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Praise for In Search of Monsters to Destroy:



“With In Search of Monsters to Destroy, Christopher Coyne offers readers a crisp, concise, and devastating indictment of American imperialism. His provocative proposal for a nonviolent ‘polycentric’ approach to national security comes as a welcome bonus.”


—Andrew J. Bacevich, President and Chairman of the Board, Quincy Institute for Responsible Statecraft; Professor Emeritus of International Relations and History, Boston University


“Why go overseas to slay monsters? Whether it’s corruption and cronyism, bureaucratic pathologies and perverse policies, mechanized terror and murderous militarism, the monsters are right here, America. Luckily for us, in In Search of Monsters to Destroy, Coyne faces them down with courage and clarity. So should we.”


—William J. Astore, Lt. Col., USAF (Ret.), author, Hindenburg: Icon of German Militarism


“Christopher Coyne has long been the leading voice in economics on the folly of American military interventions overseas. In his remarkable new book, In Search of Monsters to Destroy, he gives unpopular but deeply compelling arguments why such interventions are a threat to liberal values both at home and abroad.”


—William R. Easterly, Co-Director, Development Research Institute, New York University


“Coyne argues in his tightly written examination of America’s global meddling, In Search of Monsters to Destroy, that these interventions almost inevitably cause more harm than good because America lacks both the interest and knowledge to do otherwise. It is not ‘Mission Accomplished’ but ‘Mission Impossible’.”


—Harvey M. Sapolsky, Professor Emeritus of Public Policy and Organization and former Director of the MIT Security Studies Program, Massachusetts Institute of Technology


“Christopher Coyne’s In Search of Monsters to Destroy is a timely book. Completed on the heels of the undeniable failure of America’s longest war in Afghanistan, it comes out in the midst of the United States’ and NATO’s dangerous effort to destroy yet another monster, this time the Russian bear in Ukraine. Sadly, we continue to need Coyne’s reminder of the folly of even well-intentioned empire and the urgency for a new, non-imperial approach to national and international security.”


—Michael C. Desch, Packey J. Dee Professor of International Relations and Brian and Jeannelle Brady Family Director, Notre Dame International Security Center, University of Notre Dame


“In Search of Monsters to Destroy is a bold necessary book that examines the costs and failures of U.S. military interventions in Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, and beyond. Coyne reveals the false assumptions and political and economic cronyism that for decades have sustained what he calls the ‘imperial national security state.’ The book also offers solutions, outlining alternative, polycentric defense strategies, including civil resistance, that promise greater security at less risk of war. A well-written compact volume that makes a valuable contribution to the debate on national-security strategy and the need for military restraint.”


—David Cortright, Director of Policy Studies, Kroc Institute for International Peace Studies, Keough School of Global Affairs, University of Notre Dame


“Christopher Coyne’s very important and timely book, In Search of Monsters to Destroy, reminds us once again that all wars bring taxes and the expansion of the power and scope of government. When the wars end, the taxes remain. The new powers remain. The new additional government functionaries remain. State power ratchets upwards and rarely back down. War is truly the health of the state.”


—Grover G. Norquist, Founder and President, Americans for Tax Reform


“With his book In Search of Monsters to Destroy, Coyne uses key insights from political economy to deliver a major broadside against interventionist American foreign policies. He argues that we have unproductively adopted an imperial approach that undermines both liberal ends and our security needs. Agree or disagree with his analysis or recommendations, readers will find Coyne’s challenges to traditional approaches well worth pondering.”


—William P. Ruger, President, American Institute for Economic Research


“In Search of Monsters to Destroy presents a detailed and tellingly accurate anatomy of the American warfare state and its consequences for both the United States and other nations before laying out a thought-provoking case for an alternative to Washington’s current, counterproductive militarism.”


—Charles W. Freeman, Jr., President Emeritus, Middle East Policy Council; former U.S. Ambassador to Saudi Arabia; former Assistant U.S. Secretary of Defense for International Security Affairs


“In Search of Monsters to Destroy is a spirited, and often passionate, analysis and assault on American interventionism, nation-building abroad, and militarism at home and abroad, which are collectively conceptualized as much of the substance of the American empire. The book challenges much in orthodox studies and owes a debt to important dissident writers Coyne obviously respects: especially Friedrich A. Hayek, Charles A. Beard, William Appleman Williams, C. Wright Mills, Arthur A. Ekirch, Jr., and Robert Higgs. Even readers often preferring interpretive orthodoxy will find Coyne’s chapters on the failed drug war in Afghanistan and on the menacing use of drone warfare both compelling and unsettling.”


—Barton J. Bernstein, Professor of History, Emeritus, Stanford University; editor, The Truman Administration: A Documentary History and Twentieth-Century America: Recent Interpretations (both with Allen J. Matusow) and Towards a New Past: Dissenting Essays in American History; author, The Atomic Bomb: The Critical Issues


“Christopher Coyne’s book In Search of Monsters to Destroy: The Folly of American Empire and the Paths to Peace offers a clear and comprehensive analysis of the concept of ‘liberal imperialism.’ Coyne’s compelling elucidation of what is essentially a contradiction in terms, completely at odds with the contours of reality, is then illustrated through a detailed consideration of two cases of major foreign policy failures in the twenty-first century: the efforts by U.S. occupiers to stanch opium production in Afghanistan, and the use of lethal drones to kill people throughout the Middle East. These examples show how military intervention in the name of liberal values has sown misery and exacerbated many of the problems which it was supposed to solve. Yet foreign policy elites, undeterred by their long string of orchestrated disasters, persist in insisting that the United States is the ‘indispensable’ nation. Under this assumption of ‘American exceptionalism,’ all of the attendant hypocrisies inherent to liberal imperialism continue to be condoned, even as ‘public bads’ multiply. There is, however, an alternative to the dominant, state-centered security approach: polycentric systems of security grounded in individual and community action, which, being intrinsically coherent, are far more likely to succeed than the reflexive use of state military force. The challenge remains to spread the word, and Coyne’s timely book greatly contributes to that worthy cause.”


—Laurie L. Calhoun, author, We Kill Because We Can: From Soldiering to Assassination in the Drone Age and War and Delusion: A Critical Examination


“In this groundbreaking new book, In Search of Monsters to Destroy, Christopher Coyne presents us with both a crystal-clear history of the modern American Empire and a brilliant, innovative policy manual. Interweaving his deep expertise as an economist with theoretical and policy insights drawn from international relations, classical-liberal thought, business theory, psychology, and many other fields, Coyne [He] has written a scholarly masterpiece which stands much of contemporary American international relations theory and practice on its head—most particularly where he suggests fundamental changes in the way conflict and violence can be managed and lessened, both at home and abroad. This superb and beautifully written book should be read and re-read by anyone concerned with the dangerous world which the American Empire has made more dangerous and anyone interested in fresh policy prescriptions offering workable and peace-generating ‘alternatives to empire’.”


—T. Hunt Tooley, A.M. Pate, Jr., Professor of History, Austin College; author, The Great War: Western Front and Home Front


“The U.S. government spent almost $9 Billion over 20 years in Afghanistan to eliminate the poppy crop used to produce opium and heroin. The result? Opium poppy production quadrupled. This failed war on drugs is just one subset of the failed war on terror that Christopher Coyne documents in his book, In Search of Monsters to Destroy, his masterful analysis of the follies of the American Empire. What we imagine to be a necessary, efficient mechanism for protecting American freedoms and spreading liberty is, as Coyne artfully details, a massive, corrupt enterprise that suctions money from American taxpayers into the accounts of a few monopolistic corporations and, in the process, extinguishes the liberties and, too often, the lives of millions beyond our borders. It is essential reading for all who hope to be informed Americans—a vital roadmap for charting a more effective, more just foreign policy.”


—Joseph Cirincione, Distinguished Non-Resident Fellow, Quincy Institute for Responsible Statecraft; former President, Ploughshares Fund; former Director for Non-Proliferation, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace


“Christopher Coyne’s In Search of Monsters to Destroy calls to us to imagine alternatives to empire. It is timely, sobering, and provocative. A century and more ago, anti-imperialists warned our republic against the corruption, militarism, jobbery, and vanity of a misconstrued national greatness premised on imperial expansion. Coyne challenges all skeptics of empire and lovers of liberty to reassess where we are, how we got here, and where we go next. Ideological interventionists, nation-builders, and regime changers have to be held accountable for the word they promised and the world they made.”


—Richard M. Gamble, Professor of History and Anna Margaret Ross Alexander Chair in History and Politics, Hillsdale College


“Christopher Coyne’s In Search of Monsters to Destroy is a devastating critique of Washington’s arrogant and blundering foreign policy. Too often, U.S. policymakers succumb to the temptation to launch military crusades for regime-change or supposedly humanitarian goals. The debacle in Afghanistan is the most recent example of how populations in targeted countries pay a very high price in blood and treasure for the hubris of America’s policy elites.”


—Ted Galen Carpenter, Senior Fellow, Defense and Foreign Policy Studies, Cato Institute


“Step by careful step in his book In Search of Monsters to Destroy, Christopher Coyne makes a powerful humanitarian and economic case against U.S. empire. He shows that it has caused huge destruction of life, liberty, and property abroad and substantial destruction of life, liberty, and wealth at home. Coyne applies Friedrich Hayek’s analysis of the problems with centralized information to foreign policy, showing that, whatever the U.S. government’s intent, government officials cannot know enough to intervene productively in other countries’ affairs. Moreover, government officials usually have perverse incentives that cause them to act badly. Is there hope? Read his last chapter.”


—David R. Henderson, Emeritus Professor of Economics, Graduate School of Business and Public Policy, Naval Postgraduate School Research; Fellow, Hoover Institution


“As Christopher Coyne convincingly demonstrates, militarism and imperialism impose harsh costs on human populations, including those in the imperial heartland as well as the direct victims of intervention. At a time when the United States and its rivals are gearing up for a new era of military competition and conflict, Coyne’s superb In Search of Monsters to Destroy provides a powerful antidote to our culture of endless-war preparation.”


—Michael T. Klare, Professor Emeritus of Peace and World Security Studies, Hampshire College


“‘Imperialism’ is an ugly word to most Americans, connoting the malevolent practices of European powers. Alas, as In Search of Monsters to Destroy tells us, the practice is very close to home. In a revealing and easy-to-read style, author Christopher Coyne describes the dark side of U.S. foreign policy, particularly since the 9/11 attacks. His discussions on Afghanistan and Iraq are extremely well done. For anyone with an interest in U.S. foreign policy, its implementation, and the near mind-boggling results, this book is a must-read.”


—Donald L. Losman, Professorial Lecturer (Ret.), Elliott School of International Affairs, George Washington University; former Professor of Economics, The Eisenhower School, National Defense University


“Using telling examples such as the ‘mechanized terror’ of drone warfare and with hard-hitting prose, Christopher Coyne’s book, In Search of Monsters to Destroy, offers a scathing critique of the way that America’s efforts to spread liberalism and democracy undermine the values it claims to promote.”


—George C. Herring, Professor Emeritus of History, University of Kentucky; author, From Colony to Superpower: U.S. Foreign Relations since 1776


“In Search of Monsters to Destroy is an apt and engaging dissection of the follies and of the often decidedly illiberal consequences of American military interventions abroad. It concludes with a provocative assessment of the potential value of other approaches to the provision of defense and security including non-violent ones.”


—John E. Mueller, Woody Hayes Senior Research Scientist, Mershon Center for International Security Studies, Ohio State University; author, The Stupidity of War: American Foreign Policy and the Case for Complacency


“In the aftermath America’s failed and costly effort to pursue ‘regime change’ and ‘nation building’ in Iraq, Afghanistan and the rest of the Greater Middle East by employing U.S. military power, we are now facing growing pressure in Washington to launch new Cold Wars against Russia and China as a way of continuing to maintain U.S. global hegemonic power. To apply what Talleyrand was supposed to have said of the Bourbons, it seems that the members of the U.S. foreign policy establishment ‘have learned nothing, and they have forgotten nothing.’ Against this backdrop, Christopher Coyne provides us in In Search of Monsters to Destroy: The Folly of American Empire and the Paths for Peace, with a wide-ranging critique of U.S. military interventions in the Middle East and elsewhere, a historical tour d’horizon and an intellectual exercise that reflects the author’s classical-liberal worldview. Not only does Coyne explain how we got here, how contrary to the aspirations of the Founding Fathers, the U.S. has become a military empire and the devastating effects this has had on our political economy and civil liberties. He also offers us a path forward, proposing a set of alternative policies that would allow America to affect the world along the lines of its liberal values, so it could become the shining city on the hill instead of ending up in the graveyard of empires.”


—Leon T. Hadar, Washington Bureau Chief, Singapore Business Times; author, Quagmire: America in the Middle East and Sandstorm: Policy Failure in the Middle East


“Christopher Coyne has provided us with a timely – indeed urgent – examination of why America failed in Afghanistan. But more even than that, he has given us a historical perspective on how the American empire developed after two world wars. I was stunned by the chapters on the drug war in Afghanistan, and the ultimate horror of drone warfare as the final expression of technological efforts to make the world safe for democracy.”


—Lloyd C. Gardner, Charles and Mary Beard Professor Emeritus of History, Rutgers University


“In Search of Monsters to Destroy provides an incisive and timely critique of U.S. imperial practice abroad, encompassing America’s frequent foreign interventions as well as the nation’s permanent global military network. Author Christopher Coyne finds the roots of imperialism in the expansive nature of America’s ‘protective state.’ And he carefully traces its growth from the early spurts of western expansion, to the initial claims of extra-territorial authority during the 19th and early 20th centuries, to the ongoing bid for global hegemony following the Second World War.


Coyne employs a libertarian analytic while also drawing deeply on a range of other critical approaches in international relations, security studies, and peace research. He argues convincingly that a consistent libertarian viewpoint must necessarily be anti-imperialist. In Search of Monsters to Destroy also serves more broadly to illuminate pivotal recent instances of US foreign policy malpractice.


Especially worthy are Coyne’s incisive critiques of US efforts at ‘nation building’ in Afghanistan and the broader practice of drone warfare. Clear, rigorous, and comprehensive-I have read none better. More than reviewing a litany of missteps and deadly mistakes, Coyne astutely clarifies the dynamics of recurring disaster. In so doing, he explains why these practices are irredeemable. Equally worthwhile is his examination of the US military-industrial complex as epitomizing crony capitalism. He elucidates why the constituent industries routinely deliver less capability than promised at greater cost—often much great cost—than initially estimated.


Coyne ends with a provocative introduction to various options for ‘polycentric defense’ which stand as alternatives to centralized statist efforts at securing Americans against threats, both domestic and foreign. ‘Polycentric defense’ involves individuals and non-state associations operating freely at various levels to provide different types of security—active and passive, physical and electronic, armed and non-violent forms. For examples of the latter, Coyne draws on the influential work of political scientist and strategist Gene Sharp. While readers will find the proposals for ‘polycentric defense’ both innovative and challenging, Coyne excels at showing the varied ways this approach is already operating effectively at levels ranging from neighborhoods to the global commons.”


—Carl Conetta, Co-Director, Project on Defense Alternatives, Commonwealth Institute
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INDEPENDENT INSTITUTE is a non-profit, non-partisan, public-policy research and educational organization that shapes ideas into profound and lasting impact. The mission of Independent is to boldly advance peaceful, prosperous, and free societies grounded in a commitment to human worth and dignity. Applying independent thinking to issues that matter, we create transformational ideas for today’s most pressing social and economic challenges. The results of this work are published as books, our quarterly journal, The Independent Review, and other publications and form the basis for numerous conference and media programs. By connecting these ideas with organizations and networks, we seek to inspire action that can unleash an era of unparalleled human flourishing at home and around the globe.
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“America, with the same voice which spoke herself into existence as a nation, proclaimed to mankind the inextinguishable rights of human nature, and the only lawful foundations of government…. Wherever the standard of freedom and Independence has been or shall be unfurled, there will her heart, her benedictions and her prayers be. But she goes not abroad, in search of monsters to destroy. She is the well-wisher to the freedom and independence of all. She is the champion and vindicator only of her own. She will commend the general cause by the countenance of her voice, and the benignant sympathy of her example. She well knows that by once enlisting under other banners than her own, were they even the banners of foreign independence, she would involve herself beyond the power of extrication, in all the wars of interest and intrigue, of individual avarice, envy, and ambition, which assume the colors and usurp the standard of freedom. The fundamental maxims of her policy would insensibly change from liberty to force. The frontlet upon her brows would no longer beam with the ineffable splendor of freedom and independence; but in its stead would soon be substituted an imperial diadem, flashing in false and tarnished lustre the murky radiance of dominion and power. She might become the dictatress of the world: she would be no longer the ruler of her own spirit…. Her glory is not dominion, but liberty.”


—John Quincy Adams, Address to Congress on U.S. Foreign Policy, July 4, 1821; 8th U.S. Secretary of State (1817–1825), 6th President of the United States (1825–1829)
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Preface



THIS BOOK PROVIDES a critical analysis of American empire, which I have been studying for two decades. The attacks of September 11, 2001, occurred during the first semester of my PhD studies at George Mason University. The subsequent response by the US government—the expansive, transnational “war on terror”—served as my entry point to study the ability, and limitations, of the US government to militarily intervene in other societies to “export” liberal values and institutions abroad (the topic of my dissertation and first book). From there, I turned my scholarly focus from the effects of a proactive, militaristic foreign policy abroad to the, often pernicious, impact on domestic life. This book incorporates and extends that research into a cohesive exploration of American empire.


The scholarly analysis of American empire has a long and rich history. I approach the study of empire through the lens of the economic way of thinking. This approach holds that people act purposefully in pursuit of their goals, that they face constraints—i.e., limitations on what they can achieve—that they respond to incentives—i.e., changes in perceived costs and benefits—and that different contexts shape constraints and incentives in different ways. The conclusions I draw stem not from first principles—preexisting foundational assumptions about empire—but rather from applying the economic approach to the various aspects of empire and my interpretation of the results of that exercise.


Some of my main personal intellectual influences in the study of this topic include (in alphabetical order): Charles A. Beard, Elise Boulding, Kenneth Boulding, James Buchanan, Arthur Ekirch, F. A. Hayek, Robert Higgs, Gabriel Kolko, Walter LaFeber, C. Wright Mills, Ludwig von Mises, Franz Oppenheimer, Elinor Ostrom, Vincent Ostrom, Murray Rothbard, and William Appleman Williams. These interdisciplinary scholars are diverse in their scholarly approaches and ideologies. While I have my areas of disagreement with each (some more than others), I have benefited from their work in my own study of American empire.


The diversity of these thinkers highlights that there is much common ground to be found—both across scholarly disciplines and across the ideological spectrum—in the study of American empire; that is what makes it such a fascinating topic of study. Despite their differences, one of the unifying characteristics of these scholars is that they questioned, to varying degrees, the orthodox understanding of their respective fields and disciplines. I take this as a source of inspiration in my own work.


The study of American empire has broad “real-world” implications. In American politics, there tends to be a strong consensus among the political elite in their support for and propagation of American empire. At least since World War II, with some exceptions along the way (e.g., Barbara Lee’s single vote against the Authorization for Use of Military Force of 2001), there has been unity and support among the two main political parties regarding the necessity of American empire. There are certainly differences of opinion on certain topics and issues—e.g., how military-related funds should be allocated, how and where military force should be deployed—but the necessity of American empire and US military primacy is taken as a given and unassailable. Simply put, when it comes to matters of American empire, Republicans and Democrats look alike, and there is bipartisan continuity in their shared commitment to American empire. Given this overwhelmingly strong support, it is imperative to study, understand, and appreciate the realities of American empire, given the enormous reach and welfare consequences at home and abroad.


In the chapters that follow, I do not cover all aspects and nuances of American empire, foreign policy, and international affairs. For instance, the historical discussion in Chapter 1 is intended to provide an overview, in contrast to a detailed historical treatment, of the evolution of American empire. Further, I do not go into great detail about the various nuances of nuclear weapons—their development and actual use in 1945, the size of nuclear arsenals, and the various types of weapons—pertaining to American empire and foreign policy. I should also note that my discussion of constitutional matters in Chapter 2 offers one interpretation of these issues, which may differ from others regarding the military and security activities of the state.


That all said, I do offer a cohesive treatment of what I believe are key themes and topics related to American empire. I also discuss possible paths to peace that I believe are neglected in both scholarly literature and policy discussions. In doing so, I hope to provide an entry point for a constructive interdisciplinary and cross-ideological conversation about the realities, costs, and consequences of American empire for achieving a stable peace.





Prologue: American Global Interventionism Buried in the Graveyard of Empires



ON AUGUST 31, 2021, the last US soldier left Afghanistan, officially ending the two-decade American occupation. The occupation ended as it began, with the Taliban in control. Like much of the occupation, the days leading up to the withdrawal were chaotic and fraught with ineptness. The US government overestimated the strength of the Afghan government and military while underestimating the Taliban. The Taliban, which had been consolidating its control of territories throughout the country for years prior to the US withdrawal, quickly recaptured the capital city of Kabul in mid-August. Afghan President Ashraf Ghani chose to flee the country as his government disintegrated. The Afghan National Army, which was trained by the US government at the cost of over $80 billion,1 collapsed with little resistance. US troops rushed to evacuate embassy staff who were frantically attempting to destroy sensitive materials to avoid them falling into the hands of the Taliban. Despite efforts by US political leaders to save face, the reality is that the US government and its foreign policy of military imperialism are the latest victims of the “graveyard of empires”—a label given to Afghanistan following the defeat of superpowers Britain (1839–42, 1919) and the Soviet Union (1979–89).2


The costs of the US government’s occupation of Afghanistan are substantial. The Costs of War project at Brown University estimates that 176,000 people were killed in the Afghanistan war between 2001 and 2021. That figure includes 4,155 US military personnel and contractors, 46,319 civilians, 69,095 Afghan military and police personnel, 1,144 allied troops, 52,893 opposition fighters, 74 journalists and media personnel, and 446 humanitarian workers.3 Although perhaps counterintuitive, it is important to include opposition fighters because, “[a] lot of times,” says Stephanie Savell, codirector of the Costs of War project, “there are political incentives for governments to undercount civilians and put people in the category of ‘opposition fighters’ or ‘militants’ because politically that looks a lot less bad.”4 And, frankly, we will never get a clear count of the civilian dead.


Why? One reason is the expansive use of drones. A key component of the US government’s “war on terror,” which included the US occupation of Afghanistan, was the widespread use of drones to carry out offensive strikes. But the US government’s drone program is mired in secrecy, making it difficult to access accurately the number of civilians harmed. Despite this purposeful obfuscation by the government, however, we know that innocent civilians were harmed by US drone attacks, as evidenced during the withdrawal from Afghanistan.


On August 29, 2021, two days before the final exit, a US-government drone blew up a car carrying a suspected terrorist in Kabul. US intelligence indicated that the target vehicle contained an ISIS bomb, which posed a threat to Americans at the Kabul airport. The intelligence was terribly wrong. It was later discovered that the car contained Zemari Ahmadi, an aid worker who was delivering water to those in need. In addition to killing Ahmadi, the drone strike murdered nine others, including seven children.5 In the immediate wake of the strike, General Mark Milley, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, called it a “righteous strike.” Two weeks later, when the full details were made public, he referred to the strike as “a horrible tragedy of war.”6 Throughout the twenty-year occupation, some innocent civilians throughout Afghanistan suffered a similar fate with little recognition from the US government and media.7 Beyond Afghanistan, and across all post-9/11 wars, total deaths, many of them civilian, are estimated to be in the 897,000–929,000 range.8


Another human cost of the war is displacement, which refers to people forced to leave their permanent residence to seek safety either in another domestic area or abroad. The Costs of War Project estimates that the war in Afghanistan produced 5.9 million displaced persons.9 Further, it is estimated that all post-9/11 wars resulted in at least 38 million displaced persons.


Regarding the financial costs, the Costs of War Project estimates that the post-9/11 US wars in Afghanistan and Pakistan cost $2.3 trillion for the FY2001–FY2022 period. This number includes war budgets (Department of Defense and State Department), care for veterans of the Afghan War, and interest on war-related borrowing.10 The cost of all post-9/11 wars is estimated to be $8 trillion.11


What about the benefits of the US occupation? The US military reduced the capability of al-Qaeda in Afghanistan, which was an initial motivation behind the invasion. However, that didn’t stop al-Qaeda from carrying out terrorist attacks. As Dylan Matthews, a journalist, noted in 2021, “[E]ven with that degraded capability, global deaths from al-Qaeda, ISIS, and Taliban attacks have not fallen since 9/11.”12 Granted, these attacks have not struck the American homeland, but the goal of the war on terror was more grandiose. In a speech to Congress on September 20, 2001, President George W. Bush emphasized that “[o]ur war on terror begins with al Qaeda, but it does not end there. It will not end until every terrorist group of global reach has been found, stopped and defeated.”13 With these comments, not only did Bush formally begin the war on terror, but he also set the ambitious benchmark for success—the complete eradication of terrorism. From this standpoint, the war on terror has failed.


Also relevant is the important distinction between correlation and causation. It is true that there has not been another major terrorist attack in America since the start of the war on terror. But that does not mean, however, that the war on terror caused that outcome. There are other factors that might also explain this result, such as the difficulty of planning, coordinating, and executing a large-scale attack or the heightened alertness by ordinary citizens, which serves as an effective deterrent. The 9/11 attacks were a rare occurrence, an outlier, as far as domestic terrorism within American borders is concerned.14 The likelihood of domestic terrorism by extremists was minuscule before September 11 and remains so today. It is unclear that the war on terror has had a major and significant causal effect on this post-9/11 reality.15


Another frequently cited benefit of the Afghanistan occupation was gains to certain groups of Afghan citizens, especially women. Education and literacy rates for women increased in certain parts of the country—but the preoccupation baseline was extremely low under the repressive Taliban regime.16 In addition, many of the gains to women were concentrated in the capital and other major cities in Afghanistan. With over 70 percent of Afghans residing outside of cities, the benefits did not extend to many women throughout the country.17 Instead, the presence of US occupiers in rural areas often led to violent conflict that made the lives of many women worse through instability, perpetual fear of harm, and the death of innocent family and community members.18 The gains experienced by women living in the major cities were fleeting as the US-established Afghan government quickly collapsed following the advance of the Taliban into Kabul. This highlights the inability of foreign occupiers to consistently nation build, to construct the complex array of institutional arrangements necessary for the maintenance of a free society.


In total, we can conclude that the US government has certainly failed in achieving the goal of eradicating terrorist groups around the world. There have certainly been instances of individual success in certain cases. But even here, the magnitude, extent, and sustainability of these benefits are dubious. At the same time, many of the costs—human and monetary—of the occupation are real, observable, and significant.


The failures in Afghanistan present a unique opportunity. The curtain has been pulled back on the American empire once again, offering us yet another chance to critically assess the features and realities of empire—and to chart a new course. This book does just that. I explore the various aspects of the American empire, including the nature and limits of military imperialism abroad, and the harmful effects of militarism at home.


I also offer a potential path forward, an alternative way of thinking about security in a free society. For many, my proposal may appear radical, but it is far less radical than the erroneous, yet pervasive, belief that the world can be shaped and controlled at gunpoint: the belief that liberal values can flourish where illiberal methods are adopted as the means to promote those principles. As a result of the Afghanistan debacle, Americans have caught a glimpse of the graveyard of empires. The question now is whether we will allow those who wield control over the levers of political power to repeat these mistakes. The risk is that one day we may not be able to extract ourselves from the graveyard; our most cherished freedoms and institutions may be lost due to atrophy and overreach.


The American empire will not change on its own; militarism and imperialism are the raison d’être of the expansive US national security state. Yet, we are not helpless; the source of change is us. The citizenry can avoid the traps of empire by throwing off the shackles of militarism and exploring alternative means, not reliant on state military imperialism, for resolving conflict and providing security. The first step in this journey is recognizing the realities of empire.





1



The American Empire


AFGHANISTAN IS ONLY the most recent example of failed US military imperialism. In March 2011, a NATO-led coalition, which included the United States, began a military intervention in Libya. The intervention involved the naval and air forces of participants enforcing a no-fly zone to protect rebels, attacking Libyan military targets, and establishing a naval blockade. The operation lasted about seven months and ended in October after the brutal death of Mu‘ammar al-Gadhafi, then the prime minister of Libya. Initially hailed as a success by Western politicians and pundits, Libya quickly fell into chaos. Consider, for example, two headlines from the New York Times four years apart, which capture the highs and lows of the Libya invasion.


In 2011, the Times ran an article entitled “U.S. Tactics in Libya May Be a Model for Other Efforts,” suggesting that the success in Libya would serve as a template for future military interventions. Four years later, the newspaper published a story with the headline “ISIS’ Grip on Libyan City Gives It a Fallback Option.” The initial intervention led not only to civil unrest in Libya, but also to growing violence in the region, affecting countries as far away as Mali to the southwest. One unintended beneficiary was the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), which US foreign policy elites claimed was an existential threat to America and liberal values around the world.


Reflecting on the Libyan intervention in 2016, President Barack Obama said, “So we actually executed this plan as well as I could have expected: We got a UN mandate, we built a coalition, it cost us $1 billion—which, when it comes to military operations, is very cheap. We averted large-scale civilian casualties, we prevented what almost surely would have been a prolonged and bloody civil conflict. And despite all that, Libya is a mess.”1


As an isolated case, Libya serves as an illustration of how well-designed and well-executed military interventions can cause severe negative consequences. More broadly, Libya reflects the foreign policy mentality of US government elites, which holds that liberty, freedom, and peaceful order (on a domestic, regional, and global scale) require a proactive, omnipresent US military presence.


Historically, American government officials have provided numerous justifications for proactive foreign military interventions, including concern for suffering, spreading freedom and democracy, fixing broken societies and nation building, and retaliating against perceived threats and enemies. President Woodrow Wilson’s phrase—“The world must be made safe for democracy,” justifying American entry into World War I—is perhaps the most famous. Intervention in Libya was no exception to this overarching tradition, specifically with regards to the removal and death of a former ally turned enemy, Gadhafi. Certain interventions have succeeded in achieving some of their goals; however, many others (like Libya) have tragically failed.


Nonetheless, at their core, American global military interventions require a mentality that is inherently at odds with traditional liberal values. Liberalism, from the Latin word “liber” or “free,” is the philosophy of individual freedom.2 It is the “theory of a society consisting entirely, if ideally, of free people.”3 Liberal values emphasize the primacy of individual freedom, deep respect for human dignity and intellectual humility, an appreciation for voluntary choice and association, freedom of expression, economic freedom, toleration, pluralism, cosmopolitanism, spontaneous orders, and a commitment to peaceful solutions to interpersonal conflict. As the US government’s shocking actions showed at the Guantánamo Bay detention camp and Abu Ghraib prison, the interventionist mindset can lead to the adoption of extremely vicious and repugnant illiberal tactics of coercion and brutality, masked by the rhetoric of noble liberal intentions.



Liberal Hegemony



The United States has been described as a “liberal empire”4 with the US government’s imperial strategy described as “liberal hegemony.”5 From this perspective, the US government uses its global power to exert influence over others while promoting Western liberal values.6 The centerpiece of liberal hegemony has been the US military, which requires “a sustained investment in military power whose aim is to so overwhelm potential challengers that they will not even try to compete, much less fight.”7


At the heart of any empire is imperialism, an ideology and related set of policies focused on one nation’s government projecting its economic, political, and social power over other societies. Imperialism entails a commitment to hard (military) power, with soft (diplomatic) power playing a complementary role.8 The argument for an imperial, interventionist America is usually grounded in a Hobbesian view of the natural aggression between nations (according to Thomas Hobbes, life was “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short”9), an aggression which needs restraining. The underlying assumption is that a liberal international order cannot emerge spontaneously but requires imperial design and, when necessary, the use of force.10


Proponents of empire contend that the liberal hegemon provides collective goods—that is, goods where many people share in the benefits on a global scale. Standard examples of such goods include a stable world monetary order; protections against pirates, organized crime, “rogue states,” and other predators; and a stable set of rules for transnational trade and finance, diplomacy, and conflicts.11 In the Western Hemisphere, the United States had been the regional hegemon since the late nineteenth century. Since the 1940s, the United States has been the global hegemon.


Liberal hegemon supporters say that there is also a need for “nation building” to counter the Hobbesian world. This becomes necessary when an officially recognized state is too weak or corrupt to provide collective public goods.12 Such “failed states” are a problem not only for those forced to live under them, but also for the world, because they undermine a stable international order. The list of “failed states” typically includes Haiti, Somalia, Afghanistan, and Yemen, but is often broadened to include almost all of Africa and much of Latin America, the Middle East, and Central Asia. Proponents of liberal empire thus argue that failed states necessitate intervention by outside powers in order to bolster global and local stability and provide a value-added service by supplying liberal public goods. This is well documented in a growing body of studies by social scientists exploring the benefits of foreign interventions.13
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