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FOREWORD


BY PETER PHILLIPS


Aaron Good’s American Exception Empire and the Deep State is a fresh look at a long tradition of research regarding power and control inside the United States empire. While Americans often take pride in a mythical belief in democracy and governmental transparency, increasing exceptions to our prideful understandings are self-evident. US wars, invasions, and unilateral aggressions in the last seventy years alone bely any rational belief in American democratic humanitarianism. The US—a country that massacred its own indigenous populations—has pursued a global dominance agenda since World War II. America has built a global empire of repressive military power in service to private capital that has cost the lives millions in Korea, Vietnam, Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, and numerous other places.


A long tradition of social science research documents the existence of a dominant ruling class in the United States. These elites set policy and determine national political priorities. The American ruling class is complex and competitive. It perpetuates itself through interacting families of high social standing with similar lifestyles, corporate affiliations, and memberships in elite social clubs and private schools.


The American ruling class has long been determined to be mostly self-perpetuating, maintaining its influence through policymaking institutions such as the National Association of Manufacturers, US Chamber of Commerce, Business Council, Business Roundtable, Conference Board, American Enterprise Institute for Public Policy Research, Council on Foreign Relations, and other business-centered policy groups. These associations have long dominated policy decisions within the US government.


In his 1956 book The Power Elite, C. Wright Mills documented how World War II solidified a trinity of power in the United States that comprised corporate, military, and government elites in a centralized power structure motivated by a national capitalist class power elite working in unison through “higher circles” of contact and agreement. Mills described how the power elite were those “who decide whatever is decided” of major consequence. Mills is careful to observe that the conception of a power elite does not rest solely on personal friendship, but rather relies on a broader ideology of shared corporate system goals.


In this book, Aaron Good provides an excellent review of Mills and the hidden networks of power elites in the US. These elites operate as a non-transparent undercover network of decision makers, the movers and shakers so to speak, who are in positions of institutional importance. Good documents the continuing social science research that summarizes the theoretical understandings of a dual state in the US: an openly apparent and widely recognized public governmental bureaucracy existing in tandem with a secretive security state imbedded in public and private intelligence agencies. This parallel state operates in support of our capital empire at the bequest of a hidden sovereign power elite.


Even the Washington Post (Priest and Arkin) acknowledged the expanding security state in the US that comprises tens of thousands of individuals in forty-six agencies and thousands of private companies—all operating under top secret conditions. Dana Priest and William Arkin in 2011 described the United States as two governments, “one [that] the citizens are familiar with which operates more or less in the open, and the other [a] parallel top-secret government whose parts have mushroomed in less than a decade into a gigantic, sprawling universe of its own, visible to only a carefully vetted cadre—and in its entirety visible only to God.”


The existence of the public and security states in the US is widely understood by social science researchers. However, less understood are the mechanisms determining how the security state operates in times of crisis and exceptional circumstances. Aaron Good follows the lead of Peter Dale Scott’s work on the idea of a deep state within the security state that networks a selection of insiders, who covertly make decisions of significant importance. For the general public, the origins of these decisions remain unknown. This leads Aaron Good to formulate a tripartite theory of the state that includes both a public and security state in combination with a deep state network of semi-permanent policy elite operatives.


In American Exception: Empire and the Deep State, Aaron Good devotes significant space addressing deep state operatives of whom we had glimpses in the sixties and seventies around the assassinations of John Kennedy, Robert Kennedy, Martin Luther King—as well as Watergate. We know enough about these actors to theorize a deep state network taking exceptional collective actions that had powerful permanent consequences for which many citizens are still confused and suspicious.


Good cites exceptionism (i.e., elite lawlessness) as an on-going institutional circumstance affecting American overlords, who Good sees as the primary managers of global capital. He cites the top three capital firms, Black Rock, Vanguard, and State Street, who collectively control trillions of dollars of investment capital as, “The hegemony of organized money over society.” He believes that this situation did not arise by accident, but rather comprised a series of “coups d’etat profonde, or strokes of the deep state.”1


My own research on US investment management companies supports Aaron Good’s position. The top three US capital management firms have massively consolidated wealth in the past five years doubling holdings to over $20.9 trillion dollars.
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Aaron Good’s American Exception follows closely Peter Dale Scott’s book, The American Deep State, where Scott describes the importance of Wall Street in offering intelligence agencies key personnel and policies. Certainly, Allen Dulles, a Wall Street lawyer and CIA director, is a key example of this close relationship between Wall Street and national intelligence. Scott and Good believe that the mushrooming of intelligence agencies after 9/11 has also allowed for the emergence of deep state intelligence networks with independent capabilities, even while still in support of Wall Street’s agenda.


Good cites Scott’s reports on how global intelligence agencies work together as deep state networks. He cites how anticommunist elites organized in the mid-1970s, when the CIA was under restrictions imposed by Congress and enforced by President Carter. Intelligence representatives from France, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Iran met in Kenya at the Safari Club with CIA operatives, including former CIA Director George H. W. Bush, to overcome constraints imposed by Washington. This led to the emergence of the Bank of Credit and Commerce International (BCCI) as the depository of money for off-the-books covert operations and the formation of what Scott calls a supranational deep state.


As the power elite increasingly concentrates wealth, the requirement from the overlords for security and protection has magnified. Responding to that call are the intelligence agencies of the capital-vested nationstates—cooperating with each other to coordinate regime changes, wars, occupations, assassinations, and covert actions deemed necessary.


There can be no doubt that continued concentration of wealth cannot be economically sustained. Extreme inequality and massive repression will only bring resistance and rebellion by the world’s masses. The danger is that the power elite will fail to recognize the inevitability of economic and/or environmental collapse before making the necessary adjustments to prevent millions of deaths and massive civil unrest. Without significant corrective adjustments by the power elite, mass social movements and rebellions, coupled with environmental collapse, will inevitably lead to global chaos and war.


The power elite manage, facilitate, and protect concentrated capital worldwide. This consolidation of wealth is the primary cause of world poverty, starvation, malnutrition, wars, and mass human suffering. Organizing resistance and challenging the powerful is the necessary agenda for democracy movements worldwide. Addressing top-down economic controls, monopolistic power, and the specifics of the power elite’s activities will require challenging mobilizations in numerous regions.


We live in a nation and world beset by crises of massive inequality, pending environmental collapse, and real threats of nuclear annihilation. The more we can understand this system of economic domination and the inner workings of key operatives inside a deep state, the greater will be our capabilities to mediate democratic solutions. Thank you Aaron Good for your vital effort in this book to help us understand the manipulations of the powerful and to recognize the threat of the deep state.


—Peter Phillips, professor emeritus Political Sociology 
Sonoma State University, author of Giants: The Global Power Elite, 2018




CHAPTER 1


EMPIRE, HEGEMONY, AND THE STATE


The Question


Within the social sciences, it is conventional to frame research in terms of a research question or questions. This may be more or less useful depending on one’s field and the issues that one is researching. The following is an attempt to distill what my dissertation sought to address in a few question: Why does US foreign policy display such continuity across administrations? Why has American democracy—most specifically the rule of law—declined inversely with the rise of US global dominance? To some extent, this formulation of the research questions was a contrivance. The scope of the project was broader than most of the mid-range theories that today predominate in the social sciences. If comparison might be useful, American Exception was influenced and inspired by works like The Power Elite by C. Wright Mills1 (1956) and Democracy Incorporated by Sheldon Wolin.2


Political scientists have spilled much ink to create theories and definitions of democracy. In a broad normative sense, a country is democratic to the extent that it is the general public—rather than an elite of power—which ultimately controls the political system. Institutionally, a democracy is characterized by the rule of law, political rights, free and fair elections, and accountability.3 Within the American social sciences, most seminal twentieth century scholars and theorists of American democracy have focused on US domestic politics and US society. This would include political scientists like Dahl and Lindblom4 as well as sociologists like C. Wright Mills.5 A central concerns of this book is the relationship between expansive foreign policy and democratic decline. One of the few American political scientists to focus squarely on this issue was Lasswell.6 His neglected “garrison state” construct is worth revisiting and reassessing given the subsequent rise of US global dominance and democratic decline.


There are three larger realms in which democratic decay is most evident. The first—and a central one for the purposes of this book—is the diminishment of the rule of law. The second pertains to the drastic rise in inequality. The third is the decline in American nationalism. The decline of the rule of law relates to the rule of law as one of the chief factors which define democracy. The other two aspects—inequality and the decline of nationalism—pertain to the broad commonsense understanding of democracy. These are relevant because they are aspects that relate directly to one of the central dynamics explored in this book—the impact of America’s post–World War II global orientation upon US politics and society.


The diminishment of the rule of law can be dramatically illustrated by the following separate but interrelated trends: high criminality or unadjudicated crimes committed by top government officials and political insiders, elite criminality or crimes committed by socioeconomic elites, and finally the abasement of constitutionally guaranteed political rights. High criminality would include the “October surprise” of 1968, the crimes associated with Watergate, the sprawling high crime spree that is truncated by the term “Iran-Contra,” and stolen presidential elections of 20007 and possibly 2004.8 Deserving to be included in the realm of high criminality are innumerable US foreign policy practices, including aggressive war and the overthrow of foreign governments which would on their face appear to clearly violate the UN Charter. The UN Charter outlaws aggression and even the threat of aggression against other states. The US Senate ratified the UN Charter and since the supremacy clause of the US Constitution deems ratified treaties to “be the supreme Law of the Land,” US leaders have violated “the supreme Law of the Land” innumerable times, judicial abdication notwithstanding.


Socioeconomic elite criminality (i.e., the crimes of the superrich) is most clearly exemplified by the scores of unadjudicated crimes related to the financial crisis of 2008 and 2009. The violation of political rights is evident in the McCarthy era, FBI COINTEL programs, media manipulation, mass surveillance regimes, suppression of political movements, torture regimes, warrantless detention, and assassination programs. While the violation of democratic political rights does entail the commission of crimes by government officials, the institutionalized nature of these violations makes them distinct from the aforementioned high crimes. It is worth noting that there is considerable overlap between the decline of the rule of law and the weakening of the other institutional components of democracy. Specifically, elections have been less than “free and fair.” Political rights have been infringed upon. Accountability is diminished as a result of state secrecy and the selective application of the rule of law which together prevent meaningful accountability in crucial areas.


Economic inequality in America has risen to levels not observed since before the Great Depression. This is an anti-democratic trend because it is logical that a political system controlled by the general public rather than elites would not be characterized by ever-rising levels of stratification. Additionally, America has also seen rising levels of political inequality. In the 1950s, C. Wright Mills observed that democracy, in any meaningful sense, had been superseded by the rise of a tripartite American power structure which had consolidated its hegemony over politics and society.9 More recently, political scientists using quantitative methods have been able to establish that the general public has virtually no political influence relative to elites.10 While both the middle and lower levels of US society have little influence on the political system, the lower strata of society are subject to an array of institutions that diminish their ability to enjoy “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” such as could be expected in an advanced democratic country. These institutions include police surveillance and repression, mass incarceration, substandard public education, inadequate social services, widespread unemployment and underemployment, and predatory business practices.


The third realm in which America’s undemocratic trajectory can be traced relates to the decline of nationalism in many important respects. In this context, “nationalism” refers to the pursuit of policies which strengthen and enrich the country’s collective economy and population. One would expect nationalism to be expressed in a democratic system since it would not behoove campaigning politicians to advocate for policies which would be harmful to the nation as a whole. Yet, in many areas, officials have acted in ways that were counter to the general interest. American governments have pursued policies that facilitated deindustrialization resulting in reduced domestic production and consumption on the part of workers whose jobs have been offshored. Additionally, the state of America’s physical infrastructure has declined dramatically. This is striking in a country with considerable latent productive industrial capacity. The domestic economy also suffers from a trend toward historically high levels of private and public debt. This creates an unproductive, feudalizing dynamic which benefits a rentier class at the expense of the general population’s economic security and living standards. A related trend is privatization—the transformation of the public domain (education, utilities, prisons, etc.) into avenues for rent extraction. Here again, a rentier class benefits at the expense of the public at large. Collectively, these neoliberal trends are the opposite of what progressive political economists predicted would result from democracy and economic development.11


It is crucial to note that this democratic decline has been unfolding in an era of American unipolarity or global hegemony. At the very least, the US was the hegemon of the global capitalist world during the Cold War and has been the unchallenged global hegemon since the fall of the Soviet Union. American political thinkers from the Founding Fathers to contemporary scholars like Chalmers Johnson12 have asserted that empire is not compatible with democracy. Such analysis in and of itself is not novel. The focus here is upon the forces that drive the pursuit of global dominance, and which have altered the structure of the state. An understanding of the resultant structures is essential. Specifically, the evolution of the American state should be understood both in terms of its continuity with the past as well as its relatively novel features.


Bringing the Tripartite State In


First put forward in a 2015 article for Administration & Society, the tripartite state theory is intended to illuminate the nature of the American state and the American power structure.13 Fundamentally, it blends and builds upon three extant approaches to understanding the state and US society. Regarding the state, theories of the dual state or double government are given considerable weight. C. Wright Mills’s theories of the tripartite structure of American power also inform the idea of the tripartite state. In effect, the three parts of the tripartite state are analogous to the “big three” institutions that comprise Mills’s American power structure—big business, the military, and the political directorate. Finally, the theory utilizes and adapts Peter Dale Scott’s deep politics approach which seeks to discern the powerful forces and actors whose decisive influence is typically not acknowledged in public discourse.


The tripartite state is comprised of three elements—the public state (i.e., the democratic state), the security state, and the deep state. The public state consists of those institutions that we learn about in high school civics classes and study in political science—the visible and formally organized institutions that comprise our elected federal, state, and local governments as well as the civil service bureaucracies associated with them. The security state is comprised of those institutions in charge of maintaining “security” domestically and internationally. Notable security state organizations include the Pentagon, the Central Intelligence Agency, and the Federal Bureau of Investigation.


The deep state is a more nebulous thing. In a 2015 article, I sparsely defined the deep state as “an obscured, dominant, supranational source of antidemocratic power.”14 Back in 2013, the New York Times defined the deep state as “a hard-to-perceive level of government or super-control that exists regardless of elections and that may thwart popular movements or radical change.”15 Describing the essence of what he means by the term deep state, Peter Dale Scott describes it as “a power not derived from the constitution but outside and above it;” the deep state is “more powerful than the public state.”16 The institutions that exercise undemocratic power over state and society collectively comprise the deep state. The deep state is an outgrowth of the overworld of private wealth. It includes, most notably, the institutions that advance overworld interests through the synergy between the overworld and the underworld—as well as the national security organizations that mediate between them. Collectively, the dominance of deep state has diminished US democracy to such an extent that it is justified to describe ours as a deep state system and to speak of the tripartite state. A central contention herein is that the tripartite state developed alongside postwar American exceptionism—“the institutionalization of the interminable state of exception” which has entailed “the institutionalization of securitized supra-sovereignty or Lockean ‘prerogative’ although not to a fixed or determinate source.”17 In other words, the covert lawlessness with which the US pursued international dominance after World War II had the cumulative effect of transforming an imperfect democracy into a tripartite state system characterized by covert top-down rule.


The tripartite state emerged from deep seated forces in US society. The public state existed prior to independence in the form of colonial assemblies and later the Continental Congress. Likewise, there were elements of a security state dating at least back to the continental army and Washington’s network of spies in the War for Independence. Early in US history, the security state was more securely tethered to the public state and was used relatively sparingly—for example—against Barbary Pirates and American Indians and to promote expansion as in Andrew Jackson’s attack on Spanish Florida or Polk’s Mexican-American War. The cases of Florida and Texas are especially relevant since no official authorization was given to Andrew Jackson or the Texas rebels respectively, yet their legally dubious actions seem clearly to have emerged from deep political forces in the US. Andrew Jackson’s negation of the Indian treaties and Abraham Lincoln’s suspension of habeus corpus are other examples of the illegal and/ or unconstitutional exercises of prerogative power which were dwarfed by the exceptionism that emerged after World War II.


From the founding of the United States to World War II, the US could be described as having a deep political system in tandem with the more visible political system. The overworld of private wealth often comingled with an underworld political economy, and some of the most lucrative trades occupied a realm between legality and criminality. Most notably, examples include the slave trade, the opium trade, and later the fruit and sugar industries. These often-transnational enterprises could become powerful and even decisive in shaping economic fortunes and political outcomes. Domestically, the various political machines were the most obvious institutions wherein deep political forces presided, providing a nexus between overworld and underworld forces of the US and of various localities. One may conceive of political machines as the organizations which—in miniature—provide the best historical analogy to the current hypertrophied American deep state.


The period following the Civil War—i.e., Reconstruction and the Gilded Age—saw the US emerge as an industrialized economic behemoth with commercial interests quickly expanding beyond its borders. The deep political power of private wealth was ascendant but accompanied by modest political reforms which were responses to mobilized democratic elements of civil society. At the turn of the century, with manifest destiny and the closing of the frontier finally achieved, the US began to project its power globally. It is noteworthy that Henry Cabot Lodge, the man perhaps most responsible for steering the US into the Spanish-American War, was descended from Boston Brahmins who had made vast fortunes in the opium trade. Similarly, deep political forces were likely decisive in the US decision to unofficially abandon neutrality early in World War I and later to formally enter the war. In particular, the US entry seems to have been a function of the relationship between Britain and the pinnacle of the US financial elite, JP Morgan specifically. Had Germany not surrendered—an outcome very much in doubt after Brest-Litovsk—the US, with JP Morgan as its broker, stood to lose billions after extending vast amounts of credit to the Allies. Morgan influence went beyond US entry and victory in the war. At Versailles, illustrious financier Bernard Baruch complained that Morgan men had been in control of the proceedings.18 As per the treaty’s terms, harsh reparations were foisted on Germany which in turn enabled the Allies to repay the US.


Despite its considerable power at the close of World War I, the US did not at that time seek the mantle of global hegemony. It wasn’t until the onset of World War II that deep forces in US society sought to reorient American posture toward the international realm. The US Establishment needed to reform and create institutions to manage international and domestic politics. The postwar national security state and America’s sense-making institutions collectively shaped the US-led world order and the “postwar liberal consensus” that sought and legitimized US global dominance. Anticommunism allowed for the securitization of politics. As America’s founders observed, the securitization that necessarily accompanies wars is toxic or even fatal for democratic/republican institutions.


The Cold War achieved the securitization of politics on a scale theretofore unseen in US history and was deemed—or understood to be—a twilight struggle against an implacable, amoral adversary bent on world domination. National security organizations are by design undemocratic. Hierarchy, secrecy, and expediency are structural features necessitated by the imperatives of “security.” They are authoritarian responses to real, imagined, or fabricated threats—especially existential ones. The postwar US national security state did not arise from an attack against the country. It was created ostensibly to combat Soviet Communism and the supposed threat that it posed to the US and the world. However, the organizational structure of the national security state was created by elites with deep connections to the overworld of private wealth. In particular, the CIA was the brainchild of men like Allen Dulles.19 Along with his brother, future Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, Allen Dulles was a longtime employee of Sullivan and Cromwell, the storied Wall Street law firm whose clients included the world’s largest multinational corporations. Given this history, it is not difficult to grasp why so much of US foreign policy has consisted of intervening to make countries as suitable as possible for the maximization of corporate profit. The previous seven decades provide innumerable examples that demonstrate the extent to which overt and covert US interventions in foreign countries were often instigated by—and for the benefit of—the overworld of corporate wealth. These interventions have involved every expedient manner of violence and lawbreaking. It bears repeating: Foreign wars and covert operations are illegal under the UN Charter. Having ratified the treaty, US officials violate the US constitution by contravening the charter which is deemed to be “the supreme law of the land.”


It has often been argued that Cold War anticommunism was to blame for the excesses of US foreign policy during the era. This would entail conceiving of anticommunism as an outlook and set of practices opposed to the spread of Soviet or Chinese-style communism. Such practices could be described as regrettable but necessary departures from American ideas of fair play, undertaken to confront an existential threat. Were such an understanding accurate, the state of exception to the rule of law would have ended with the fall of the Soviet Union. Such has not been the case. In 1996, a House Intelligence Committee report stated that CIA officials had revealed that the agency’s operations arm “is the only part of the [Intelligence Community], indeed of the government, where hundreds of employees on a daily basis are directed to break extremely serious laws in countries around the world.” A conservative estimate “is that several hundred times every day, [Directorate of Operations] officers engage in highly illegal activities.”20 In 2019, Secretary of State Mike Pompeo reaffirmed this, stating, “I was the CIA director. We lied, we cheated, we stole.”21 George White of OSS, Federal Bureau of Narcotics, and the CIA put it more colorfully: “[I]t was fun, fun, fun. Where else could a red-blooded American boy lie, kill, cheat, steal, rape and pillage with the sanction and blessing of the All-Highest?”22


There are serious problems that an exceptionalist (i.e., lawless) security state presents to a liberal democracy. The rule of law is obviously overridden. State secrecy confounds public sense-making and deliberation since the public cannot evaluate policies and governmental actions that are obscured or misrepresented through various ersatz cover stories. These very weighty issues are likely not the most problematic aspect of US exceptionism. One provocative question examined herein involves the extent to which these criminogenic political institutions and practices have been confined to the realm of foreign policy. To put it another way: Has the US been able to hermetically seal state-sanctioned lawlessness and thereby maintain the rule of law domestically even while exceptionism prevails in foreign relations? Drawing from the work of Lance deHaven-Smith (2006) and others, the answer appears to be no; there are enough documented and suspected state crimes against democracy (SCADs) to assert that at best public sovereignty has been compromised.23 A more alarming interpretation would be that SCADs and related dynamics have collectively comprised a series of coups d’etat that has drastically weakened American democracy. Progressive elements of the US government and society have been marginalized while US dominance has been pursued internationally—typically with various measures of subversion, violence, expropriation, and exploitation.


Some of these documented and suspected interventions include: the assassination of President Kennedy; the FBI’s COINTEL programs against the antiwar, civil rights, and black power movements; the assassination of Malcolm X; the Gulf of Tonkin Incident; the assassination of Martin Luther King; the assassination of Robert Kennedy; Nixon’s 1968 “October Surprise;” the collection of crimes known collectively as “Watergate;” the 1980 “October Surprise;” the Iran-Contra affair; the September 11, 2001 terror attacks;24 the subsequent anthrax attacks;25 and the “stolen” presidential elections of 200026 and 2004.27 Another notable pattern of criminality that touches upon many state crimes involves the nexus between the intelligence agencies and the international drug traffic. While the evidentiary support for each of these suspected or documented SCADs differs, they each have their serious and reputable proponents, even as the prevailing discourse dismisses such suspicions as “conspiracy theory”—a term that has come to connote unseriousness and which is applied in such a way as to encourage the a priori rejection of critical theories and the acceptance of state-sanctioned narratives. DeHaven-Smith (2013) examined this issue and found that the term “conspiracy theory,” was seldom used in public discourse until the aftermath of the John Kennedy assassination. He points to a CIA document distributed to the agency’s media assets requesting their assistance in dismissing and marginalizing “conspiracy theorists” as unreliable, irrational, and/or venal. Thus, there has been what could he describes as the “conspiracy theory conspiracy” wherein state actors intervene in civil society to help create a prevailing common sense wherein reasonable suspicions of high criminality are reflexively dismissed and stigmatized by our sense-making institutions.28


The collective impact of SCADs is impossible to measure precisely. Addressing many of the same anomalies as deHaven-Smith, Peter Dale Scott (2015) describes some of the key phenomena as structural deep events,29 history-shaping episodes that impact “the whole fabric of society, with consequences that enlarge covert government.” Rather than ever being properly investigated and/or adjudicated, structural deep events “are subsequently covered up by systematic falsifications in media and internal government records.”30 Every civilization reaches a level of complexity at which point milieus and institutions emerge which wield power yet remain submerged or not fully revealed or acknowledged by the society as a whole. In the US, this dynamic is described by Scott (1993) as America’s deep political system.31 An argument made in this dissertation is that these SCADs or deep events have indeed altered the course of American history and transformed the US political system. In its earlier form, US governance was characterized by varying levels of coexistence and accommodation between constitutional democracy and a deep political system. Subsequently—especially after World War II—interventions from the deep political system transformed the American state and US society, giving rise to the tripartite state—i.e., a deep state system wherein exceptionism allows for the supra-sovereignty of undemocratic forces. Specifically, the overworld of corporate wealth has created and altered institutions to most effectively manage international and domestic politics to the effect that empire and hegemony—and thus exceptionism—are sacrosanct imperatives even as their decisive impacts are rarely acknowledged or debated candidly in public discourse.


The rise of the tripartite state has greatly weakened American democracy in the most fundamental sense if a system of governance is understood to be more or less democratic to the extent that sovereignty rests with the public rather than elites. The decline of US democracy has given rise to three crises to which the deep state system cannot adequately respond. The first crisis is the ever-present risk of nuclear omnicide—the extinction of humanity, by humanity. The second is the crisis of global climate change. The third is the crisis of inequality wherein a tiny minority owns most of the world’s wealth while globally tens of thousands of people die daily from lack of adequate access to food, potable water, and/or basic healthcare.32 Without drastic moves toward progressive and democratic structural reform, it is difficult to imagine how any (much less, all) of these crises can be resolved. With these sobering exigencies in mind, the theory of the tripartite state seeks to illuminate our current political dystopia and to place it in the appropriate historical context.


Hegemony vs. Empire


The scholarly foundations of this book are eclectic. Theories pertaining to hegemony, imperialism, the dual state, and administrative prerogative are examined and critiqued. The concept of hegemony is crucial in the realms of international and US politics. Scholars who address hegemony differ mostly across a dimension that places the emphasis either on coercive dominance or upon consensual leadership.33 John Mearsheimer—the original “offensive realist” of the international relations (IR) subdiscipline of political science—emphasizes dominance.34 Michael Sullivan focuses on the coercive aspect of US foreign policy.35 Kindleberger and other hegemonic stability theorists assert that the international system can only function smoothly when there is a hegemonic state that provides public goods internationally.36 Susan Strange’s concept of structural power serves to bridge the gap between coercion and consent.37 Structural power allows the powerful country to determine the rules of the international political economy by which others must play. Through the use of structural power, countries can constrain and control other actors without the application of overt force.38 As a historical materialist, Robert Cox describes hegemonic world order established by dominance over three realms: material, ideational, and institutional.39 Arrighi and Silver similarly see hegemony as not simply dominance. Instead, the hegemon’s power is amplified by virtue of the fact that it is perceived by relevant others as leading in a way that is beneficial for itself and others.40


While hegemony and imperialism are related concepts, it is important to highlight their differences and similarities. Imperialism can be a term that is used pejoratively to emphasize the international exercise of power that is unaccountable or illegitimate.41 Theories of empire and imperialism are intertwined with theories pertaining to hegemony. Maier asserts that there is little substantial conceptual difference between theories of hegemony and empire; the terms can be used almost synonymously.42 Or there can be subtle distinction. Michael Doyle defines empire as “effective control, whether formal or informal, of a subordinated society by an imperial society.”43 By contrast, he defines hegemony as an international order in which the dominant state controls “much or all of the external, but little or none of the internal, policy of other states.”44 Ikenberry writes about hegemony and world order from a historical institutionalist perspective. He makes explicit distinction between empire and liberal hegemony as two ideal types of hierarchical world order. Empire is described as rule in which control is exerted over subordinate states through direct or indirect means; sovereignty is controlled by the imperial state. Control is maintained through networks of elites in the center and periphery states.45


For Ikenberry, there are three general features of liberal hegemonic order which differentiate it from empire. First, the hegemon establishes rules and institutions which are arrived at through negotiations. The hegemon sponsors the system and acts within its rules. Second, the hegemon provides international “public goods” in exchange for the cooperation of the other states. Even without taxing the other states, the hegemon still benefits overall by providing public goods for the system. Third, the liberal hegemonic order creates and maintains channels and networks that allow states to informally influence the governance of the international system.46 The liberal Ikenberry believes that that the postwar era of American dominance was liberal hegemonic in character. After the 2001 World Trade Center attacks, he asserts, “the American-led hierarchical order began to take on imperial characteristics.”47


Historical materialists provide definitions of imperialism that may explain much of the history of great power politics and its respective imperial actors. Writing in the early twentieth century, John Hobson famously described imperialism as stemming from underconsumption and capital accumulation in capitalist nations.48 Lenin expanded on Hobson’s thesis with an additional emphasis on the pivotal role of finance capital.49 In the mid-twentieth century, Joseph Schumpeter argued that although imperialism had some materialist motivations, its causes were also sociological and stemmed in part from aggressive parts of human nature. For reasons perhaps stemming from conformist aspects of human nature, Schumpeter reasoned that capitalism, as opposed to being inherently imperialistic, would gradually lead to further rationalization of society and thereby curtail humanity’s imperialist tendencies.50 In the 1960s, dependency theory emerged to describe imperialist dynamics which accounted for the political and economic disparities in the developing world.51 This was a challenge to the dominant modernization paradigm which posited that countries were merely at differing stages of development or modernization.52


Following the decline of dependency theory, imperialism became a less commonly deployed concept in political theory. One exception to this trend was Michael Parenti who in the 1990s provided a usefully broad definition of imperialism as “the process whereby the dominant politicoeconomic interests of one nation expropriate for their own enrichment the land, labor, raw materials, and markets of another people.”53 Nominally “post-Marxist” scholars Hardt and Negri in 2000 described empire without imperialism—an agentless, postmodern world order characterized by a novel globalized sovereignty which had effectively ended state sovereignty.54 In other words, Hardt and Negri recognized that in the neoliberal global system, countries were constrained from pursuing independent, economic development in accordance with their respective national interests. One-upping their fellow hyperstructuralist55 scholars, they not only effectively absolve US elites from responsibility for intentionally creating and maintaining this system—they essentially removed the US from their formulation. This could be called hegemonic erasure!


Given subsequent history, Hardt and Negri were at best premature in declaring the nation-state irrelevant. In the early twenty-first century, more scholars began to revisit the concept of imperialism. This rediscovery was to clear, mounting evidence of structural inequalities throughout the global system as well as American militarism after 2001.56 Materialist (i.e., Marxist) conceptions of empire became more common. Writing in 2003, David Harvey acknowledged that “imperialism” is a term that can be used for polemical rather than analytical purposes.57 In discussing capitalist imperialism, Harvey describes empire as “a distinctly political project on the part of actors whose power is based in command of a territory and a capacity to mobilize its human and natural resources towards political, economic and military ends.” The “project” is the assertion of the imperial state’s interests in the larger world. 58


In sum, the stronger case is not that hegemony and empire are opposing ends on a continuum, but that the concepts are characterized more by overlap. This point is crucial to understanding the US-dominated world order established after World War II. To recap, Ikenberry claims that prior to 2001, the US was “liberal hegemonic” and after 2001, it took on imperial characteristics. Similarly, Doyle asserts that hegemonies do not control the internal politics of sovereign states. Any assertion that the postwar US was hegemonic fails to conform to Doyle’s definition, given the numerous cases in which the US did intervene to dramatically impact the internal politics of sovereign states. Similarly, Ikenberry’s assertion of America’s liberal hegemony ignores the repeated US violations of state sovereignty during this era. These US interventions served to forge an international order characterized by hierarchical relationships maintained to a considerable degree by elite networks in the hegemonic and subordinate states.59 Even so, no dominant power can rule wholly, or even mostly, by coercion. The consensual aspects of hegemony are essential. Therefore, it can be said that any empire must constantly endeavor to maintain its hegemony.


In the case of the US-led world order, several points emerge. The US was in an historically unprecedented position of power after World War II. Capitalizing on its structural power, the US dominated the material, ideological, and institutional arenas of the world order which emerged. The US-led world order has been preserved and extended with varying degrees of consent along with covert or overt coercion, but always with the strategic goal of maintaining American hegemony.60 That the US has striven for imperial hegemony—i.e., hegemony in the pursuit of empire—is a foundational assumption of this work. The forces that compel the US to pursue empire are of key significance.


Scholarship on Foreign Policy: Alternative Explanations and Approaches


Within history and the social sciences, there are a number of approaches and paradigms that have been developed to understand and explain international politics and foreign policy. The political science subfield of international relations (IR) has produced two dominant sets of approaches: international systemic and decision-making analysis. The first, as you might guess, focuses on the structure of the international system. Its practitioners often repurpose models and insights from economics to emphasize the rational preferences and strategies of actors whose decisions are influenced by the constraints and opportunities of the international system. The second broad approach entails the analysis of decision-making processes. Its practitioners deploy insights from psychology and social psychology to explain and understand the impediments to rationality.61 The international systemic approaches are discussed here, while the decision-making analysis approaches—along with subdiscipline of Foreign Policy Analysis—are discussed in a later chapter.


The international systemic approaches of IR scholars can be grouped by the models that they deploy. Three approaches use models that are particularly relevant: realism, liberalism (sometimes termed “global society”), and Marxism.62 The oldest and most well-known is realism. In both its classical and modern versions, realists are most concerned with issues of war and peace. States are the central actors, and they operate rationally within an anarchic international system to maximize their security, power, and national interest. Classical realists in the postwar era, like Hans Morgenthau, borrowed from Thucydides by incorporating analysis from the systemic, internal (domestic politics), and individual realms to explain international politics and history.63 So-called neorealists, beginning with Kenneth Waltz, shifted the focus more exclusively to the “anarchy” of the international system in which states seek to achieve security and avoid subordinating their interests to those of other states.64 Neorealism eventually split, beginning with Mearsheimer’s “offensive realism” revision wherein states—specifically, great powers—seek to maximize power rather than security.65


The second subset of systemic IR approaches can be characterized as liberal or neoliberal. Liberal IR scholars try to correct what they perceive as the excessive emphasis that realism places on war and upon states (conceived as unitary actors).66 Contra realism: international organizations, domestic and transnational civil society organizations, and various other non-state entities are also actors in liberal IR scholarship. Issues like welfare, economic development, and the environment warrant attention. They can give rise to institutions that foster international cooperation, even though leaders of states may be motivated by self-interest rather than altruism. Most notably deriving from Kant’s democratic peace theory, liberalism in IR—more often than realism—analyzes states’ domestic politics to explain foreign policy. Beginning in the 1970s, scholars like Krasner67 and Kindleberger68 produced works on the cooperative, stabilizing aspects of hegemony. In other words, they argued that stability and cooperation can result from having a powerful state that presides over an international system. The early theorists subsequently influenced the founders of what would become neoliberal institutionalism in IR, most notably Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye.69 The neoliberalism of Keohane and Nye maintains that states and societies are connected through various channels and institutions that have eclipsed the Westphalian system of sovereign nation-states.


The realist and liberal schools essentially dominate mainstream IR in the US. Their practitioners disagree on various issues. Most significantly, they disagree about the nature of international institutions and whether they have real agency or are simply constructs that serve to advance states’ interests. At various times, one or the other school may have seemed to have the upper hand, so to speak. The end of the Cold War was seen by many as weakening the case for realism’s explanatory power. The Global War on Terror (GWOT) could be analyzed persuasively by both approaches. The GWOT-era’s interstate wars and military alliance politics are the wheelhouse of realism. The significance of non-state actors, transnational networks, and international institutions provided fertile ground for liberal IR scholars.


With the present US turn toward what the Pentagon terms “great power competition,” it seems that realism has new relevance. However, in recent years institutions like the Shanghai Cooperative Council (SCO) have been formed to try and create a multipolar world order that may gradually cause the US to recede as the global hegemon. Ironically, it is these “revisionist” powers that advocate for the observance of international law. American officials, meanwhile, have asserted that the US “will not accept policies or actions that threaten or undermine the rules-based international order [emphasis added],”70 even as the US (often aided by allies) routinely conducts foreign policy in violation of international and domestic US law. Thus, it should be understood that when pro-US figures use the term, “rules-based international order,” they are not referring to anything analogous to the rule of law. Quite the opposite, they are using Orwellian language to describe a system in which essentially no rules can be established and/or observed, given that the dominant state has the prerogative to violate and/or rewrite “rules” at its whim.


The third subset of IR’s systemic approaches is Marxism. Most notable are dependency theory71 and Wallerstein’s world systems theory.72 Marxist IR scholars focus on exploitation and inequality in the world capitalist system. The powerful core nations dominate the periphery, i.e., the “developing world,” the “Third World,” or the “Global South.” Elites in the periphery benefit from their connections with the core and thus subordinate their countries’ national interests to their elite class interests. Dependency theory emerged from the failure of modernization theory to explain lingering underdevelopment in the global south, especially Latin America. It fell in prominence in part due to the success of the East Asian “tiger” nations: Japan, Taiwan, and South Korea. Additionally, the debt crises of the 1980s allowed high finance to require nations to abandon dependency theory’s recommended policy prescriptions of protectionism, nationalization of key industries, and import substitution industrialization.


Latin America’s halting political and economic progress of the ’60s ground to a halt and was reversed beginning with the Johnson administration. Effectively, JFK’s liberal Alliance for Progress policies were replaced by LBJ’s “Mann doctrine” which established that Latin American governments would be treated on the basis of their conformity to US interests, i.e., US business interests. A wave of praetorianism followed whereby the US supported military regimes that crushed progressive political forces. Eventually, the Third World debt crisis and subsequent “structural adjustments” made nationalist, state-directed strategies for economic development no longer feasible in the Global South. At that point, democracy was no longer a threat. Thus began an era of US “democracy promotion,” since structural constraints no longer allowed for any meaningful democratic control over national economies. Through debt and the dominance of international finance, Latin America had been made “safe for democracy.”


Prior to the era of US “democracy promotion,” it was US policy under Johnson and Nixon—not domestic factors in Latin American countries—which gave rise to the military regimes.73 Perhaps understandably, many scholars attribute this to the exigencies of the Cold War. However, the intervening years have made the Cold War explanation less tenable. The twenty-first century “pink tide” in Latin America brought progressive governments to power in several countries. The American response is illuminating. The US in the twenty-first century has opposed and attempted to undermine governments across the region, notably in Venezuela, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Brazil. Under Obama and Trump administrations, the rollback of the “pink tide” belies assertions that previous policies can be explained merely by reference to US fears of the Soviet-led international communist conspiracy. An honest historical appraisal points to the conclusion that the obsolescence or theoretical weaknesses of dependency theory were greatly overstated by mainstream US academics.


The realist, liberal, and Marxist traditions in IR can all make useful contributions to understanding international politics and specifically the hegemonic continuity of US foreign policy. While realists are understood to conceive of the state as a unitary actor, this is often overstated. Some of the most interesting realist works examine domestic political processes to discern how and why nations abandon more sober realist prescriptions and instead pursue harmful policies. For example, Jack Snyder’s Myths of Empire (1991) details how domestic politics led to the disastrous policies pursued by Germany and Japan. Similar analyses have been applied to the US case, but more typically by historians as detailed later.


In 2007, the eminent realists John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt famously published The Israel Lobby and US Foreign Policy. It can be argued that the authors were actually deploying a deep politics approach to their analysis of US foreign policy. Lobbies are a significant component of America’s deep political system. As Walt and Mearsheimer point out, part of the Israel Lobby’s success stems from the fact that its power had been seldom acknowledged or elaborated upon in the mainstream of academic and public discourse. Though the authors predictably received considerable opprobrium and shrill denunciations from pro-Israel partisans and the corporate media, the works stands as an example to those who would seek to better inform political debates by bringing suppressed facts to light.


The liberal tradition offers a tighter focus either on domestic sources of foreign policy or on the workings of international institutions. The weakness of most mainstream liberal analysis perhaps stems from a reluctance to acknowledge the lawlessness and violence to which US foreign policy habitually resorts. Additionally, there seems to be a taboo against materialism—i.e., against critiques of capitalism. It is an open question whether this is due to anticommunism or post-Cold War triumphalism or the influence of capitalist-endowed foundations. The result is that the zeitgeist of academic approaches often obscures the anti-democratic totalizing effects of the corporate overworld upon foreign policy, international organizations, and global civil society. In particular, certain foreign policy phenomena are undertheorized. These include the use of “democracy promotion” to pursue undemocratic goals (i.e., to establish governments that adopt policies that benefit a small economic elite) or the weaponization of human rights (e.g., Western security services funding the so-called “White Helmets” in Syria to deploy as propaganda assets in another illegal regime change campaign).74 In short, the mainstream of the liberal tradition in IR—like American political science in general—is too credulous about official narratives, too sanguine about the autonomy of international institutions, and too reluctant to apply materialist analysis when it is warranted. In particular, the mainstream does not acknowledge the extent to which militarism, covert/paramilitary violence, state lawlessness in foreign policy, and exploitative international institutions are all of a piece—essential aspects of the US-managed global capitalist system. The explanatory power and empirical strength of materialist perspectives are wholly disproportionate to the small space they occupy in the prevailing, ostensibly pluralist, academic discourse.


Ole Holsti’s effective survey of IR perspectives on foreign policy nevertheless reveals the extent to which critical scholarship such as this dissertation are anathema to American political scientists. He states, accurately, that realism will continue to be of use to diplomatic historians: “Those who focus on security issues can hardly neglect [realism’s] central premises and concepts.” Likewise, liberal IR approaches “will be helpful to historians with an interest in the evolution of the international system and with the growing disjuncture between demands on states and their ability to meet them.” However, and on the other hand, “It is much less clear that [Marxism] will provide useful new insights to historians. If one has trouble accepting certain assumptions [e.g.,] that there has been and is today a ‘world capitalist system’ [. . .] then the kinds of analyses that follow are likely to seem flawed.”75 To wit (and to paraphrase): For the mainstream exemplar Holsti, realism and liberalism in IR are useful and vital approaches, but Marxism is markedly less so; there may not even be a world capitalist system anyway, so the tradition is of dubious utility.


Holsti also demonstrates in passing the political scientist’s aversion to the prospect of high criminality in the US. In his otherwise trenchant critique of postmodernism, he states that, “[I]f one rejects the feasibility of research standards because they necessarily ‘privilege,’ some theories or methodologies, does that not also rule out judgements of works by Holocaust deniers or of conspiracy buffs who write, for example, about the Kennedy assassination [. . .]?”76 This formulation equates or at least approvingly juxtaposes critics of the Warren Commission with Holocaust deniers. It would be noteworthy if the statement simply reflected a political scientist’s deference to official narratives, however, the most recent and most extensive official investigation of the Kennedy assassination ruled the president’s death to have been the result of a “probable conspiracy.” Additionally, Robert Kennedy himself came to believe the CIA and its allies had killed his brother but felt powerless to act on this knowledge without control of the presidency itself. Jackie Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson, and various world leaders did not believe the Warren Commission’s theory of the two lone nuts. Public acceptance of the Warren Commission fell into the single digits in the mid-1970s.77 The Commission’s theory of the assassination was that a ‘lone nut’ killed the president and was soon killed by another ‘lone nut.’ This explanation steadily lost credibility with the public following the Warren Report’s initial release. Revelations of intelligence community abuses in the wake of Watergate further diminished its acceptance, as did the first public broadcasting of the video of the assassination in which the president appears to have been killed by a bullet coming from the wrong direction relative to the alleged position of the alleged assassin.


It is telling that while neither the public or elites found the Warren Report credible, America’s liberal sense-making institutions—the media and academia—have largely defended it. In using these examples to point out the aversion of American political science to Marxism and the possibility of Western state crimes, I am not suggesting that one should instead expect from scholars the wholesale adoption of historical materialism and the subjection of every single official narrative to exhaustive forensic examination. Rather, the point is that there are normative conventions against approaches that utilize holistic critiques of (A) capitalism, (B) imperialism, and/or (C) the lawfulness of the state. Such taboos may serve to preclude or marginalize scholarship with considerable explanatory and predictive power. If it turned out that the political power of economic elites was the decisive factor that lay at the heart of some of social science’s most persistent problematics, the marginalization of thusly informed scholarship greatly handicaps US social science. Analyses generated by such critical perspectives need not be demonstrably proven in total; intellectual pluralism should allow for a multiplicity of viable and tenable approaches. The lack of diversity begs one to question whether the political hegemony of economic elites has, through various mechanisms, somehow influenced the character of academic discourse—political science and economics in particular—by narrowing the spectrum of acceptable critique. In case it needs to be stated, this book hits the taboo trifecta: the international and domestic lawlessness of the state is driven by the corporate rich whose interests are advanced by US imperialism.




CHAPTER 2


HISTORY AND THE ISSUE OF THE EXCEPTION


Diplomatic History


Outside of political science, history offers a vast amount of scholarship pertaining to the global role of the US. World War I gave rise to the first generation of US diplomatic historians. Their efforts quickly led to the creation of two schools or approaches within the field, nationalist and progressive.1 Over time, these early approaches evolved into two traditions which can be termed orthodox and progressive, respectively. Exemplified by Samuel Flagg Bemis, the nationalist approach emphasized the continuity of American foreign policy.2 Its practitioners offered a triumphalist account of the rise of US power and the diplomatic traditions that emerged from core principles such as those embodied in the Monroe Doctrine.3 In general, the nationalist school focused on state-to-state diplomacy and policymaking elites while deemphasizing the domestic determinants of US foreign policy.4 Alternatively, the progressive approach—led by Charles Beard5—sought to illuminate and incorporate the worldviews of US officials as well as the economic, political, and regional influences on their policymaking. Because these influences changed over time, the progressive approach emphasized change and conflict over continuity and consensus.6


The rise of fascism, the Holocaust, the dropping of the bomb, and the Cold War eventually came to disillusion intellectuals—including even some the formerly triumphalist nationalist historians like Bemis and Perkins. Their critiques tended to attribute bad policymaking to public opinion and excessive partisanship. Pessimism became a hallmark of the leading historians who wrote about US foreign policy in the 1950s and 1960s—realists like George Kennan7 and Hans Morgenthau.8 Like the earlier nationalists, realist historians focused on the state, policymaking elites, and the application of state power to advance US national interests. They also followed the nationalists in deemphasizing the elite domestic determinants of foreign policy, blaming public opinion, political partisanship, and idealism for bad policies. The antidote, the realists argued, was a professionalized elite who could use their disinterested expertise to devise rational diplomatic strategies. The realists were appealing to government officials for a number of reasons, including their celebration of elitism and power, their tendency to write prescriptively about geopolitics and grand strategy, and their disinterest in the domestic sources of US foreign policy. Their analyses served to rationalize open-ended international commitments, the further acquisition of power, and techniques of containment.9


The progressive tradition of Charles Beard was eventually rekindled in the 1960s and 1970s by William Appleman Williams10 and other revisionists. Returning to an emphasis on the domestic sources of US foreign policy, the revisionists focused on American ideology and the country’s liberal capitalist system. The revisionist narrative maintained that after the “closing of the frontier,” US leaders pursued overseas expansion in response to political and economic crises. American imperialism qualitatively changed from being a continental enterprise justified by manifest destiny to a militarized maritime endeavor founded on the liberal commercial principles of John Hay’s “Open Door.” American leaders, the revisionists argued, had betrayed the country’s core principles in creating an overseas empire. Unlike the realists, they blamed the US for the outbreak of the Cold War. Furthermore, the revisionists harshly critiqued US policy toward the developing world. Like James Beard, they sought to illuminate the influence of non-state actors—big business and finance, especially. They reemphasized the significance of ideas in the history of US foreign policy, depicting American policymakers as rational actors seeking to achieve political outcomes on the basis of a coherent, though misguided, conception of the national interest.11


The revisionists eventually came to be criticized by more orthodox American historians, most notably John Lewis Gaddis.12 On somewhat predictable bases, these critics deemed that the revisionist school was too economically deterministic, paid too little attention to competing domestic political groups, and failed to acknowledge either the reasonable national security priorities of policymakers or the impact of other states’ actions on US foreign policy. Calling themselves “postrevisionist,” their counter-revisionist historiography returned to a realist focus on the state, policy elites and geopolitical grand strategy while emphasizing notions like national security, the national interest, and power politics.13 The postrevisionists treated economics as one instrument of geopolitical grand strategy, not the driving force behind American foreign policy. Relative to the revisionists, they were much more sanguine about America’s early Cold War foreign policy. For their counter-revisionist narrative, if there was such a thing as an “American empire,” it came by invitation from overseas rather than from forces within the American political economy. Any post–World War II US empire, they maintained, was a defensive and consensual enterprise established in response to the Cold War—which the Soviet Union started.14 The chief weakness of the postrevisionist approach was that it did not actually provide what it advertised: a synthesis of the extant historiography. This was most succinctly captured by Warren Kimball who surmised: “postrevisionism is, at best, [. . .] orthodoxy plus archives.”15


Perhaps postrevisionism, and thus orthodoxy, reached its apex with Leﬄer’s “national security approach.”16 The key concept, national security, is defined as “the protection of core values from external threats.”17 As Bruce Cumings points out, Leﬄer agrees with many of the revisionists’ key findings: US officials distorted Soviet actions, opportunistically inflated the Soviet threat, wanted to reform rather than destroy Western colonialism, misconstrued nationalist revolutions in the Third World, and utilized every manner of fascist or retrograde Anticommunist dictator.18 Therefore, Leﬄer’s national security approach is an actual synthesis of sorts, unlike Gaddis’s postrevisionism which essentially sought to nullify and/or delegitimize revisionism. However, as with Gaddis, Leﬄer sees economics as subservient to national security, not the other way around as the revisionists would have it. Therefore, Leﬄer’s national security approach—by attributing US foreign policy to realist (rather than economic) motives—can be fairly described as a rearguard defense of orthodoxy.


The progressive tradition in diplomatic history is alternatively termed revisionism or the Wisconsin School or the New Left. Collectively, the progressive historians offer a much more useful approach to understanding US foreign policy, the world order it created, and the era of imperial decline we are experiencing currently. Indeed, an examination of the devastating US policies toward places like Honduras, Libya, and Venezuela demonstrates that US still pursues and maintains hegemony in part by targeting governments that enact progressive economic policies. More than any other third world countries, Libya and Venezuela measurably reduced material deprivation through state intervention in the economy. With the Soviet Union long defunct, US policy cannot be explained by recourse to the “global communist conspiracy.” The policies can be easily explained (and predicted) by the Wisconsin School’s approach which posits that since the closing of the frontier, the US has sought and maintained an empire of “free trade” (read: “free investment”). Twenty-firstcentury Libya and Venezuela transgressed in the manner of Mossedegh, Arbenz, Lumumba, Allende, Sukarno and others: they used resource rents to fund social programs to help the masses of poor people in their countries. Likewise, materialist historiography could also best explain the “puzzle” of NATO’s post–Cold War persistence: the alliance is a militarized coalition that protects the economic and geopolitical interests of the US and its European client states, especially against defiant socialist states like Serbia and Libya—and now against Russian and/or Chinese influence. Just as Vietnam served to elevate William Appleman Williams’ stature, the increasingly farcical history of the Global War on Terror should serve to enhance the legitimacy of materialist, progressive historiography. By “farcical” I refer to the chronology wherein the US and its client states created the Mujahideen and al Qaeda jihadi networks and deployed them against the Soviets in the 1980s and in Azerbaijan, Bosnia, Kosovo, Libya, and Chechnya in the 1990s.19 In 2001, elements of these networks attacked the US, thereby providing pretexts for the creation of massive surveillance regimes and disastrous, dubious wars in strategically significant countries. And finally, through obscure mechanisms, these strange paramilitary jihadi forces ended up being armed, funded, and deployed in US regime change campaigns in Libya and Syria during the Obama administration.


The orthodox approach cannot adequately explain these dynamics. Leﬄer’s national security approach could only do so if empire itself is taken as the sacrosanct core value to be protected from external threats. Such was essentially the argument put forward by the neoconservative Project for a New American Century. Admittedly, one cannot prove definitively that such ideas are borne of material causes. Perhaps interrogating potentially analogous ideas could provide some insight. Was American white supremacist ideology in the antebellum South a cause or a consequence of the persistence of slavery? Was the divine right of kings a cause or a consequence of feudalism? Was manifest destiny a cause or a consequence of western expansion? What about the White Man’s Burden or American exceptionalism? Obviously, the point is that power structures give rise to legitimizing myths—not the other way around. This was recognized and illustrated as far back as the “myth of the metals” example of the “noble lie” offered by Plato who, it should be acknowledged, was not a Marxist, trying to explain things like base and superstructure. All of this is not to say that legitimizing myths cannot become so salient as to “take on a life of their own.” Merely, it is to say that this should not obscure the myths’ origins and their utility.


Maybe it does require an inferential leap to arrive at the assumption that wealthy and powerful elites seek to dominate their societies politically and economically in order to further aggrandize their wealth and power. The “leap” entails assuming that elites enjoy their status—a social circumstance at which they or their ancestors arrived intentionally and which they seek to maintain or improve. As C. Wright Mills pointed out, elites of power are constrained or empowered by their respective historical circumstances.20 By virtue of postwar America’s historically unprecedented economic and military strength—in absolute and relative terms—no social class has ever had the power of the postwar US elite. As with the elites of any great power, they sought hegemony over as much of human society as was feasible. In the exceptional US case, this allowed for the establishment of a unipolar world order whose institutions allowed for the amassing of vast fortunes. US hegemony, or what Dan Ellsberg calls the “covert empire,” also dramatically altered and distorted American institutions—in particular democracy and the rule of law. The Wisconsin School historians were particularly adroit at developing a historiography that provides a deep understanding of how these circumstances came to be.


Despite the acuity of New Left historiography, its practitioners have come to be somewhat marginal within the discipline. As Buzzanco (1999) summarized: “The New Left [. . .] has virtually disappeared from the landscape of diplomatic history, swept away by an ideological counterrevolution from the right and an abandonment from today’s so-called left.”21 The “so-called left” is a reference to the postmodern, culturalist, and social historians who have eclipsed materialists in the field. Throughout the 1990s, only around 10 percent of Diplomatic History articles focused on economic aspects of US foreign policy, and by Buzzanco’s reading, only one of those articles could be described “as having a leftist cast.”22 In the second edition of the ubiquitous Explaining the History of American Foreign Relations, only three of the fifteen chapters on methods and theories focus on economic matters—dependency theory, world systems theory, and corporatism respectively.23 Given the explanatory power of materialist historiography at this moment of imperial decline and political paralysis in the face of multiple crises, perhaps the decline of materialism in diplomatic history is, by and large, an example of “winners” getting to write the history.
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