lot less dangerous.
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Does the United States Really Have an Empire?

Although to the popular Bush II–era pundit Robert Kaplan, “It is a cliché these days to observe that the United States now possesses a global empire—different from Britain's and Rome's but an empire nonetheless” and “It is time to move beyond statements of the obvious,”1 academics might still debate whether the United States qualifies as an empire.

Academic treatises usually begin their discussion of empire with lengthy and dry discussions about the definition of the concept. There are many varying definitions about what constitutes an empire. The traditional meaning was territorial—that is, an empire acquired and held colonies and dependencies. Of course, the United States still holds Guam, Puerto Rico, the U.S. Virgin Islands, and other dependencies not considered as states. Similarly, even the nation's capital, Washington, D.C., is considered a dependency by some. It is not a state, and the people living within its borders are not represented by voting members of Congress (although they do get to vote in presidential elections). From 1945 to 1972, the U.S. military directly ruled Okinawa. In addition, the U.S. military is occupying Afghanistan and Iraq. So, technically, the United States is an empire, even under the narrowest territorial definitions of that concept.

EMPIRE IS MORE THAN SIMPLY TERRITORIAL CONQUEST AND RULE

Territorial definitions of empire, however, are too restricted, particularly in an age in which nationalism and nuclear weapons impose constraints on blatant territorial conquest and annexation by great powers. Such narrow territorial definitions take Roman territorial conquest and subjugation as a model for empire, but there are many other models.

In the premodern era—for example, during the Roman and Assyrian periods—empire was financed through plundering precious metals in peripheral areas or heavy taxes on trade from those regions. Even during the transition from the premodern to the modern world, during the mercantilist era in the 1600s and 1700s, empires were based on coercive tribute gathering and plundering. The Spanish and Portuguese empires and the initial British and French acquisitions in India used such methods. But then more modern empires came along. They financed their realms with economic growth and regulated international trade to garner hard currency. The metropolis exported manufactured goods to the periphery, and the periphery exported food and raw materials back to the metropolis, with all trade transported by the metropolis's ships.2 For example, the nineteenth-century British, German, Italian, French, and Belgian empires had as a main goal export markets in their respective colonies that were protected from foreign competition.3

At the turn of the twentieth century, Alfred Thayer Mahan, an influential American naval strategist who convinced Teddy Roosevelt and others in the U.S. government to begin to build an American empire based on the worldwide use of naval power, defined imperialism as “the extension of national authority over alien communities.”4 This definition emphasizes a political dimension to the central authority's control over the periphery and does not necessarily require the central authority to conquer and occupy a country to exercise imperial authority over it. Also espousing a broader, more political definition of empire rather than a narrower territorial one, David Lake notes that “in empire, one partner cedes substantial rights of residual control directly to the other; in this way, the two polities are melded together in a political relationship in which one partner controls the other.”5 Similarly, apparently making no distinction between hegemony and empire, George Lichtheim defines empire as the “relationship of a hegemonial state to peoples or nations under its control.”6

There are even broader definitions of empire, whereby the central authority dominates, rather than controls, the peripheral entity. Alexander Motyl suggests that in an empire, “a nonnative entity dominates a native entity” and that “because the empires with which we are concerned belong, above all, in the realm of politics, the nonnative entity must at a minimum exercise political [emphasis in original] dominance.”7 In one of the broadest definitions, Gier Lundestad even seems to toss out the need for one entity dominating another: “Empire simply means a hierarchical system of political relationships, with one power being much stronger than any other.”8 In only a few instances—in Bosnia, Kosovo, Afghanistan, and Iraq, for example—has the United States followed the Roman model of indefinite and involuntary territorial occupation, but the modern-day superpower would certainly have no trouble in qualifying under these broader definitions of empire.

The United States, however, which usually opts for coercive influence rather than annexation, also fits even narrower definitions of empire. According to Motyl, hegemony occurs when the dominant polity influences the external policies of the peripheral polity but has no voice in its internal matters. An informal empire exists when central authority determines the periphery's external policies but has only influence on its domestic matters. A formal empire determines both the external and internal policies of the peripheral polity.9 Using Motyl's classification scheme, the United States would seem to fit easily into the informal empire category. As the leader of a worldwide system of alliances, the United States effectively controls the security policies of allies and also has influence on their domestic policies—especially in the traditional U.S. sphere of influence in Latin America, where it is involved in neighboring countries' drug, terrorism, immigration, and human rights policies.

Michael W. Doyle makes a different distinction between hegemony and empire and defines hegemony as one polity's control over another polity's foreign policy, but not its domestic policy. He defines empire more restrictively than Motyl, as the first polity's control over both of the second polity's policy sectors. He further subdivides empire into informal and formal categories. An informal empire is one where the central authority governs through local elites that are legally independent from the center but politically dependent on it. A formal empire comes about via annexation of the specific territory, which is then ruled by a colonial governor and collaborating local elites.10 Although wider than defining empire merely as territorial conquest and annexation on the Roman model, Doyle's definition of empire is one of the narrower typologies.

Even under Doyle's more restrictive definition of empire, the U.S. superpower probably qualifies. Certainly, although U.S. allies such as Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, Israel, Australia, and the European NATO allies are independent countries, they follow the U.S. lead in security and foreign policy matters. In absolute terms, compared to the massive amounts spent by the United States on national defense11, those rich allies spend very little on security (See Table 2.1 and Figure 2.1). Also, most of those allies spend very little of their GDP on defense and rely on the United States to provide their security.12 In return, they defer to the United States for leadership in external security matters. Even the sovereignties of Italy and the United Kingdom, and especially Japan, Germany, and South Korea, have been effectively limited by the presence of U.S. military forces on their soil.

Some academics would argue, in keeping with Doyle's definition, that the United States is better termed a “hegemonic power” rather than an empire. They would assert that the United States, while controlling the allies' external relations, does not have control over the domestic policies of those nations. Although their argument is true on a day-to-day operational basis, it is ultimately untrue in a larger systemic sense.

During the Cold War, the United States would not have allowed any of those major allies to go in a “negative” direction domestically—that is, move toward communist rule—without direct or indirect intervention in their internal politics. For example, in the years following World War II, the United States imposed its own political system on Japan, France, Italy, Germany, and other European countries in Western Europe. In addition, the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) intervened in the elections of Italy and France when the United States believed that the communist parties in those nations had become too strong. In other words, the United States would not have tolerated any communist governments in important allied nations. The United States also intervened, directly or indirectly, in far less important nations—for example, Iran, Chile, Argentina, Cuba, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Guatemala, Grenada, Laos, Cambodia, and South Vietnam—to try to prevent them from “going red” or to reverse communist takeovers.

TABLE 2.1. TOP 20 NATIONS BY DEFENSE SPENDING* 2005
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	Subtotal, Countries 2–15
	$420.2



	World Total
	$978.4




*Measured in billions of U.S. Dollars. Source: U.S. Military Spending vs. the World, Center for Arms Control and Non-Proliferation, February 5, 2007. Figures for China and Russia are for 2004. Other than these two countries, figures are for 2005.


FIGURE 2.1. TOP 15 DEFENSE SPENDERS IN THE WORLD*
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*Measured in billions of U.S. Dollars. Source: U.S. Military Spending vs. the World, Center for Arms Control and Non-Proliferation, February 5, 2007. Figures for China and Russia are for 2004. Other than these two countries, figures are for 2005.

Similarly, in the post–Cold War world, does anyone think that the United States would allow major U.S. allies—for example, the economic powerhouses of Japan, Italy, France, Germany, and the United Kingdom—to move from democratic to authoritarian or totalitarian rule? Even in the poor and much less strategic nation of Haiti, the Clinton administration intervened to restore an elected leader who was the victim of a coup attempt.

Therefore, although relatively disengaged on a day-to-day basis from the domestic policies of most countries, the United States ultimately acts to guarantee “friendly” governments in important and not-so-important nations. Thus, even under Doyle's overly restrictive definition of empire, the United States appears to be an informal empire, albeit a loose one that normally allows states flexibility to determine domestic policy on a day-to-day basis (less so, of course, in Latin America). That type of imperial control most closely resembles that of ancient Sparta, rather than that of Rome or Britain, which form the common image of empire in the popular mind.

AMERICAN EMPIRE IS NEITHER ROME NOR BRITAIN

The American public's perception of imperialism has been colored by film and television depictions of the quintessential formal empires—ancient Rome and nineteenth-century Britain. The American empire has some similarities with those empires of yesteryear. Rome (at times) and the United States (post–Cold War) enjoyed the distinction of being the sole world powers of their respective times—a situation unrepeated in history, except by China during certain periods.13 Rome and Britain dominated the globe militarily during their eras, but, in both relative and absolute terms, post–Cold War American military dominance is the greatest in world history. The United States spends on defense about what the next fourteen countries spend combined (see Table 2.1).14 (If another $100 billion is included for the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, which it should be, the United States is even more dominant vis-à-vis other nations in defense spending.) The United States' base defense budget (not including spending for those wars) is roughly seven times that of Russia or China and 29 times the combined spending of the six “rogue” states—Iran, North Korea, Syria, Cuba, Sudan, and Libya (see Figure 2.2). The British Empire at its height had no such military dominance over its competitors. Britain always had a smaller army than European continental powers and a navy that equaled the next two rival navies combined.

FIGURE 2.2. COMPARISON OF U.S. AND “ENEMY” STATE DEFENSE SPENDING*
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*Measured in billions of U.S. Dollars. Source: U.S. Military Spending vs. the World, Center for Arms Control and Non-Proliferation, February 5, 2007. Figures for China, Russia, and North Korea are for 2004. Figures for the United States and Iran are for 2005.


To justify their expansion, the Roman, British, American, and other empires have had defining ideologies about the superiority of their system of governance. For example, Virgil, ancient Rome's greatest poet, maintained that the domination of Rome was willed by God to bring peace to the warring world.15 That rationale sounds similar to Woodrow Wilson's “war to end all wars” justification for U.S. entry into World War I. The Romans also believed they brought benefits—for example, their system of government—to conquered peoples.16 The British believed that they had replaced the Jews as the Elect Nation and had the mission to spread Christianity throughout the world. The urge to be civilizing missionaries was transplanted to the United States in the breasts of the first English colonists in the new world.17 In the case of the United States, with the demise of a constraining Soviet adversary, the principal ideology changed somewhat from containing communism to the more ambitious goal of spreading democracy and free markets. Strangely, this new rationale harkened back to the originators of the American overseas empire—Teddy Roosevelt, Henry Cabot Lodge, and John Hay. They believed that America had a civilizing mission overseas,18 which had been transmitted down the generations from the original English settlers. As hard as it may be for many contemporary Americans to accept, both late nineteenth-century and modern versions of “American exceptionalism” are similar and imply superiority over other peoples.

But the similarity between the empires ends there. Although both the Roman and British Empires, as well as Alexander the Great's Macedonian empire and the Russian empire, relied to some extent on local administration (the exception was the direct British rule of India from the mid-nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century). They were created, for the most part, by removing the sovereignty of the peripheral polity. This was done through territorial annexation and the imposition from outside of a ruling regional governor. Both the Roman and British Empires often ruled ruthlessly. Even Adolf Hitler noted that the means by which Britain acquired colonial territories “were those of force and often brutality.” The British Empire was the largest formal empire in history, dominating one-quarter of the earth's surface, one-quarter of its population, and all of its oceans.19 The informal U.S. empire spans the globe.


AMERICAN EMPIRE RESEMBLES ANCIENT SPARTA

The American empire—with its alliances and military bases spanning the entire globe—most closely resembles the informal empire of Sparta in the 400s BCE, before and during the Peloponnesian War. Sparta's superior military capacity allowed control of the foreign policy of the Peloponnesian League, an alliance of oligarchic city-states in ancient Greece that opposed the democratic Delian League, led by Athens. Sparta cared little about the day-to-day domestic policies of its smaller allied city-states but made sure that they all retained their oligarchic form of government.20 There is a dispute in the academic world about whether or not Sparta was an empire or a hegemonic state.21 Although Michael Doyle concludes that Sparta was a hegemonic power,22 ultimate Spartan control over the forms of government in its allies would seem to meet even Doyle's overly restrictive criteria for an informal empire. In short, Sparta was an informal empire that was loosely controlled. Just as the founders of the United States modeled their new republic after Sparta—which was controlled by an oligarchic and aristocratic Senate—rather than the more democratic Athens, the post–World War II American empire, perhaps out of necessity, resembles the more loosely controlled Spartan empire rather than the more tightly controlled Athenian realm.23 Athens demanded mandatory contributions of funds from allies and forbade them to withdraw from the alliance. The looser Spartan alliance required a majority vote to go to war but effectively gave Sparta a veto over alliance policy.24 Similarly, the modern-day NATO operates on a consensus of its members but gives the United States, which provides security for the other nations, a de facto veto over alliance actions.

But recently, the United States and its allies, emboldened by the end of the Cold War, has used military force to conquer and conduct long-term occupations and reconstructions of Bosnia, Kosovo, Afghanistan, and Iraq. Its governance of those new areas in an expanding empire is becoming tighter than the loose control exerted over traditional allies. Although less repressive, American governance of the new territories resembles that of the tight, informal Soviet rule in Eastern Europe during the Cold War. Eastern European states were nominally sovereign, but their domestic and foreign policies were controlled by Moscow.

At least theoretically, however, the United States asserts that it will not rule those regions forever. In fact, throughout U.S. history, the American model has been to teach such people to, in the euphemism of Woodrow Wilson, “elect good men.” Often that slogan has meant ensuring at gunpoint the election of leaders friendly to the United States and then withdrawing U.S. forces or retaining military bases but not engaging in the day-to-day running of the country. That informal mode of empire has allowed the United States to preserve its anti-imperialist self-concept at home.

Similarly, the British Empire started out as an informal empire with coastal bases and informal spheres of influence. Threats and perceived threats to British commercial interests turned the informal realm into a formal one. The same transformation could happen to America. During the Cold War, the superpowers did not usually rule formally in competitive regions of the world, because the countries could bolt to the other camp. That constraint on the method of U.S. rule is now gone. Also, in fragile societies, if the United States commits to rule at arm's length, it may eventually have to tighten its rule if a societal collapse becomes imminent.25

Today, the array of U.S. military bases around the world looks a lot like the panoply of British naval bases and garrisons around the world at the height of a declining Britain's imperial overstretch in the early 1900s.26 The post–Cold War conflicts in Bosnia, Kosovo, Iraq (two), and Afghanistan have greatly expanded the number of American bases. Also, American foreign policy has become militarized: overseas regional military “proconsuls” or CINCs (commanders in chief) possess many more resources to conduct diplomacy than State Department officials and have become more assertive in doing so.27

Although most of the American empire generally resembles the Spartan empire's informal and relaxed reins of control, it resembles the democratic Athenian empire in its more offensive orientation, commercial nature, and pursuit of democratic revolutions on the periphery. Fifth-century-BCE Sparta was a status-quo power that wanted to be left alone and thus created a defensive alliance.28 In contrast, Athens was more offensively oriented and wanted to foster and protect democratic revolutions in Sparta's oligarchic allies. Such behavior resembles the Bush I administration's invasion of Panama, the Clinton administration's “engagement and enlargement” policy intended to enlarge the number of “democracies,” sometimes by force (as in the U.S. interventions in Bosnia and Kosovo), and the Bush II administration's invasion to “liberate” Iraq and convert a dictatorship into a democracy.


When recalcitrant Athenian allies tried to leave the Delian League or exit the democratic fold, they were dissuaded by military action. Such actions are similar to the Eisenhower administration's CIA-sponsored coup against the more independent Mohammed Mossadegh to restore the more U.S.-friendly Pahlevi dynasty in Iran; the Kennedy and Johnson administrations' battle against the Viet Cong, who were trying to take South Vietnam into the communist camp and out of the U.S.-led Southeast Asian Treaty Organization (SEATO); the Nixon administration's CIA-sponsored coup against the newly elected socialist Allende government in Chile; the Reagan administration's invasion of Grenada to rescue that nation from a socialist government, and its attempt to reverse the socialist takeover of Nicaragua by supporting the Contras; and the Clinton administration's restoration of a democratically elected leader in Haiti after he had been ousted by a coup. Also, like Athens (and Rome), the American empire uses commercial ties with lesser states to reduce the need for coercion.29

Thus, the Athenian empire was feared, hated, and revered (at least by the democratic factions in the peripheral city-states).30 The British and Roman empires were greeted with an equally expansive range of sentiments. Around the globe, the same variety of emotions greets the American empire.

WHY DOES THE UNITED STATES HAVE AN EMPIRE?

At its founding and for most of its history, America successfully avoided empire. There are many opinions about why the United States is now in charge of policing the globe.

One View: Empire Is Needed for Security

Many politicians, numerous pundits, and even some academics have adapted the convenient myth that the United States never intended to be an imperial power and that it acquired its empire by accident. In comparing the Roman and American empires, Peter Bender is a proponent of that typical view:

Rome and America both expanded in order to achieve security. Like concentric circles, each circle in need of security demanded the occupation of the next larger circle. The Romans made their way around the Mediterranean, driven from one challenge to their security to the next. The struggles against Hitler, Stalin, Mao, and Japan brought the Americans to Europe and East Asia; the Americans soon wound up all over the globe, driven from one attempt at containment to the next. The boundaries between security and power politics gradually blurred. The Romans and Americans both eventually found themselves in a geographical and political position that they had not originally desired, but which they then gladly accepted and firmly maintained. Neither power, it would seem, corresponds to the distorted picture painted by their enemies or to the ideal portrait depicted by their admirers. They were neither world conquerors nor unwilling world powers.31

Although Jack Snyder argues that a belief in “security through expansion” was the primary cause of every instance of excessive expansion by the industrial great powers, he also calls it the central myth of empire. In extreme cases, that belief remained in spite of evidence that aggressive policies were eroding a nation's safety. According to Snyder, statesmen overestimate the benefits of offensive expansion and underestimate the costs. They also underestimate the benefits of a defensive strategy.32

The case of imperial Japan, however, seems to debunk the notion that states expand only for security rather than for less legitimate reasons. As John Mearsheimer notes, attacks across water are difficult, but the imperial Japanese government, despite its secure position on an island, nevertheless chose a policy of excessive expansion. Supposedly, the Japanese were expanding to get resources to make their military-industrial complex autarkic. But a rational examination (which the realist proponents of the “security through expansion” view should like) would have reached the conclusion that Japan's intrinsic security was so good that it could have allowed the much more efficient system of free trade to provide resources from overseas. Thus, Japan's aggressive attempt to militarily acquire an East Asian empire was probably done more for glory rather than for security.

In another refutation of the “security through expansion” principle, Spain and Britain each acquired control of a significant portion of the known world, but not for any immediate gains in security. Similarly, in the late 1800s, the scramble for colonies by European powers had little to do with security. The Germans and French acquired colonies merely for prestige. In fact, in the quest for colonies, the British and the French sacrificed the much more important European balance of power.33 Those two countries later behaved the same way in the 1930s, maintaining their empires in the face of a rising Nazi Germany.

However, even some in the “security through expansion” school—the so-called offensive realists—believe that the United States, because of its remoteness from the centers of major conflict, will eventually pull back from its overseas empire now that the Soviet threat is gone. For example, John Mearsheimer believes that the security of “offshore balancers,” such as Britain and the United States, does not depend on the micromanagement of affairs overseas but only on ensuring that a hegemonic great power does not grab the resources and technology in a key region(s) of the world. He predicts that if no such aggressive power arises in Asia or Europe, the United States will withdraw its forces from those two areas.34

Yet even during the Cold War, a rational analysis would have probably concluded that it was questionable for the United States to station forces overseas to ensure the security of the U.S. homeland. The United States was geographically removed from possible conflicts and had a huge nuclear arsenal to deter any attacks on its homeland. Thus, the U.S. government had no need to create an empire for security reasons. Geography and a history of being invaded gave the Soviet Union an ostensibly better excuse than the United States for an imperial stationing of forces in foreign countries to ensure security at home. But even the Soviets did not need an empire for security, because they too had a robust nuclear means of deterring attacks on their homeland.

If only the U.S. government would be so rational as Mearsheimer predicts. The problem with Mearsheimer's hope is that the Cold War has been over for two decades and a “more humble” U.S. foreign policy has not ensued. He admits that the continued U.S. presence in Europe and Northeast Asia in the 1990s does not fit well with the prognostications of offensive realists, but says that too little time has elapsed since the end of the Cold War to know whether they are true.

But two decades is a long time, especially when the United States is moving in the opposite direction of Mearsheimer's prediction. Taking advantage of the absence of a hegemonic rival, America is expanding, not contracting, its defense perimeter. With no new hegemonic threats to Asia and Europe on the horizon, the United States has been strengthening its Asian alliances35—with Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, Australia, Thailand, and the Philippines—and taking on new allies and an expanded mission in Europe (for example, offensive operations outside of the NATO area in the heretofore unstrategic area of the Balkans). Also, to contain China and Russia, the United States now has bases and is seeking influence in the newly independent states of the former Soviet Union.

Similarly, Britain, another relatively secure offshore balancer, did not confine its army and navy solely to shoring up the balance of power on the European continent. The British acquired a far-flung empire around the globe, which had little to do with its security. In fact, British (as well as French) imperial overextension overseas inhibited its response to a potent Nazi threat closer to home.36 U.S. security is also undermined—in the form of blowback terrorism—by empire-building and profligate military meddling in other nations' affairs all over the globe (see Chapter 5 for more details on this point).

So although Mearsheimer and the offensive realists have much to contribute in the foreign-policy debate, they are not being very realistic about why the United States has an empire. It seems a bit naïve to believe that states always behave rationally, make policy with one voice, respond only to external stimuli, and expand only for reasons of security. In fact, as Jack Snyder notes, there are contradictions in the thinking of the offensive realists: if states were always rational, they would realize that expanding to achieve security would probably not be successful because other nations would feel threatened, band together, and balance against the expanding country.37 States should realize that such balancing, and the possibility of war, could ultimately lead to reduced—not enhanced—security for the expanding nation.

In contrast, defensive realists acknowledge that states do not always try to expand. They only expand when the benefits of expansion exceed the costs. Expansion often requires the diversion of material and human resources from other more important priorities. There are many cases in which states forgo the opportunity to expand. According to defensive realists, that conservative behavior explains why there have been long periods of stability in the international system.38

But if defensive realists are right and nations are more conservative about “expanding for security” than the offensive realists claim, then the American empire becomes even more mysterious. The United States possesses a secure geographical position and the costs of the American empire exceed its benefits. The realists prize the “rationality” of states, but the American empire appears irrational even by the realists' own standards. Even Thucydides, the original realist, notes that other factors besides security—profits and prestige—can drive the quest for empire.39

Domestic Causes of Empire May Be More Potent
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