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PREFACE


This book is about our American past and our Asian future – a post-American world that has been emerging for at least a decade; one that has become more evident as the COVID-19 pandemic unfolds and global recession looms. In part, I have developed the theme of my last book, Korea: Where the American Century Began (2018). That book was a critique of American military and political excess during the Korean War. I sought to explain how Washington extended the conflict and made things worse; how its overreach on the Korean peninsula established the pattern for the Vietnam conflict and the next seventy years of mostly failed wars and interventions.


Many readers corresponded with me about Korea but two elderly men stand out. One was a senior retired military officer, a decorated veteran who had fought in Korea and commanded his men with the fervour of an ecclesiast. In mellow old age, he reflected that ‘Only veterans can understand the futility of force for political reasons’. The other had once been a figure of high authority and a pillar of the national and international legal community. Well into his nineties, he wrote to me to say that ‘The American Century has been a continuing disaster and demonstrates that we should develop our own strategy’.


A third inspiration was my father, who unexpectedly remarked to me in 2003 that the US-led invasion of Iraq was one of the worst decisions he had ever heard of, and that the Australian and British prime ministers had been ‘duchessed’. Time has demonstrated the wisdom of his concerns. The unfolding ineptitude and bloodshed in Iraq caused me to reconsider the role of the United States: whether it was actually making the world a safer or better place; whether it was really a force for good; and whether an American-led ‘order’ was necessarily the best solution in the rapidly changing world of the twenty-first century.


I was slow to criticise. Conservative institutions have dominated my adult life and shaped my thinking. But this book is written from a unique outlook. I have been engaged by the humanity of the world since childhood. As a boy, I travelled widely and had more opportunities and saw more of the planet than any child could reasonably expect. I was entranced by the gully-gully men of the Suez, mesmerised by the snake charmers of Colombo and ran barefoot in the souk at Aden. I went to school with Muslims, Sikhs and Hindus and was comfortable with turbans and saris, foreign languages and different customs. I lived in colonial Southeast Asia and knew Malays, Indonesians and Chinese. I was, and continue to be, engaged by the diversity and difference of the world, its varied cultures, its conflicting values and its myriad political systems.


The rise of China and the changing world order have been primary motivations for this book. Whatever one’s political views, it is not hard to see that something important is happening. Some loud voices in the West seem to suggest that we should return to the ‘lunging red arrows of Cold War cartography’. But too few politicians know the history; too many commentators and opinion makers have a short-term focus; and others shape their views through a manifestly moral or political lens. For some, prejudice and racism, xenophobia and paranoia, play a subliminal part. While others cling – with increasing alarmism and instinctive adherence to Washington – to a dangerous, old school, Cold War narrative about authoritarian regimes in general and China in particular.


The world has moved on. In the grand sweep of history, Western dominance has been brief, and the American-led order considerably shorter. China has been the world’s top economy for most of the past two millennia. Its time has returned. It will shape all of our futures. Pragmatism, strategic realism and sensitivity, not moral judgment and binary analysis, are a more prudent and profitable response. The West should look to the future, especially in Asia, and treat with reservation the clarion calls of the anti-China enthusiasts. We should be vigilant, of course. But we should also be clear-eyed about the mixed legacy of the United States, wary of the soundness of its judgments and sometimes sceptical of its motivations and interests. And perhaps we should recognise that America’s fatal attraction to overreach has itself hastened the changing world order and its own loss of leadership.


Hawthorn Hill,


Mt Wilson


Easter 2020




INTRODUCTION


Why did Simon Chesterman and Michael Byers, writing in the London Review of Books two decades ago, say that one might well conclude that the greatest long-term threat to peace is the United States of America – ‘undeterred by rules and procedures, driven only by the inconstant winds of its own self-interest’? Why did Lord Christopher Patten, last Governor of Hong Kong and now Chancellor of the University of Oxford, say that ‘Around the world, America is seen more and more to contravene the principles it enjoins others to follow’? And why did the 2013 WIN/Gallup International poll, based on a survey of 67,806 respondents in sixty-five countries, record that the United States was ‘the greatest threat to peace in the world today’.


Perhaps the starkest recent remarks have been those by Donald Tusk and Thomas Friedman. Tusk, then president of the European Council, said that ‘What worries me most is the fact that the rules-based international order is being challenged not by the usual suspects, but by its main architect and guarantor, the US’. And Friedman, respected columnist for The New York Times, remarked that ‘We are in danger of losing America as an instrument of moral authority and inspiration in the world’.


This book is in part an exploration of the historical basis for those fears and apprehensions; how the high standards and treasured principles set in place after World War II were ignored; how perceptions of self-interest have operated to the exclusion of international laws, norms and conventions; how hubris and hypocrisy replaced idealism; how adherence to the rule of law became selective; and how the authority and leadership of the United States have been diminished. It is also a look into the future – a future dominated by greater Asia in general and China in particular.


This is not a comparative exercise. I have focused on the role and example of the United States, and on the qualities of leadership that must sustain power if it is to generate respect rather than resentment – if it is to be a force for good rather than an incitement to terrorism. Effective and enduring leadership requires restraint, as well as standards of behaviour ‘higher than that trodden by the crowd’. This is what Lord Bingham, the greatest English jurist of the modern era, had in mind when he wrote in the context of the debate over the invasion of Iraq and the scandal of Abu Ghraib, that ‘We cannot commend our society to others by departing from the fundamental standards which make it worthy of commendation’.


China and Russia are, of course, selective in their adherence to the rule of law but only the United States has routinely endeavoured, frequently with disastrous human consequences, to transform other countries in its own liberal-democratic-capitalist image; or believes (and insists) that its values and way of life are universal; or that it, above all nations, has a responsibility to act in the general interests of humankind and its own security. Only the United States has purported for seventy-five years to be the leader of the ‘free world’, whatever that outdated phrase may mean today. Andrew Bacevich, the celebrated soldier–historian and New York Times bestselling author, describes this combination of beliefs as the ‘American credo’, summoning the United States ‘to lead, save, liberate, and ultimately transform the world’.


The world of the twenty-first century is changing with unforeseen rapidity. And the answer to its complexities and diversities is no longer the American credo. The worldwide COVID-19 crisis has exemplified the uncertainties and highlighted the weaknesses of a world order once led by Washington. The American Century – a phrase coined in 1941 by magazine magnate Henry Luce – may once have had a certain attraction but it now seems strangely redundant, out of kilter with the modern reality. Certainly, there is no shortage of well-informed commentators who suggest that the ‘short American Century’ has now ended. The lead article in a recent edition of The Atlantic magazine stated: ‘What is called The American Century was really just a little more than half a century…It began with the second world war and the creative burst that followed…until it expired the day before yesterday.’ An American foreign policy goal that was once framed as ‘worldwide democracy – victory for all mankind – a worldwide victory for freedom’ now seems curiously obsolete, out of sync with the realities of a multi-power, multi-cultural, multi-polar, millennial world. Instead, as was once famously said, the United States runs the risk of becoming – or perhaps has become – ‘a world leader that nobody follows and few respect, and a nation drifting dangerously amidst a global chaos it cannot control’.


This book is in four sections. The first section deals with America’s exceptionalism and its historical origins. Chapter 1 addresses the outstanding leadership which the United States demonstrated at the end of World War II in the establishment of the international rules and institutions that have become known as the ‘rules-based order’. This was the creative burst – without hubris or exceptionalism – in which America demonstrated convincing global authority in pursuit of a better world. Chapter 2 deals with the immediate post-war period, including America’s reaction, or overreaction, to Soviet communism; how President Truman changed the world; and how America’s leaders quickly succumbed to compromise in pursuit of an ideological conflict that they chose to militarise.


The second section deals with the outcomes of this compromise. Chapter 3 explains some of the most prominent examples of interventionism – in breach of the so-called rules-based order – by the United States. They are by no means exhaustive. It commences with the Italian general elections in 1948 and concludes with the invasion of Iraq in 2003. Chapter 4 examines the powerful criticisms of America’s exceptionalism and interventionism by senior figures within the Washington establishment. Their voices are rarely heard and their words rarely read in the modern era. But they are more poignant and relevant today than ever before. They include President Eisenhower, the former general; George Kennan, the intellectual architect of the policy of containment; Senator William Fulbright, the longest-ever serving chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee; and Andrew Bacevich, West Point graduate, Vietnam veteran and New York Times bestselling author.


The third section deals with the consequences of exceptionalism and compromise. Chapter 5 addresses America’s culture of militarism and its tendency to adopt military solutions in response to international political problems. The defence and national security strategies of the United States are underpinned by the officially endorsed concepts of ‘overmatch’ and preemptive war, and supported by global military presence and global power projection. Chapter 6 explains the increasingly unilateral and dismissive approach of the United States to the United Nations and to international treaties, conventions and institutions. It is a state of affairs that is not unique to the era of Trump, only more overt. International institutions and instruments that were once conceived for the common good are increasingly regarded in Washington as not in the interests of the United States.


The fourth section deals with the future – a new world of increasing connections, greater cooperation and widening collaboration in Asia; one in which China is playing a leading, but not the only role. In contrast to this Asian ‘convergence’, the United States is sharpening antagonisms, increasing divergence and diminishing its authority. The underlying assumption in Washington is that a nation that competes with the United States for power, influence or economic pre-eminence is an enemy and adversary that threatens American security and prosperity. There is a deep-seated belief in Washington that China is a civilisational threat. And too many commentators condemn China simply for being ‘authoritarian’ or ‘communist’ or ‘illiberal’. To such superficial analysis, realists such as Dennis Richardson, the former head of the Australian Security and Intelligence Organisation and former Australian ambassador to the United States, would respond: ‘So what? Of course. That’s China’.


The United States has been a world leader in many areas, but its history since World War II is littered with misconceived international conflicts of dubious utility, questionable legality and unacceptable human tragedy – not to mention an increasing penchant for targeted assassinations and unilateral sanctions. The pattern of American militarism significantly increased after the end of the Cold War and increased again after 2001. Washington’s rejection of the authority of the United Nations and international instruments of collective authority has also increased. As the balance of power shifts, as an Asian order inexorably rises and as the United States lashes out instinctively against any perceived challenge to its authority – especially from China – some question whether an American-led order is necessarily the best solution in a more complex, largely post-Christian world.


The real future is Asia. And it is passing America by. Asia is the most powerful force reshaping the world order today. The Asian-led order encompasses the vast majority of the world’s populations. Its economic transformation is changing the global distribution of power. Industrial capitalism, internal stability and global markets are converging in Asia. China has surpassed the United States as the world’s largest economy in trading power and purchasing power parity terms; India has become the fastest growing large economy in the world; and Southeast Asia receives more foreign investment than both India and China. Asia in general, and China in particular, has ‘the biggest populations and armies, highest savings rates and largest currency reserves’. Modern Asians are building bridges not walls; finding complementarities not differences. While America has wasted trillions of dollars ‘flailing about, attacking Iraq, bombing Syria, sanctioning Russia and baiting China’ (not to mention Iran), Asian nations have formed powerful common institutions such as the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership, the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership and the Belt and Road Initiative as instruments of mutual prosperity – from all of which the United States is absent.




PART 1


ORIGINS




CHAPTER 1


EXCEPTIONALISM


Myth & Reality


True Leadership


At the end of World War II, the United States, more than any other country, nurtured the idea of an international community of nations governed by the rule of law. Its leading role in the creation and implementation of the United Nations and the International Military Tribunal at Nuremberg enhanced its post-war moral ascendancy. So did its role in advocating for the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Although the Nuremberg trials did not address war crimes by anyone on the Allied side, and were criticised by some as victor’s justice, they were responsible for the introduction to the world of the concepts of genocide and crimes against humanity. The United Nations and Nuremberg were intertwined. Their establishment was led by the United States and both reflected the highest hopes for humankind.


Those hopes were epitomised in the words and sentiments of the American jurist Robert Jackson, who stepped aside from the Supreme Court to become the United States principal representative and chief prosecutor at Nuremberg. The ancient Bavarian town had been Hitler’s venue of choice for Nazi rallies during the 1930s. But in November 1945, amid the old town’s rubble and ruin, an intimate wood-panelled courtroom in Nuremberg’s Palace of Justice became the venue for ‘the greatest trial in history’. German leaders Göring, von Ribbentrop, Speer and twenty-one other accused all appeared in the dock. It has been said that ‘Justice was triumphant at Nuremberg. The world is better for it. Nuremberg’s impact is universal. Civilization took a giant leap forward’. It is true.


Jackson was hand-picked by President Truman, who had been impressed by a speech Jackson gave about the post-war order on the day after Roosevelt’s death in April 1945. In that speech, Jackson envisioned a future United Nations and a future International Court of Justice, explaining that:


It is not enough that we restore peace…All else will fail unless we devise instruments of adjustment, adjudication, and conciliation, so reasonable and acceptable to the masses of people that future governments will have always an honorable alternative to war.


Imagining a future International Court of Justice, he emphasised that:


…much hinges on acceptance of the concept of the Court as an independent body above obligation to any nation or interest.


As a warning to politicians and future American presidents, he reiterated that:


…it is futile to think that we can have international courts that will always render the decisions we want to promote our interests. We cannot successfully cooperate with the rest of the world in establishing a reign of law unless we are prepared to have that law sometimes operate against what would be our national advantage.


And as an explanation of the rationale for the necessity of an international court, he added:


But the worst settlement of international disputes by adjudication or arbitration is likely to be less disastrous to the loser and certainly less destructive to the world than no way of settlement except war.


Six months later, Jackson’s celebrated opening speech at Nuremberg was as much political as it was legal. He began by noting America’s unique perspective as ‘the most dispassionate, for having sustained the least injury, it is perhaps the least animated by vengeance’. He made the connection with the United Nations crystal clear, telling the tribunal – and the world – that both the United Nations and the Nuremberg trial were forces for good, operating in tandem, seeking the same objective:


This trial is part of the great effort to make the peace more secure. One step in this direction is the United Nations organization, which may take joint political action to prevent war if possible, and joint military action to insure that any nation which starts a war will lose it. This Charter, and this Trial…constitute another step in the same direction…


Echoing the principles on which the United Nations Charter was based, Jackson contended that the unilateral resort to war was, or should be, illegal, saying, ‘Our position is that whatever grievances a nation may have…aggressive warfare is an illegal means for settling those grievances’ except when justified by self-defence. He returned to the point a number of times, in language that is memorable for its clarity and directness:


Any resort to war – to any kind of war – is a resort to means that are inherently criminal. War inevitably is a course of killings, assaults, deprivations of liberty, and destruction of property. An honestly defensive war is, of course, legal and saves those lawfully conducting it from criminality.


There was an attractiveness to Jackson’s logic. He reminded the tribunal that it was a crime for one man with his bare knuckles to assault another under the law of all civilised peoples. He therefore asked rhetorically, ‘How did it come about that multiplying this crime by a million, and adding firearms to bare knuckles, made it a legally innocent act?’ He lamented that this was ‘intolerable for an age that called itself civilized’, as well as being ‘contrary to the teachings of early Christian and international scholars such as Grotius’.


There was no hubris or exceptionalism then. The universal and reciprocal nature of the standards imposed by the tribunal was central to Jackson’s appeal:


If certain acts in violation of treaties are crimes, they are crimes whether the United States does them or whether Germany does them, and we are not prepared to lay down a rule of criminal conduct against others which we would not be willing to have invoked against us.


And he reminded the parties that ‘We must never forget that the record on which we judge these defendants is the record on which history will judge us tomorrow’.


Jackson’s words and sentiments in 1945 reflected an American outlook on the world that shone briefly and brightly after the war: one that represented unquestioned moral leadership. The country was admired for its virtue and envied for its peace-and-plenty economy. At that time it did not claim any privilege, any special dispensation, absolving it from the rules and conventions of international law that applied to other nations. What happened?


The Idea


The idea of exceptionalism took hold in Washington. The concept is, if anything, a twentieth-century phenomenon: faintly traceable to President Woodrow Wilson, coming into its own after World War II and being turbo-charged by the end of the Cold War – the point in history that Francis Fukuyama described with portentous simplicity as the ‘end of history’. In modern America, it has become a mantra, cloaked in the language of a ‘divine mission to deliver not only success for itself but global salvation’. Jeffrey Sachs has explained that the idea of American exceptionalism is so ‘deeply set in American culture and the institutions of foreign policy’ that it has become a ‘civic religion’. Its adherents contend that the United States has a ‘destiny and duty to expand its power and the influence of its institutions and beliefs until they dominate the world’. It is said to be a moral imperative. But to adapt the language of Yuval Noah Harari in Sapiens, it is ‘an imagined order woven into the tapestry of life’.


A modern rational person, whether religious or not, might be forgiven for questioning the credibility, let alone the wisdom, of any continuing notion that a country could have a divine mission – even a destiny and duty – to do anything. It is a startling presumption, oddly arcane, which does not survive critical analysis. It is reminiscent of the Chinese ‘Mandate of Heaven’ which, according to ancient theory, was bestowed upon the emperor not to exploit the world but to spread justice and humanity. The French philosopher Bernard-Henri Lévy encapsulated the curious, other-worldly essence of American exceptionalism and its missionary ideal in his recent book The Empire and the Five Kings, sub-titled America’s Abdication and the Fate of the World.


Yet exceptionalism has become so entrenched that American politicians who dare to question it do so at their peril – as President Obama found to his chagrin when he declared that he believed in American exceptionalism ‘just as, I suspect, the Brits believe in British exceptionalism and the Greeks believe in Greek exceptionalism’. It should not be forgotten that in an earlier time, the German kaiser once said of Germany that ‘God has created us to civilise the world’ and Cecil Rhodes contended that the English ‘are the first race in the world, and the more of the world we inhabit the better it is for the human race’. These ideas, like exceptionalism, now seem decidedly strange – in equal parts chauvinism, religiosity, ignorance and bombast.


Some people consider the sacred text of American exceptionalism to be the sermon delivered by John Winthrop before the eleven ships of the Massachusetts Bay Company sailed to New England in 1630. Winthrop was an Englishman preaching to Englishmen. He gave the sermon either in the church of the Holy Rood in Southampton or aboard the Arbella in the port. And he coined the expression ‘city upon a hill’ as a way of expressing his desire that the ‘plantation’ that he and his fellow Puritans were setting out to establish would be an example for other English colonies. The context and significance of Winthrop’s sermon were understandable in the circumstances. They hardly justify its description by one patriotic American academic as ‘the greatest sermon of the millennium’. Not dissimilar aspirations were expressed, but without the religious fervour, when another English fleet (also of eleven ships) sailed from Southampton in May 1787 to found the colony of New South Wales. Such aspirations were a commonplace of colonial exploration and expansion.


But in 1980 when a deeply emotional Ronald Reagan expropriated Winthrop’s language, mangled the name of the ship and placed it and the sermon off the coast of Massachusetts, he elevated the imagery of the ‘city upon a hill’ and endorsed a lasting mythical vision of the American republic, one that thrilled and energised his political partisans. And George W Bush took the vision to a new level when he declared – with disconcerting sincerity – that ‘The ideal of America is the hope of all mankind. That hope still lights the way…And the light shines in the darkness. And the darkness will not overcome it’. Reagan and Bush were not the first American political leaders to use an apt phrase to appeal to an evangelistic national destiny.


Some American historians, searching for provenance, refer to Thomas Jefferson and Abraham Lincoln. The former used the expression ‘the world’s best hope’ in his first inaugural address. And Lincoln captured the popular imagination with his more literary improvement – ‘the last, best hope on earth’. But Jefferson was describing his administration, not the United States. There was no sense in which he was referring to the salvation of the world. And Lincoln’s 1862 statement was directed to the emancipation of the slaves – in a country that was one of the last redoubts of slavery and the only nation where it was necessary to resort to civil war to bring slavery to an end. In contrast, the British government had refused to countenance the introduction of slavery to the first Australian colony more than seventy years earlier – memorably epitomised in the pronouncement of its founder that ‘There can be no slavery in a free land, and consequently no slaves’.


During the nineteenth century another expression – ‘manifest destiny’ – emerged. But its original purpose and context were to justify westward continental expansion, especially to Texas and Oregon. The author, a newspaper editor, referred to a ‘manifest destiny to overspread and to possess the whole of the continent… which Providence has given us for the development of the great experiment of liberty and federated self-government entrusted to us’. It was about agrarian expansionism, although some conflated the idea with romantic nationalism. Contemporary critics suggested that the advocates of manifest destiny were citing divine providence to justify actions that were motivated by chauvinism and commercial self-interest. This was of course true but the phrase had a beguiling attraction and it caught on.


Manifest destiny played no part in the United States’ first foray into the Asia-Pacific in 1898, despite its occasional continued invocation as a lodestar. After intervening on a pretext in an insurrection in Cuba and conducting a brief war with Spain, the Philippines became an American colony. During the ensuing years of conflict with the native Filipinos, President McKinley suggested that the colonisation would ‘Christianize’ the heathens of the Philippines – unaware that they had long ago been converted to Catholicism. But commercial advantage, not benevolence, was the true object; and the prospect of unimaginable riches was the lure. The leading imperialist and Asia expert, Senator Albert Beveridge, told Congress in 1900 that ‘The Philippines are ours forever…And just beyond the Philippines are China’s illimitable markets…We will not abandon our opportunity in the Orient…The Philippines give us a base at the door of all the East’.


Nor did divine inspiration lie behind the new foreign policy that President Theodore Roosevelt articulated in his State of the Union Address in 1904. That policy asserted that the United States was justified in exercising something called ‘international police power’ to intervene in the Western Hemisphere to put an end to chronic unrest between the European colonial powers and the countries of Latin America. The policy rested on national and commercial self-interest, not on any genuine sense of missionary responsibility, and was later renounced by Franklin D Roosevelt.


President Woodrow Wilson, who assumed office in 1913, held the firm conviction that the United States was a nation set apart from the rest of the world by its values and principles. He disavowed territorial conquest but not military intervention, declaring – in language that now seems quaint – that the use of force by the United States was only ‘for the elevation of the spirit of the human race’. And in words that could have been uttered by George W Bush, he told a joint session of Congress that the entry of the United States into World War I was only to ‘make the world safe for democracy’. Wilson would not, however, have countenanced the dominant contemporary view in Washington that state sovereignty can be ignored in the exercise of an American ‘responsibility to protect’ peoples everywhere from autocratic government.


The end of World War I was the moment ‘when America might have led the world’, but the moment passed. The United States was the only major Allied power that would not ratify the Treaty of Versailles, part of which was the covenant for the proposed League of Nations. The league’s core principle was contained in Article 10, written in language which reflected the last of Wilson’s idealistic ‘Fourteen Points’ that he put forward to Congress in 1918. The commitment was simple: each member was obliged to respect the territorial integrity and political independence of the other states. The sceptics and patriots in Washington asserted that Article 10 was a limitation on the power of the United States government to determine its own affairs. They ensured the defeat of the treaty in the Senate. It was a foretaste of the future. The League of Nations would have failed anyway – Germany, Italy and Japan flagrantly ignored it during the 1930s – but the singular absence of the United States of America was fatal.


Wilson’s Republican successors – Harding, Coolidge and Hoover – all perpetuated a policy of high-minded international isolation throughout the 1920s, while simultaneously souring transatlantic relations with angry demands for repayment of Allied war debts. It was like an early version of Trumpism vis-àvis NATO. When Franklin Delano Roosevelt became president in 1933, he initially continued the isolationist policy and somewhat reluctantly introduced the Neutrality Acts of 1935–39. But in March 1941, the patrician president ‘used all his strength, character and cleverness to defeat American isolationism’. In so doing, he overcame ‘the first America First movement’ and dedicated his administration’s foreign policy to the survival of the United Kingdom by any means other than direct military intervention. Roosevelt’s signature Lend-Lease program put the almost limitless industrial capacity of the United States at the disposal of the British war effort. The bill submitted to Congress was patriotically numbered HR 1776. It heralded America’s return to the world stage and ended its isolationism.


Free food, fuel, ships, aircraft and armaments were distributed to support the British, and later the Russian, war effort. By the end of the war, approximately 11 per cent of the total war expenditure of the United States had been distributed through Lend-Lease while ‘five thousand [Allied] sailors died in shipping the aid to Soviet harbors’. The program was so extensive that by 1945, nearly a third of the truck strength of the Soviet Army consisted of American-built Dodge and Studebaker vehicles. Churchill and Stalin were ever grateful for the American generosity. Nikita Khrushchev wrote in his memoirs that Stalin candidly and privately told him that ‘if the United States had not helped us, we would not have won the war’.


Despite the magnanimity and beneficence of the United States during and immediately after the war, there was not prevalent then, as there is now, that unique combination of beliefs which, to quote the award-winning former New York Times foreign correspondent Stephen Kinzer:


give Americans a messianic desire to combat evil forces in the world, a conviction that applying military power will allow them to reshape other countries in their image, a certainty that doing so is good for all humanity, and a fervent belief that this is what God wants the United States to do.


To put it in the penetratingly simple language of Yuval Noah Harari, Americans at that time, as distinct from those in the current era, did not espouse a ‘moral imperative to bring Third World countries the benefits of democracy and human rights, even if these goods are delivered by cruise missiles and F-16s’.


Roosevelt’s Dream


This idea of a moral imperative would only come later, after President Roosevelt. He did not subscribe to any notion of exceptionalism; nor any semblance of the idea that God wants the United States to do his work. During the war years, Roosevelt harboured a dream of a different type – a post-war world in which a viable successor organisation to the League of Nations, in which the United States played a leading part, would regulate the conduct of nations and promote peace and security. Even before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, he was ‘encouraging the State Department to thoughts about the post-war order’. In January 1941, Roosevelt’s State of the Union address broke from tradition, propounding four fundamental freedoms that people ‘everywhere in the world’ deserved to enjoy: freedom of speech and worship, freedom from want (a human right to economic security) and freedom from fear of national aggression. The Four Freedoms became part of the personal mission of Eleanor Roosevelt, who ensured that they were incorporated into the preamble to the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights.


In August 1941, four months before the United States entered the war, Roosevelt revealed his intentions for an international organisation. It followed his first secret wartime meeting with Winston Churchill. The meeting’s codename was ‘Riviera’ and the obscure venue was Placentia Bay, Newfoundland. Roosevelt travelled there on the presidential yacht Potomac on the pretext of a summer fishing trip. Churchill crossed the North Atlantic on the battleship HMS Prince of Wales, stubbornly defying the U-boats of the German Kriegsmarine. The two leaders met on the deck of the USS Augusta and then aboard the Prince of Wales, where Churchill organised a church service on the quarterdeck for both ships’ companies. He selected ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’ to accompany the service and later explained that he did so because ‘we had the right to feel that we are serving a cause for the sake of which a trumpet has sounded from on high’. Churchill wanted support for the war effort; Roosevelt was prepared to oblige but he had broader aspirations.


The joint declaration following the meeting became known as the Atlantic Charter. For Roosevelt, who had served as a junior official in the Wilson administration, it was a tentative step toward the new world order that became his greatest legacy. The declaration expressed agreement to ‘the establishment of a wider and permanent system of general security’ – anticipating, it would seem, some form of ‘united nations’. And it stipulated, as a cardinal principle, respect for ‘the right of all peoples to choose the form of government under which they will live’. This would later prove to be problematic to successive American presidents when, for political, moral or ideological reasons, they disapproved of a foreign state’s chosen form of government.


Progress toward the new order was episodic but there were significant milestones. In December 1941, a few months after the Atlantic Charter, and not long after the attack on Pearl Harbor, Churchill came to Washington for an extended visit over the Christmas and New Year period. At their conference, this time codenamed ‘Arcadia’, Roosevelt proposed, and Churchill agreed, that the Allied forces should henceforth be known as the ‘United Nations’. It was the first use of the term. And it appealed to Churchill – ever the warrior – because of the lines in Byron’s ‘Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage’:


Here, where the sword united nations drew,


Our countrymen were warring on that day!


The two men also conceived and drafted a ‘Declaration by United Nations’, which they signed on New Year’s Day 1942 along with the representatives of the Soviet Union and the then nationalist China. The next day, the emissaries of twenty-two other governments signed the declaration. The signatory states committed their support for the ‘common program of purposes and principles’ embodied in the Atlantic Charter, necessarily including the establishment of a wider and permanent system of general security and the right of all peoples to choose the form of government under which they will live.


There was still a long way to go before the eventual United Nations organisation would come into existence but over the next three years twenty-one more countries signed the declaration. It became more than a badge of solidarity; it metamorphosed into an entry card to the future world body.


Throughout the war years, and at Roosevelt’s urging, the State Department planned and prepared for his hoped-for international organisation. And in October 1943, the foreign ministers of the United States, the United Kingdom, the Soviet Union and China met in Moscow and signed a joint declaration on general security. In addition to reiterating their resolve to continue the war against the Axis powers, the Moscow declaration stated:


That they recognize the necessity of establishing at the earliest practicable date a general international organization, based on the principle of sovereign equality of all peace-loving states, and open to membership by all such states, large and small, for the maintenance of international peace and security.


Roosevelt’s idea had moved a step closer to crystallisation. The foreign ministers’ declaration in Moscow was followed in November by a leaders’ summit in Tehran. The most important issue for discussion was the proposed Allied invasion of France known as Operation Overlord. Stalin had been demanding that pressure on the Red Army be relieved and complained that ‘Ten thousand men a day were being sacrificed on the Russian front…’ Roosevelt committed to launching the invasion in May 1944. But he was also thinking ahead to his vision of a post-war international body that could provide a check against international aggression and also be a venue for the resolution of disputes. On 1 December 1943, on the last day of the summit, in the president’s quarters at the Soviet embassy in Tehran, Roosevelt personally introduced Stalin to the concept of a ‘united nations’ organisation.


In the late summer of 1944, the representatives and officials of the three major Allied powers and nationalist China attended a planning conference at Dumbarton Oaks, a stately home in Georgetown, Washington DC. The outcome was a draft – referred to as a set of ‘proposals’ – for what would become the Charter of the United Nations. The proposals included ‘the principle of sovereign equality of all peace-loving states’ and a commitment to refrain in international relations ‘from the threat or use of force’ in any manner inconsistent with the purposes of the organisation. Two unresolved issues, one relating to voting in the Security Council and the other relating to the number of Soviet republics to be admitted to membership, were deferred until Roosevelt, Stalin and Churchill would next meet at the Yalta conference in February 1945.


When they did so, they resolved the last of the Soviet objections. A final conference to settle the Charter of the United Nations took place over two months in San Francisco in 1945 as the Pacific war was drawing toward its inevitable conclusion. Delegates, diplomats, officials and a scourge of lawyers from fifty countries reviewed, analysed, parsed and rewrote the ‘proposals’ made at Dumbarton Oaks. The fifty participating nations consisted of all but one of the forty-seven states – Poland not having a functioning government at that time – who had signed the 1942 ‘Declaration by United Nations’ and had declared war on Germany or Japan, plus four other states invited by the conference. Those four states were two Soviet republics (Ukraine and Byelorussia), Denmark and, despite its Nazi sympathies, Argentina. The San Francisco conference was the culmination of Roosevelt’s vision but he died on 12 April, two weeks before it commenced, and never saw his dream come to fruition.


The UN Charter


The representatives of the fifty participating nations signed the Charter of the United Nations on 26 June 1945. The historic concord was based on ‘the twin ideas that all countries, including the United States, should agree to be constrained by international law and that they would benefit from doing so’. The most profound change was that each member state agreed to give up its age-old right to resort to war, except in self-defence, and to ‘refrain from the threat or use of force’ against the territorial integrity or political independence of any state in any manner inconsistent with the purposes of the United Nations. Unilateral resort to war was replaced by collective decision-making in the Security Council on behalf of all member states.


This fundamental commitment was predicated on respect for the ‘equal rights and self-determination of peoples’ and recognition of ‘the sovereign equality of all its members’. German and Japanese aggression may have been front of mind, but the restriction on a country’s right to resort to war was intended to be universal, the United States included. Regime change might be a consequence of lawful action authorised by the Security Council but, by itself, it could no longer be a lawful objective of military action by an individual state.


This was groundbreaking. And the charge was led at the time by the United States. The Covenant of the League of Nations had not gone this far. It had discouraged resort to force but did not prohibit it. It was not until the Kellogg–Briand Pact of 1928 that there was any general renunciation of warfare as an option to states as an instrument of national policy. But the making of that pact had not deterred Japan from invading Manchuria, Italy from invading Abyssinia, Russia from invading Finland, and Germany from invading most of Europe. The Charter of the United Nations – reinforced by structural elements such as the Security Council and the International Court of Justice – was a more compelling attempt to outlaw unilateral aggression. Among other things, each state solemnly undertook to comply with the decisions of the International Court of Justice in any case to which it was a party.


In 1945, the original fifty member states of the United Nations were almost all American allies or supporters. Today the membership has increased to nearly two hundred: one hundred and ninety-three states plus the Vatican City and Palestine, who have observer status. Americans today complain that many member states of the United Nations do not share their values. This is true. It is also unsurprising. It simply reflects a more complex, culturally varied and politically diverse set of international relations. America’s values, including its model for society and its system of government, are not universal, no matter how admirable they may be thought to be. This is the point that the Singaporean Prime Minister, Lee Hsien Loong, made so diplomatically and wisely at the Shangri-La Dialogue in 2019:


To expect every country to adopt the same cultural values and political system is neither reasonable nor realistic. In fact, humankind’s diversity is its strength. There is much we can learn from one another, from the differences in our values, perspectives, systems and policies.


The modern United Nations, representing multifarious political systems and diverse values, has become a true ‘Parliament of Man’ – a phrase to which Roosevelt’s successor Harry Truman was initially drawn in its early years, when the organisation more closely reflected American interests. That simple, hopeful and prescient phrase was coined by Alfred, Lord Tennyson in his poem ‘Locksley Hall’:


Till the war-drum throbb’d no longer, and the battle flags were furled


In the Parliament of man, the Federation of the world.


There the common sense of most shall hold a fretful realm in awe,


And the kindly earth shall slumber, lapt in universal law.


Unrivalled Authority


At the end of the war, the United States deservedly held unrivalled practical and moral authority in the world. Its late intervention had ensured victory against the Axis powers and brought an end to hostilities in Europe and East Asia. It had led the way in the establishment of the United Nations and the reorganisation of the international financial system. It had a trade surplus, was the world’s only major creditor nation, accounted for more than half the world’s manufacturing capacity, held two-thirds of total available financial reserves and possessed the world’s only stable currency in which global trade was generally denominated.


Not only was the United States Navy larger than all the world’s other navies combined but more than 60 per cent of the world’s heavy aircraft was American. And the reorganisation of the international financial system in 1944 at the United Nations Monetary and Financial Conference at Bretton Woods, New Hampshire, had legitimised America as the world’s economic behemoth. It resulted in the establishment of the International Monetary Fund and the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (later the World Bank) – in both of which the United States was given predominant board representation and special veto powers over major decisions. The system agreed at Bretton Woods formally entrenched the primacy of the US dollar, gave the United States an immense advantage in international trade and provided it with the opportunity to influence the economies of other countries.


Just as the Roman denarius, the Persian daric and the gold dinar had been dominant during the lengthy periods of hegemonic supremacy of the Roman, Persian and Ottoman empires, so too became the US dollar. The British team at Bretton Woods, led by John Maynard Keynes, sought to avoid this prospect and advocated an alternative system involving an international unit of account between nations known as the ‘bancor’ as a measure of each country’s trade deficit or trade surplus. But American opposition was implacable. The head of its delegation responded bluntly to the British proposal – ‘We have been perfectly adamant…absolutely no’. The editor of the Economist magazine later wrote that ‘Lord Keynes was right… the world will bitterly regret the fact that his arguments were rejected’.


The US Treasury ensured that it would never lose. Its post-war objectives were to maintain economic dominance, increase access to foreign markets, prevent any impediment to its trade and avoid the financial chaos of the interwar years – a period that had seen the collapse of the gold standard, the Great Depression and the rise of protectionism. The founding of the United Nations and the reform of the international financial system were not purely altruistic. They were also intended to facilitate the creation of a post-war world order that would ‘work better for the United States’.




CHAPTER 2


IDEOLOGY


Cold War


Harry Truman


Within a few brief years of the Truman presidency, the Cold War began. Time and circumstance combined to ensure that Truman – a vastly different man to Roosevelt with a more conservative inclination – would have a significant influence on world events. The down-to-earth Truman was hardly prepared for the role that destiny had thrust upon him. He had little in common with Roosevelt, whom he had met only twice during his eighty-two days as vice-president. He was decisive, but freely admitted that he was ‘not a deep thinker’. Nor did he share Roosevelt’s pragmatism or his knowledge of world affairs, let alone his ‘charisma, political suaveness and ability to avoid overall confrontation’. Truman’s early influential inner circle included his old Senate mentor, Jimmy Byrnes, from South Carolina, who left school at the age of fourteen to work in a law office. Within a short time, Byrnes was appointed to the role of secretary of state. The somewhat supercilious British Ambassador Lord Halifax probably had him in mind when he referred to the ‘Missouri County court-house calibre’ of Truman’s early entourage.


The new president’s relationship with Stalin was poisoned by distrust from the outset. His anti-Russian feelings were as clear as his anti-German feelings. In 1941, during the debates over Lend-Lease after Germany invaded Russia, he was on record as saying: ‘If we see that Germany is winning, we ought to help Russia; and if Russia is winning, we ought to help Germany, and in that way let them kill as many as possible…’ Truman’s outlook was binary and his natural tendency was toward moral certitude: one was either good or inherently evil. He never learned the lesson that the elderly Henry Stimson, the secretary of war who had advised four presidents, tried to teach him:


The chief lesson that I have learned in a long life is that the only way you can make a man trustworthy is to trust him; and the surest way to make him untrustworthy is to distrust him and show your distrust.


For most of the war, Roosevelt’s vice-president of choice – the man who would succeed him in the event of his death in office – had been the high-minded internationalist Henry Wallace. Wallace was the polar opposite of Truman, but party officials increasingly mistrusted his devotion to principles over politics, feared his liberal views and preferred someone more amenable to the party’s conservative forces. Wallace fell out of favour partly for his repudiation of Henry Luce’s notion of the ‘American Century’, first advanced in Luce’s Life magazine in February 1941. Luce urged Americans, in words that now seem unsettling, to ‘exert upon the world the full impact of our influence, for such purposes as we see fit and by such means as we see fit’. Wallace responded with his own ‘Century of the Common Man’:


Some have spoken of the ‘American Century’. I say…the century…which will come of this war – can and must be the century of the common man…No nation will have the God-given right to exploit other nations…there must be neither economic nor military imperialism.


Many in the political establishment thought that Wallace’s remarks were a source of concern; and that his ideology was suspect. At the 1944 Democratic National Convention in Chicago, party officials staged a coup and Wallace was demoted, removed from the vice-presidential ticket and replaced by Harry Truman, who was at that time an undistinguished senator from Missouri with a hardscrabble background and a hardline anti-communist attitude. When Roosevelt’s new term commenced in January 1945, Truman stepped into the vice-president’s shoes and Wallace became secretary of commerce. When Roosevelt died and Truman, as the new president, unleashed his combative attitude toward Soviet Russia, Wallace waged a peace offensive – speaking publicly against the atomic bomb and urging a conciliatory policy toward Soviet Russia. For Truman, who was cut from a different cloth, it was infuriating.


In March 1946 when the visiting and out-of-office Winston Churchill delivered his provocative ‘Iron Curtain’ speech at Fulton, Missouri, Truman was sitting reverently at his side. Wallace’s retort was sobering:


The only kind of competition we want with the Soviets is to demonstrate that we can raise our standard of living faster during the next twenty years than Russia… The only way to defeat Communism in the world is to do a better and smoother job of maximum production and optimum distribution…Let’s make it a clean race, a determined race but above all a peaceful race in the service of humanity.


He added:


Four years ago I repudiated the American Century. Today I repudiate the Anglo-Saxon century with even greater vigor…The destiny of the English speaking people is to serve the world, not dominate it.


Wallace’s remarks concerned the British Secret Service, which was already monitoring him. The intelligence officer covering Wallace was RAF lieutenant and future novelist Roald Dahl, whose personal view was that his subject was ‘too innocent and idealistic for this world’. Others at that time disagreed. In September, Wallace drew an audience of twenty thousand supporters to Madison Square Garden in New York. His incendiary speech sealed his fate with party bosses but his observations on relations with Russia are almost as true today as they were then. They could equally be about modern China:


We may not like what Russia does in Eastern Europe. Her type of land reform, industrial expropriation and suppression of basic liberties offends the great majority of the people of the United States…But at the same time we have to recognise that the Balkans are closer to Russia than to us…Russian ideas of social-economic justice are going to govern nearly a third of the world. Our ideas of free-enterprise democracy will govern much of the rest. The two ideas will endeavour to prove which can deliver the most satisfaction to the common man…


The speech went on:


Under friendly peaceful competition the Russian world and the American world will gradually become more alike. The Russians will be forced to grant more and more of the personal freedoms and we shall become more absorbed with the problems of social-economic justice.


Support for Wallace poured in that year, including from Albert Einstein and many others. Einstein wrote that ‘Your courageous intervention deserves the gratitude of all who observe the present attitude of our government with grave concern’. Truman could not abide it. His distrust of the Russians was deep-seated. So was his antipathy toward New Deal progressives and the Roosevelt family. After Wallace’s Madison Square Garden speech, he decided to fire him. Truman’s ranting diary entry that night was an ominous indication of a future America twisted off course by a visceral anti-communism – even before Senator Joe McCarthy had arrived in Washington. After disparaging Wallace as ‘a pacifist one hundred percent’ who ‘has absorbed some of the Commy-Jesuit theory’, Truman lumped him in with what he called the ‘parlour pinks and soprano voiced men’ who were ‘a sabotage front for Uncle Joe Stalin’.


Some have said that Wallace’s departure from the administration marked ‘the last chance to avert the Cold War and nuclear arms race’ – but the die had been cast already. With Wallace gone, the Truman administration moved progressively toward an overt policy of confrontation with Soviet Russia. On 24 September 1946, only days after firing Wallace, Truman received the report he had been waiting for from newly appointed White House counsel, Clark Clifford, who had the president’s ear. Clifford’s hardline report ruled out further efforts to negotiate with the Soviets; insisted that ‘The language of military power is the only language’ the Soviets understand; and recommended that ‘the United States must be prepared to wage atomic and biological warfare’ against Soviet Russia. He said his report was ‘the kind of black and white analysis that Truman liked’. Clifford later conceded that he had ‘no real background’ in foreign policy or national security and ‘had to learn as I went’. A competing report from the experienced professional intelligence officer, Ludwell Lee Montague, which concluded that Moscow ‘would not provoke the next war and could not afford a direct conflict with the United States’, sank like a stone.


One of the assumptions in the Clifford report was that any Soviet challenge, even to abstract notions such as the ‘position’ or ‘prestige’ of the United States, necessitated an increase in the atomic arsenal, an expansion of the network of foreign military bases and a strengthening of military capabilities. The US adopts the same attitude today, whether the challenge is from China, Russia or elsewhere. Wallace continued to speak against the confrontational direction of US foreign policy. He told a national radio audience that ‘Winning the peace is more important than high office’ and emphasised that ‘we must respect the rights and interests of other peoples, just as we expect them to respect ours’. President Truman did not agree. From the outset of his presidency, and no doubt from well before, Truman believed that the Soviets were expansionist. He led the American public down a path that was increasingly fuelled by anti-communist and anti-Soviet feverishness.
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