THE GREAT
DELUSION

LIBERAL DREAMS AND
INTERNATIONAL REALITIES

— 1
{{-i:; e 3 A
o & NG
A g

JOHN J.
MEARSHEIMER

Author of The Tragedy of Greal Power Politics



THE HENRY L. STIMSON LECTURES SERIES



This page intentionally left blank



JOHN ). MEARSHEIMER

The Great
Delusion

LIBERAL DREAMS AND INTERNATIONAL REALITIES

Yale
UNIVERSITY PRESS

NEW HAVEN AND LONDON



The Henry L. Stimson Lectures at the Whitney and Betty MacMillan
Center for International and Area Studies at Yale.

Copyright © 2018 by John J. Mearsheimer. All rights reserved.
This book may not be reproduced, in whole or in part, including
illustrations, in any form (beyond that copying permitted
by Sections 107 and 108 of the U.S. Copyright Law and except
by reviewers for the public press), without written permission
from the publishers.

Yale University Press books may be purchased in quantity for
educational, business, or promotional use. For information, please e-mail
sales.press@yale.edu (U.S. office) or sales@yaleup.co.uk
(U.K. office).

Set in type by Westchester Publishing Services.
Printed in the United States of America.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2018941374
ISBN 978-0-300-23419-0 (hardcover : alk. paper)

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

This paper meets the requirements of ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992
(Permanence of Paper).

10987654321



CONTENTS

Preface vii

The Impossible Dream 1

Human Nature and Politics 14
Political Liberalism 45

Cracks in the Liberal Edifice 82
Liberalism Goes Abroad 120
Liberalism as a Source of Trouble 152
Liberal Theories of Peace 188

The Case for Restraint 217

Notes 235

Index 299



This page intentionally left blank



PREFACE

WHEN I BEGAN WORKING ON THIS BOOK ten years ago, I had two different
ideas about what the topic might be. First, I was interested in explaining
why post—Cold War U.S. foreign policy was so prone to failure, sometimes
disastrous failure. T was especially interested in explaining America’s fias-
coes in the greater Middle East, which continued to accumulate, and the
steady deterioration of U.S.-Russian relations, which culminated in a ma-
jor rupture over Ukraine in 2014. This subject was all the more interesting
because there was so much optimism in the early 1990s about America’s
role in the world. I wanted to figure out what went wrong.

Second, I aspired to write a book about how liberalism, nationalism, and
realism interact to affect relations among states. I have long considered
nationalism a remarkably powerful force in international politics, but I had
never examined that topic in detail. I had written a good deal about real-
ism, however, and explored its differences with liberalism in several earlier
works. I thought that it would be interesting to write a book comparing and
contrasting these three “isms,” especially since I knew of no article or book
that did this.

As I thought about the relationship between liberalism, nationalism, and
realism, I came to realize that this trichotomy provided an ideal template
for explaining the failures of U.S. foreign policy since 1989, and especially
since 2001. At that point, my two reasons for writing this book fit together

rather neatly.

vii



viii PREFACE

My basic argument is that the United States was so powerful in the after-
math of the Cold War that it could adopt a profoundly liberal foreign policy,
commonly referred to as “liberal hegemony.” The aim of this ambitious
strategy is to turn as many countries as possible into liberal democracies
while also fostering an open international economy and building formida-
ble international institutions. In essence, the United States has sought to
remake the world in its own image. Proponents of this policy, which is widely
embraced in the American foreign policy establishment, believe it will make
the world more peaceful and ameliorate the dual problems of nuclear pro-
liferation and terrorism. It will reduce human rights violations and make
liberal democracies more secure against internal threats.

From the beginning, however, liberal hegemony was destined to fail, and
it did. This strategy invariably leads to policies that put a country at odds
with nationalism and realism, which ultimately have far more influence on
international politics than liberalism does. This basic fact of life is difficult
for most Americans to accept. The United States is a deeply liberal country
whose foreign policy elite have an almost knee-jerk hostility toward both
nationalism and realism. But this kind of thinking can only lead to trouble
on the foreign policy front. American policymakers would be wise to aban-
don liberal hegemony and pursue a more restrained foreign policy based on
realism and a proper understanding of how nationalism constrains great
powers.

The deeper roots of this book go back to my days as a graduate student at
Cornell University. In the fall of 1976, I took the Field Seminar in Political
Theory taught by Professor Isaac Kramnick. The class, which introduced
students to the writings of seminal thinkers like Plato, Machiavelli, Hobbes,
Locke, Rousseau, and Marx, had a greater impact on me than any other
course I have ever taken. Indeed, I still have my notebook from that class,
and over the years I have consulted it at least fifty times.

Three aspects of that seminar made it central to my intellectual develop-
ment. First, I learned much about all sorts of isms, including liberalism,
nationalism, and realism, and the course lent itself to contrasting them
against each other. Second, it taught me that theory is indispensable for
understanding how the world works. The reason I have referred back to the

course notebook so many times is that I remembered particular arguments
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those theorists made that had significant implications for contemporary
political issues. Third, I learned that one may talk and write about impor-
tant theoretical issues in simple, clear language that is accessible to non-
experts. Although it was often hard to figure out exactly what the famous
theorists on our reading list were saying, Professor Kramnick’s ability to
spell out their theories in straightforward language not only made them
easy to understand but also made it clear why they are important.

The Great Delusion is intended to be theoretical at its core. The premise
underlying the book is that theory is essential for understanding policy is-
sues. But in the spirit of Isaac Kramnick, I have gone to great lengths to
spell out my arguments as clearly as possible so that any well-educated and
interested reader can grasp them. To put it bluntly, my aim is to be a great
communicator, not a great obfuscator. Only the reader, of course, can deter-
mine whether I have succeeded.

I could not have written this book without the help of many very smart
people. My greatest debt is to four individuals whose fingerprints are all
over it: Eliza Gheorghe, Mariya Grinberg, Sebastian Rosato, and Stephen
Walt. They not only made critically important conceptual points that caused
me to alter particular arguments, but also spotted contradictions that I had
missed and gave sage advice on how to reorganize chapters as well as the
book’s overall structure.

The manuscript went through five major drafts before I turned it over to
Yale University Press. In November 20106, after the second major draft, I
had a book workshop featuring six scholars from outside the University of
Chicago—Daniel Deudney, Matthew Kocher, John Owen, Sebastian Rosato,
Stephen Walt, and Alexander Wendt—who were kind enough to read the
entire manuscript and spend eight hours critiquing it in detail. Their feed-
back, both at the workshop and in subsequent email and phone exchanges,
led me to make numerous changes, some of them fundamental.

Other participants at that book workshop, including my good friend
Thomas Durkin, gave me sage advice on how the pursuit of liberal hege-
mony threatens civil liberties at home and facilitates the growth of a national
security state. I also had the good fortune of having all my international

relations colleagues at the University of Chicago—Austin Carson, Robert



X PREFACE

Gulotty, Charles Lipson, Robert Pape, Paul Poast, Michael ]. Reese, and Paul
Staniland—participate in the discussion. They too offered excellent com-
ments that helped me tighten some arguments and forced me to alter others.

I owe a special debt of gratitude to Sean Lynn-Jones, who read the entire
manuscript and gave me a detailed set of comments that helped me refine
the final version of the manuscript. I am especially grateful to my editor at
Yale University Press, William Frucht, who did a superb job of editing that
final version. He pushed me hard to tighten particular arguments while he
streamlined virtually all of them in ways that helped make the book more
reader friendly. Liz Schueler, with some help from John Donohue, did a
fine job of copyediting, and Karen Olson handled the logistics efficiently
and cheerfully.

Many other individuals helped me—some in small ways, some in big
ways—produce this book. They include Sener Akturk, Zeynep Bulutgil,
Jon Caverley, Michael Desch, Alexander Downes, Charles Glaser, Burak
Kadercan, Brian Leiter, Jennifer A. Lind, Gabriel Mares, Max Mearsheimer,
Nicholas Mearsheimer, Rajan Menon, Nuno Monteiro, Francesca Morgan,
Valerie Morkevicius, John Mueller, Sankar Muthu, David Nirenberg, Lindsey
O’Rourke, Joseph Parent, Don Reneau, Marie-Eve Reny, Michael Rosol,
John Schuessler, James Scott, Yubing Sheng, Tom Switzer, and the two
anonymous reviewers for Yale University Press.

I would like to thank Ian Shapiro, the Henry R. Luce Director of the Mac-
Millan Center for International and Area Studies at Yale, who invited me to
give the Henry L. Stimson Lectures for 2017. The three lectures that I gave
at Yale are, in effect, the central ingredients of this book. I would also like to
express my appreciation to the University of Chicago, which has been my
intellectual home for more than thirty-five years and has generously sup-
ported the research that went into producing not only this book but virtu-
ally everything I have written since I started there as an assistant professor
in 1982. In addition, I want to thank the Charles Koch Foundation for help-
ing to fund my research and the book workshop. I especially appreciate the
support of William Ruger, its vice president for research.

I have been fortunate over the years to have top-notch administrative as-
sistants who not only have helped me deal with the everyday logistical de-
mands of being a professor and scholar but also have done significant
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amounts of research for me. Megan Belansky, Emma Chilton, Souvik De,
Elizabeth Jenkins, and Michael Rowley have all served me well and have
contributed in important ways to the making of this book. I am also grate-
ful for all the support I received on the home front from my family, espe-
cially from my wife, Pamela, who never complained about the endless
hours I spent writing and rewriting the book manuscript.

Finally, I would like to dedicate this book to all the students I have taught
over the years, going back to when I taught my first course at Mohawk Val-
ley Community College in upstate New York in 1974. [ am using the term
student here in its broadest sense, to include people who have not formally
taken a course with me but have told me that my work has helped shape
their thinking. I love teaching because I get great satisfaction from impart-
ing knowledge to students and from helping them come up with their own
theories about how the world works.

At the same time, I have learned an enormous amount over the years
from interacting with students. This is especially true of seminars, where I
have often gone into class thinking one way about an article or book on the
syllabus and left thinking about it differently because of something a stu-
dent said. Teaching large lecture courses has also been an important learn-
ing experience, as it has forced me to organize my thoughts on big topics
and figure out how to present them in a clear and accessible way.

All of this is to say that teaching and working with students over the
years has helped shape my thinking about international politics in ways
that are reflected in every page of this book. For that I am forever grateful.
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The Impossible Dream

LIBERAL HEGEMONY IS AN AMBITIOUS STRATEGY in which a state aims to
turn as many countries as possible into liberal democracies like itself while
also promoting an open international economy and building international
institutions. In essence, the liberal state seeks to spread its own values far
and wide. My goal in this book is to describe what happens when a power-
ful state pursues this strategy at the expense of balance-of-power politics.

Many in the West, especially among foreign policy elites, consider liberal
hegemony a wise policy that states should axiomatically adopt. Spreading
liberal democracy around the world is said to make eminently good sense
from both a moral and a strategic perspective. For starters, it is thought to
be an excellent way to protect human rights, which are sometimes seri-
ously violated by authoritarian states. And because the policy holds that
liberal democracies do not want to go to war with each other, it ultimately
provides a formula for transcending realism and fostering international
peace. Finally, proponents claim it helps protect liberalism at home by
eliminating authoritarian states that otherwise might aid the illiberal forces
that are constantly present inside the liberal state.

This conventional wisdom is wrong. Great powers are rarely in a position
to pursue a full-scale liberal foreign policy. As long as two or more of them
exist on the planet, they have little choice but to pay close attention to their
position in the global balance of power and act according to the dictates of
realism. Great powers of all persuasions care deeply about their survival,
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and there is always the danger in a bipolar or multipolar system that they
will be attacked by another great power. In these circumstances, liberal
great powers regularly dress up their hard-nosed behavior with liberal rhe-
toric. They talk like liberals and act like realists. Should they adopt liberal
policies that are at odds with realist logic, they invariably come to regret it.

But occasionally a liberal democracy encounters such a favorable balance
of power that it is able to embrace liberal hegemony. That situation is most
likely to arise in a unipolar world, where the single great power does not
have to worry about being attacked by another great power since there is
none. Then the liberal sole pole will almost always abandon realism and
adopt a liberal foreign policy. Liberal states have a crusader mentality hard-
wired into them that is hard to restrain.

Because liberalism prizes the concept of inalienable or natural rights,
committed liberals are deeply concerned about the rights of virtually every
individual on the planet. This universalist logic creates a powerful incen-
tive for liberal states to get involved in the affairs of countries that seriously
violate their citizens’ rights. To take this a step further, the best way to ensure
that the rights of foreigners are not trampled is for them to live in a liberal
democracy. This logic leads straight to an active policy of regime change,
where the goal is to topple autocrats and put liberal democracies in their
place. Liberals do not shy from this task, mainly because they often have
great faith in their state’s ability to do social engineering both at home and
abroad. Creating a world populated by liberal democracies is also thought
to be a formula for international peace, which would not just eliminate war
but greatly reduce, if not eliminate, the twin scourges of nuclear prolifera-
tion and terrorism. And lastly, it is an ideal way of protecting liberalism at
home.

This enthusiasm notwithstanding, liberal hegemony will not achieve its
goals, and its failure will inevitably come with huge costs. The liberal state
is likely to end up fighting endless wars, which will increase rather than
reduce the level of conflict in international politics and thus aggravate the
problems of proliferation and terrorism. Moreover, the state’s militaristic
behavior is almost certain to end up threatening its own liberal values. Liber-
alism abroad leads to illiberalism at home. Finally, even if the liberal state

were to achieve its aims—spreading democracy near and far, fostering eco-
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nomic intercourse, and creating international institutions—they would not
produce peace.

The key to understanding liberalism’s limits is to recognize its relation-
ship with nationalism and realism. This book is ultimately all about these
three isms and how they interact to affect international politics.

Nationalism is an enormously powerful political ideology. It revolves
around the division of the world into a wide variety of nations, which are
formidable social units, each with a distinct culture. Virtually every nation
would prefer to have its own state, although not all can. Still, we live in a world
populated almost exclusively by nation-states, which means that liberalism
must coexist with nationalism. Liberal states are also nation-states. There
is no question that liberalism and nationalism can coexist, but when they
clash, nationalism almost always wins.

The influence of nationalism often undercuts a liberal foreign policy. For
example, nationalism places great emphasis on self-determination, which
means that most countries will resist a liberal great power’s efforts to inter-
fere in their domestic politics—which, of course, is what liberal hegemony
is all about. These two isms also clash over individual rights. Liberals be-
lieve everyone has the same rights, regardless of which country they call
home. Nationalism is a particularist ideology from top to bottom, which
means it does not treat rights as inalienable. In practice, the vast majority
of people around the globe do not care greatly about the rights of individu-
als in other countries. They are much more concerned about their fellow
citizens’ rights, and even that commitment has limits. Liberalism oversells
the importance of individual rights.

Liberalism is also no match for realism. At its core, liberalism assumes
that the individuals who make up any society sometimes have profound
differences about what constitutes the good life, and these differences
might lead them to try to kill each other. Thus a state is needed to keep the
peace. But there is no world state to keep countries at bay when they have
profound disagreements. The structure of the international system is anar-
chic, not hierarchic, which means that liberalism applied to international
politics cannot work. Countries thus have little choice but to act according
to balance-of-power logic if they hope to survive. There are special cases,

however, where a country is so secure that it can take a break from realpolitik
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and pursue truly liberal policies. The results are almost always bad, largely
because nationalism thwarts the liberal crusader.

My argument, stated briefly, is that nationalism and realism almost al-
ways trump liberalism. Our world has been shaped in good part by those
two powerful isms, not by liberalism. Consider that five hundred years ago
the political universe was remarkably heterogeneous; it included city-states,
duchies, empires, principalities, and assorted other political forms. That
world has given way to a globe populated almost exclusively by nation-
states. Although many factors caused this great transformation, two of the
main driving forces behind the modern state system were nationalism and

balance-of-power politics.

The American Embrace of Liberal Hegemony

This book is also motivated by a desire to understand recent American
foreign policy. The United States is a deeply liberal country that emerged
from the Cold War as by far the most powerful state in the international
system.! The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 left it in an ideal position to
pursue liberal hegemony.? The American foreign policy establishment em-
braced that ambitious policy with little hesitation, and with abundant opti-
mism about the future of the United States and the world. At least at first, the
broader public shared this enthusiasm.

The zeitgeist was captured in Francis Fukuyama’s famous article, “The
End of History?,” published just as the Cold War was coming to a close.?
Liberalism, he argued, defeated fascism in the first half of the twentieth
century and communism in the second half, and now there was no viable
alternative left standing. The world would eventually be entirely populated
by liberal democracies. According to Fukuyama, these nations would have
virtually no meaningful disputes, and wars between great powers would
cease. The biggest problem confronting people in this new world, he sug-
gested, might be boredom.

It was also widely believed at the time that the spread of liberalism would
ultimately bring an end to balance-of-power politics. The harsh security
competition that has long characterized great-power relations would dis-

appear, and realism, long the dominant intellectual paradigm in inter-
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national relations, would land on the scrap heap of history. “In a world
where freedom, not tyranny, is on the march,” Bill Clinton proclaimed
while campaigning for the White House in 1992, “the cynical calculus of
pure power politics simply does not compute. It is ill-suited to a new era in
which ideas and information are broadcast around the globe before ambas-
sadors can read their cables.”

Probably no recent president embraced the mission of spreading liberal-
ism more enthusiastically than George W. Bush, who said in a speech in
March 2003, two weeks before the invasion of Iraq: “The current Iraqi re-
gime has shown the power of tyranny to spread discord and violence in the
Middle East. A liberated Iraq can show the power of freedom to transform
that vital region, by bringing hope and progress into the lives of millions.
America’s interests in security, and America’s belief in liberty, both lead
in the same direction: to a free and peaceful Iraq.”” Later that year, on
September 6, he proclaimed: “The advance of freedom is the calling of our
time; it is the calling of our country. From the Fourteen Points to the Four
Freedoms, to the Speech at Westminster, America has put our power at the
service of principle. We believe that liberty is the design of nature; we be-
lieve that liberty is the direction of history. We believe that human fulfill-
ment and excellence come in the responsible exercise of liberty. And we
believe that freedom—the freedom we prize—is not for us alone, it is the
right and the capacity of all mankind.”®

Something went badly wrong. Most people’s view of U.S. foreign policy
today, in 2018, is starkly different from what it was in 2003, much less the
early 1990s. Pessimism, not optimism, dominates most assessments of
America’s accomplishments during its holiday from realism. Under Presi-
dents Bush and Barack Obama, Washington has played a key role in sow-
ing death and destruction across the greater Middle East, and there is little
evidence the mayhem will end anytime soon. American policy toward
Ukraine, motivated by liberal logic, is principally responsible for the ongo-
ing crisis between Russia and the West. The United States has been at war
for two out of every three years since 1989, fighting seven different wars.
We should not be surprised by this. Contrary to the prevailing wisdom in
the West, a liberal foreign policy is not a formula for cooperation and peace
but for instability and conflict.
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In this book I focus on the period between 1993 and 2017, when the
Clinton, Bush, and Obama administrations, each in control of American
foreign policy for eight years, were fully committed to pursuing liberal
hegemony. Although President Obama had some reservations about that
policy, they mattered little for how his administration actually acted abroad.
I do not consider the Trump administration for two reasons. First, as I was
finishing this book it was difficult to determine what President Trump’s
foreign policy would look like, although it is clear from his rhetoric during
the 2016 campaign that he recognizes that liberal hegemony has been an
abject failure and would like to abandon key elements of that strategy.
Second, there is good reason to think that with the rise of China and the res-
urrection of Russian power having put great power politics back on the table,
Trump eventually will have no choice but to move toward a grand strategy
based on realism, even if doing so meets with considerable resistance

at home.

The Centrality of Human Nature

When scholars assess liberalism’s effect on international politics, they
usually begin by analyzing a cluster of theories widely seen as the liberal
alternatives to realism. Democratic peace theory maintains that liberal de-
mocracies do not go to war with each other, but not that they are more
peaceful than non-democracies. According to economic interdependence the-
ory, countries with significant economic relations rarely fight with each
other, because the costs of war are prohibitive for both sides. Liberal institu-
tionalism claims that states that join international institutions are more
likely to cooperate with each other, because they will be constrained by the
organization’s rules, which is almost always in their long-term interest
to obey.

I will carefully assess each of these theories. But before I do, it is essen-
tial to put aside matters of international relations and address more basic
questions: what liberalism is and what its intellectual foundations are. My
aim, in other words, is to begin with the assumptions and logics that sit at
the core of liberalism itself—and determine whether they make sense. It is

enormously important when evaluating theories to examine their founda-
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tional assumptions about human nature. John Locke, one of liberalism’s
founding fathers, put the point well: “To understand political power right . . .
we must consider what state all men are naturally in.””

What is the “state all men are naturally in”? What distinguishing charac-
teristics do all humans have in common? Answering this question is im-
portant not only for understanding liberalism but also for understanding
nationalism and realism. The more closely any ism accords with human
nature, the more relevance it will have in the real world. So I have to spell
out my own views about human nature and explain how the common char-
acteristics operate together to affect political life. This ultimately means
coming up with a sparse theory of politics that can be used to evaluate and
compare liberalism, nationalism, and realism.

We need to answer two principal questions about human nature. First,
are men and women social beings above all else, or does it make more sense
to emphasize their individuality? In other words, are humans fundamen-
tally social animals who strive hard to carve out room for their individuality,
or are they individuals who form social contracts? Second, have our critical
faculties developed to the point where we can reach some rough moral con-
sensus on what defines the good life? Can we agree on first principles?

My view is that we are profoundly social beings from the start to the fin-
ish of our lives and that individualism is of secondary importance, which is
not to say that it is unimportant. Second, it is impossible to reach a common
understanding about first principles, even though there can be widespread
agreement within different groups. But because there are no universal truths
regarding what constitutes the good life, the disagreements among indi-
viduals and groups can be profound.

Liberalism downplays the social nature of human beings to the point of
almost ignoring it, instead treating people largely as atomistic actors. But
liberals wisely emphasize that it is not possible to approach any universal
agreement on questions relating to what constitutes the good life. Thus
liberalism is one for two in answering the key questions about human na-
ture. Both nationalism and realism, meanwhile, are in sync with human
nature, which explains not only why they trump liberalism when they are
at odds with it but also why they are the main driving forces behind inter-

national politics. Nationalism and realism pay little attention to individuals
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and rights and instead see the world in terms of distinct nation-states, re-
flecting the fact that humans are principally social beings who have funda-
mentally different views of what constitutes the good life.?

These differences notwithstanding, all three isms have one important
feature in common: a profound concern about survival. Nations, I argue,
are deeply committed to having their own state because it is the best way
to ensure their survival, which can never be taken for granted. States in
the international system are also intensely influenced by concerns about
survival, which is why they carefully monitor the balance of power and
ultimately seek hegemony. Finally, survival is a defining aspect of liberal-
ism. After all, that theory is predicated on the belief that individuals some-
times disagree so strongly about first principles that they try to kill each
other. A crucial purpose of the state is to act as a constable and maximize

each person’s prospects of survival.

Political Liberalism

I have yet to define the term liberalism in any detail. It is important that I
do so now, because it can mean different things to different people. The
same is true of nationalism and realism. It is essential to settle on clear
definitions of all these terms, because that is the only way to make coher-
ent arguments about how they relate to each other and how they interact
to influence international politics. Precise definitions allow scholars to
impose order on a messy and complicated body of facts. They also help
readers decide whether an author’s arguments are compelling, and if not,
where and why not.

Definitions are neither right nor wrong in the sense of being true or
false. We are free to define our core concepts as we see fit. This is not to say,
however, that there is no way to discriminate among definitions. The pri-
mary criterion for assessing any definition’s worth is how useful it is for
understanding the phenomenon under study. I have chosen definitions
that I hope serve that purpose.

Political liberalism, in my lexicon, is an ideology that is individualistic at
its core and assigns great importance to the concept of inalienable rights.’
This concern for rights is the basis of its universalism—everyone on the
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planet has the same inherent set of rights—and this is what motivates
liberal states to pursue ambitious foreign policies. The public and scholarly
discourse about liberalism since World War II has placed enormous em-
phasis on what are commonly called human rights. This is true all around
the world, not just in the West. “Human rights,” Samuel Moyn notes, “have
come to define the most elevated aspirations of both social movements
and political entities—state and interstate. They evoke hope and provoke
action.”!

Political liberalism is also built on the assumption that individuals some-
times differ intensely about bedrock political and social issues, which ne-
cessitates a state that can maintain order if those disputes threaten to turn
violent. Relatedly, liberals place great emphasis on tolerance, a norm that
encourages people to respect each other despite their fundamental dis-
agreements. But while they agree on all of these matters, liberals are di-
vided by some fundamental differences.

Political liberalism, in fact, comes in two varieties: what some call modus
vivendi liberalism and progressive liberalism, a terminology I use throughout
this book.!! There are basically two important differences between them,
the first of which concerns how they think about individual rights. Modus
vivendi liberals conceive of rights almost exclusively in terms of individual
freedoms, by which they mean the freedom to act without fear of govern-
ment intrusion. Freedom of speech, freedom of the press, and the right to
hold property are representative examples of these rights. The government
exists to protect these freedoms from threats that might emanate either
from within the broader society or from outside it. Progressive liberals
prize the same individual freedoms, which are sometimes called negative
rights, but they are also deeply committed to a set of rights that are actively
promoted by the government. They believe, for example, that everyone has
a right to equal opportunity, which can be achieved only with active govern-
ment involvement. Modus vivendi liberals are intensely opposed to this
notion of positive rights.

This discussion of individual rights leads to the second important differ-
ence between modus vivendi and progressive liberalism. They differ sharply
on the role the state should assume, beyond keeping the peace at home.

Modus vivendi liberals, in line with their emphasis on protecting individual
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freedoms and their skepticism about positive rights, maintain that the state
should involve itself in society as little as possible. Unsurprisingly, they tend
to be dismissive about governments’ ability to do social engineering. Pro-
gressive liberals take the opposite view. They prefer an activist state that
can promote individual rights, and they have much more faith in the capacity
of governments to do social engineering.

While there is little doubt that both kinds of political liberalism receive
great attention in the world of ideas, in practice, progressive liberalism has
triumphed over modus vivendi liberalism. The complexities and demands
of life in the modern world leave states with no choice but to be deeply en-
gaged in social engineering, including promoting positive rights. This is not
to deny that some states are more involved in this enterprise than others, or
that a state’s depth of involvement can vary over time. Still, we live in the age
of the interventionist state, and there is no reason to think this will change
anytime soon. Thus, for all intents and purposes, political liberalism in this
book is synonymous with progressive liberalism.

Three further points about my definition of liberalism are in order. First,
two other isms are sometimes categorized as liberal political ideologies:
utilitarianism and liberal idealism. One is free to treat them as variants of
political liberalism, of course, but I do not, because they operate according
to different logics from modus vivendi and progressive liberalism. In par-
ticular, neither utilitarianism nor liberal idealism pays much attention to
individual rights, which are at the heart of liberalism. Jeremy Bentham, the
intellectual father of utilitarianism, called natural rights “rhetorical non-
sense, nonsense upon stilts.”!2

E. H. Carr’s famous book The Tienty Years’ Crisis, written in the late 1930s,
is widely considered a classic critique of liberalism as it applies to inter-
national politics.?® In fact, his target is not rights-based liberalism of the sort
I discuss here. Carr cares little about either modus vivendi or progressive
liberalism, which at the time were not highly regarded isms. Instead he takes
dead aim at liberal idealism and utilitarianism, which were much more in-
fluential in 1930s Britain."* Carr and I thus mean different things when we
talk about liberalism, and there is not much overlap in our critiques.

None of this is to say that liberal idealism and utilitarianism are unimpor-

tant or that they are useless for understanding life in the international
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system. But they are different theories from political liberalism, and as-
sessing their relevance to state behavior would require a separate study.

Second, the terms liberalism and democracy are often used interchange-
ably, or linked together in the phrase “liberal democracy.” But the two con-
cepts are not the same, and it is important to distinguish between them
and explain how they relate to each other. I define democracy as a form of
government with a broad franchise in which citizens get to choose their
leaders in periodic elections. Those leaders then write and implement the
rules that govern the polity. Liberalism, on the other hand, is all about indi-
vidual rights. A liberal state privileges the rights of its citizens and protects
them through its laws.

It is possible to have an illiberal democracy in which the elected majority
tramples on the rights of the minority. This is sometimes referred to as a
tyranny of the majority, and one can certainly point to real-world examples.
States that are liberal, however, are almost always democratic as well,
because the concept of inalienable rights clearly implies the right to have a
voice in one’s own governance through elections. Markus Fischer puts the
point well: “The relation between liberalism and democracy is asymmetri-
cal: liberalism implies democratic institutions to a large degree, whereas
democracy entails liberal rights only to a minimal extent.”®

One might argue, however, that liberal states are anti-democratic when
minorities make rights-based arguments that obstruct the majority’s deci-
sions. While there is no question this sometimes happens, I do not con-
sider this behavior anti-democratic, because the outcome in such cases is
based on laws or rules the citizenry democratically adopted. Thus the term
liberal state, as used in this book, means a liberal democracy.!®

Third, some readers might see this book as a sweeping attack on liber-
alism and conclude I am hostile to that political ideology. That would be
wrong. It is essential to distinguish the way liberalism operates inside a
country from the way it functions in the international system. My views
about liberalism are different for each of these realms.

Within countries, I believe liberalism is a genuine force for good, and it
is highly desirable to live in a country that privileges and protects individual
rights. I consider myself especially fortunate to have been born and lived all

my life in liberal America. Liberalism at the international level, however, is
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a different matter. States that pursue ambitious liberal foreign policies, as
the United States has done in recent years, end up making the world less
peaceful. Moreover, they risk undermining liberalism at home, an outcome
that should strike fear into the heart of every liberal.

A Road Map

My views on human nature and politics are developed at length in chap-
ter 2. There I lay out my basic theory of politics, which I will use in subse-
quent chapters to analyze liberalism, nationalism, and realism. In chapter 3, I
describe political liberalism, paying careful attention to the similarities and
differences between modus vivendi and progressive liberalism, and explain
why political liberalism today is largely progressive liberalism. I also briefly
consider utilitarianism and liberal idealism and explain why I do not consider
them liberal theories.

In chapter 4, I take up the key problems with political liberalism. I examine
the relationship between liberalism and nationalism, as well as the limits
of liberal claims about universal rights. By this point I will have paid hardly
any attention to how liberalism relates to international politics. My aim in
the first half of the book is simply to understand what liberalism is about.

I begin zeroing in on how liberalism affects the international system in
chapter 5, where I consider in detail the relationship between liberalism and
realism. My central argument is that on the rare occasions when states are in
a position to adopt liberal hegemony, it usually leads to failed diplomacy and
failed wars. I also explain how nationalism and realism—not liberalism—
are largely responsible for creating a modern international system that is
almost wholly populated with nation-states. Finally, I assess the likelihood
of a world state, which, if it materialized, would profoundly change the
relevance of liberalism for international politics.

The core argument in chapter 6 is that a state pursuing liberal hege-
mony does not simply court failure, it suffers significant costs in doing so.
Such states invariably end up fighting endless wars, which serve to increase
rather than reduce international conflict. I also describe how this liberal
militarism usually ends up inflicting huge costs on the target state while

endangering liberalism at home.
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I make the case in chapter 7 that even if a liberal foreign policy were to
achieve its principal goals—spreading liberal democracy widely, creating
an open world economy, and building lots of impressive international
institutions—that would not lead to a more peaceful world. There would
still be security competition with serious potential for war. The reason is
that each of the three theories underpinning the expectation that liberal he-
gemony will radically transform international politics—democratic peace
theory, economic interdependence theory, and liberal institutionalism—has
fundamental flaws. I conclude in chapter 8 with some observations about
the future trajectory of American foreign policy. I assess the prospects that
the United States will abandon liberal hegemony and adopt a more restrained
foreign policy based on realism, coupled with recognition of the fact that
nationalism sharply limits the ability of great powers to directly intervene
in the politics of other states. I also offer some cautious observations on
President Trump'’s likely effect on American foreign policy during his tenure
in the White House.

To sum up, the discussion about human nature in chapter 2 focuses on
the traits of individuals, the analysis of political liberalism in chapters 3 and
4 concentrates on how it relates to a country’s domestic politics, and the
discussion in chapters 5-8 concerns how that ism relates to international
politics. This basic template, of course, reflects the three levels of analysis—
individual, unit, and system—that ultimately concern all students of inter-

national relations.”



2

Human Nature and Politics

BELIEFS ABOUT HUMAN NATURE ARE the building blocks of theoretical argu-
ments in politics, and liberalism is no exception. Its core claims are based
on a set of assumptions about human nature, meaning those attributes that
are common to all people, as opposed to those that vary among individuals.
Thus, to assess liberalism, we must first describe what it says about human
nature and determine whether those claims square with what we know
about the human condition.

The conservative French thinker Joseph de Maistre maintained that
“there is no such thing as man in the world. In my lifetime I have seen
Frenchmen, Italians, Russians, etc.; thanks to Montesquieu, I even know
that one can be Persian. But as for man, I declare that I have never in my life
met him; if he exists, he is unknown to me.”! Of course, there are impor-
tant differences among peoples as well as people, and those differences are
central to the arguments in this book. Yet certain features are permanent
and distinctive in almost every person, and these can provide the micro-
foundations for a simple theory of politics that can then be employed to
evaluate liberalism and its relationship to nationalism and realism. My
main aim in this chapter is to present my own thinking about human na-
ture and politics.

I begin with two simple assumptions, the first of which concerns our
critical faculties. There is no question humans have an impressive capacity
to reason. Still, this capacity has significant limits, especially when it comes

to answering essential questions about what constitutes the good life.

14
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Almost everyone agrees that survival is the most important individual
goal, because without it you cannot pursue any other goal. But beyond that,
there is often intractable disagreement about the answers to the important
ethical, moral, and political questions that all societies confront, and which
have profound implications for daily life. Those differences over first princi-
ples sometimes become so passionate that they create the potential for
deadly conflict. That lurking possibility of violence, which leads individuals
to fear each other and worry about their survival, applies to relations among
societies as well as among individuals.

My second assumption is that humans are profoundly social beings. They
do not operate as lone wolves but are born into social groups or societies
that shape their identities well before they can assert their individualism.
Moreover, individuals usually develop strong attachments to their group
and are sometimes willing to make great sacrifices for their fellow mem-
bers. Humans are often said to be tribal at their core. The main reason for
our social nature is that the best way for a person to survive is to be embed-
ded in a society and to cooperate with fellow members rather than act
alone. This is not to deny that individuals sometimes have good reasons
to act selfishly and take advantage of other group members. On balance,
however, cooperation trumps selfish behavior. Social groups are survival
vehicles.?

One might wonder how it is possible to have a functioning society when
it is so difficult for individuals to agree about fundamental beliefs. There is
unquestionably a tension between my two core assumptions, which is why
social groups sometimes break apart and also why there never has been
and probably never will be a unified global society. Nevertheless, people are
obviously capable of living together in social groups for sustained periods,
as the planet has been populated with them since human beings first ap-
peared.

For a society to hold together, there must be substantial overlap in how
its members think about the good life, and they must respect each other
when, inevitably, serious disagreements arise. These differences notwith-
standing, it is possible within a social group to have considerable agree-
ment about first principles, mainly because the members share a common
culture, which includes a variety of beliefs about ultimate values. Most

people have been socialized since birth to venerate their culture, which
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means being socialized to respect certain core principles. Culture is a kind
of glue that helps hold individuals together inside a society.

But culture alone is not enough. To stay intact, a society also must have
political institutions that govern behavior within the group. It needs rules
that stipulate how the group’s members are expected to live together, as
well as the means to enforce those rules. This commonly takes the form of
a juridical system based on what has become known as “the rule of law.”
Social groups also need political institutions to help them survive in the face
of threats from other groups. These institutions must control the means of
violence both to enforce the rules within the society and to protect it from
external threats.

With political institutions comes politics, which is crucial to daily life in
any society. Politics is essentially about who gets to write the rules that gov-
ern the group. This responsibility matters greatly because the members of
any society are certain to have some conflicting interests, as they will never
completely agree about first principles. Given that basic fact of life, which-
ever faction writes and interprets the rules can do so in ways that serve its
interests rather than its rivals’, or reflect its vision of society rather than
its rivals’. Of course, power matters greatly in determining which faction
wins this competition. The more resources an individual or faction possesses,
the more likely it is to control the governing institutions. In short, in a world
where reason takes you only so far, the balance of power usually decides who
gets to write and enforce the rules.

Given the absolute necessity of politics for the functioning of social groups,
when I say that humans are naturally social beings, I am in effect saying
they are also political beings. This obviously includes hunter-gatherers,
who are sometimes wrongly portrayed as operating alone in a Hobbesian
world. In fact, they lived together in small groups in which power, rules, and
factions—that is, politics—were unavoidable. The political and social di-
mensions of the human condition go hand in hand. Questions about what
constitutes the good life are axiomatically about political as well as social
matters. Although I frequently use the term social group in this book, it is
shorthand for what is effectively a sociopolitical group.

Politics is vitally important in the relations between self-governing social

groups. There are no higher political institutions, however, that can write
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and reliably enforce rules that might govern their behavior toward each
other. The power to write rules, which matters so much inside a society,
thus matters much less at the intergroup level. Still, power itself matters
greatly in dealings among groups, because possessing superior power al-
lows a group to get its way when it is at odds with another group. Above all
else, it allows a group to fend off threats to its survival from other groups.
Independent social groups thus compete with each other for power. Poli-
tics among groups is all about gaining relative power.

Social groups have a propensity to expand, because greater size usually
augments their power relative to rival groups and thus enhances their pros-
pects for survival. Groups can also be bent on expansion for other reasons.
They might believe, for example, that they have found the true religion or
political ideology, and go on a crusade to export their prized blueprint to
other societies. Groups mainly expand by conquering other groups, although
occasionally groups with common interests join together voluntarily. Con-
querors usually try either to dominate the vanquished group and rob it of
its autonomy or else absorb it into its own society. Sometimes they try to
wipe out the defeated group. There are limits as to how far any group can
expand because the potential victims almost always have powerful incen-
tives to resist and ensure their own survival.

In sum, I begin with two simple assumptions about human nature: there
are significant limits on our ability to reason about first principles, and we
are social animals at our core. Taken together, these assumptions tell us
three important facts about the world. First, it is populated with a great
number of social groups, each with its own distinctive culture. There is no
reason to think that situation will change in the near or distant future. In
effect, the crucial universal traits of humankind lead us to a world distin-
guished by its particularism.

Second, social groups have no choice but to build political institutions,
which means politics and power are at the center of life within societies as
well as among them. Third, survival is of overriding importance for indi-
viduals as well as social groups. It runs like a red skein through human
history.

Before examining the main components of my argument in detail, I

need to define some important concepts.
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Key Definitions

Much of the subsequent discussion revolves around five basic concepts:
culture, groups, identity, political institutions, and society. At least two of
them—culture and identity—are difficult to define, mainly because they are
so sweeping. Not surprisingly, those terms are employed in various ways in
both the scholarly literature and public discourse. Thus it is essential to
explain as precisely as possible how I am using them.

I should note that these concepts are closely linked and hard to disen-
tangle. For example, one might argue that culture, identity, and society are
all part of a seamless web. They certainly overlap. Still, T have tried to de-
fine each one carefully and show how they relate to each other, in the hope
that this will make my core arguments easier to understand.

A society is a large group of people who interact with each other on a con-
tinual basis in organized and routine ways. The members of a society are
interdependent, leading some people to use the words society and commu-
nity interchangeably. All societies have their own discrete culture, and they
usually occupy a particular piece of territory. Many are sovereign political
entities, which means they largely control their own destiny. Some socie-
ties, however, are not sovereign but are part of a larger political order.

Culture gives meaning to the patterns of relationships that are the es-
sence of any society. Cultures exist only in the context of societies. In my
vocabulary, culture is the set of shared practices and beliefs that are at a
society’s heart. Those practices include customs and rituals, dress, food,
music, routines, symbols, and the language people speak. They also include
the subtle gestures, mannerisms, and communications by which people
interact and make their way through daily life. The French sociologist Pierre
Bourdieu called these a “habitus.”® A society’s beliefs, on the other hand—
consisting of its political and social values, views about morality and religion,
and stories about its history—deal explicitly with first principles. They
guide how a particular society decides what constitutes the good life. Cul-
ture also includes the civil institutions, like churches and soccer stadiums,
that reflect those practices and beliefs.

Culture gives every society distinct characteristics that separate it from
other societies. Sometimes, however, particular features are shared across
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cultures, although there is never a complete overlap. The reason cultures
are distinct is that peoples around the world have remarkably diverse life
experiences and histories. The environment, in other words, heavily shapes
human behavior. Yet people also have agency; they possess critical faculties
with which to determine how best to lead their lives. But people in different
societies often come to different conclusions about first principles, which
is another reason for variation among cultures. None of this is to deny that
cultures evolve and change, sometimes drastically. History marches on, con-
stantly bringing new circumstances and new ideas, to which different cul-
tures respond in different ways.

When Western elites talk about “global society” or “human society,” the
implication is that there has been a profound leveling of cultural differ-
ences across the planet. While there is no question that the Industrial
Revolution, globalization, and the worldwide influence of Britain and the
United States have had something of a leveling effect over the past two
centuries, they have not led to anything like the universal culture that is a
prerequisite for a global society. The proliferation of McDonald’s and Star-
bucks and the ability of so many of the world’s elites to speak English
hardly amount to cultural sameness. There is an abundance of distinct cul-
tures in the world, and they underpin a wide variety of societies. Heteroge-
neity, not homogeneity, is the prevailing state of global culture. Thus, global
society and human society are not useful terms.

A group is a collection of individuals who regularly interact with each
other, have a sense of comradeship, share many of the same ideas, and have
a common purpose. Although a society obviously qualifies as a group, the
concept is elastic enough to include all sorts of clusters of people. My fo-
cus, however, is on large social groups that have their own political institu-
tions. As it is used in this book, group is synonymous with society.

Identity is a profoundly social concept that involves a person’s or group’s
sense of self. Who am I? Or who are we?* Identity is largely defined in rela-
tion to the “other.” At the individual level, it involves how a person thinks
about himself in relation to other individuals or groups. This can involve
multiple identities, of course, because people can belong to multiple groups.
My focus here is on how individuals within a society relate to each other.

For sure, an individual’s identity is deeply influenced by his society’s
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culture, because it provides a set of practices and beliefs that all members
must relate to daily, and encourages members to think of themselves as
similar. Nevertheless, each member’s identity will invariably be shaped by
important differences with others. Individuals in any society have different
abilities and preferences and can affiliate with a host of different groups,
and these things influence how they think about themselves in relation to
others. A person’s identity is not defined simply.

What about societies themselves? Any large group’s sense of itself
depends on how its practices and beliefs distinguish it from other societies.
In other words, a society’s culture and its identity are inextricably bound up
with each other. In this book I pay particular attention to nations, the dom-
inant social group on the planet, and to the concept of national identity. An
individual’s identity in the modern world is heavily influenced, but not
completely shaped, by her nation’s culture.

Finally, political institutions are the governing bodies that create rules to
regulate daily life and maintain order. Though they operate at different
levels, within any society there must be an overarching political authority.
No society could survive for long without effective political institutions. Of
course, in preliterate societies, customary practices and norms take the
place of written rules and formal governing institutions.> My focus in this
book, however, is on more modern societies.

Let me now turn to my key assumptions about human nature.

The Limits of Reason and the Good Life

Humans have the capability to reason or think critically, a faculty that
distinguishes them from all other animals and has allowed them to domi-
nate the planet. It has also allowed them to establish an impressive body of
theories about how the world works. Yet there are significant limits on our
ability to reason, which have important consequences for social and politi-
cal life. One such limitation, our inability to agree about what constitutes
the good life, sometimes leads individuals as well as social groups to hate
and try to hurt others, which in turn causes the others to worry about their
survival.

It is important to distinguish between our preferences and the best strat-
egies for achieving them. This difference is reflected in the following two
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questions. First, are our preferences rational, and do those goals promote
our survival or make some other kind of sense? Second, are we acting stra-
tegically to achieve our goals? These two kinds of rationality are sometimes
referred to as substantive and instrumental rationality, respectively. My
main concern is with substantive rationality, which is more important for
understanding politics. Yet instrumental rationality also matters in my story,
because it is directly tied to the ability of governments to effectively perform
social engineering. There is certainly no consensus on that issue.

In terms of our preferences, the key questions are: What can reason tell
us about the good life? What does it say about how we should behave and
arrange our lives, how a society should be organized, and what rules should
govern its members’ conduct? What can our critical faculties tell us about
the bedrock ethical, moral, and political questions that confront all indi-
viduals and societies? How do we distinguish between right and wrong?
All of these questions deal with first principles: the essential guidance for
how we think and act.

To put the questions in more concrete terms: What does reason tell us
about which religion, if any, provides the true guide to how we should lead
our daily lives? Can we reason our way to the ideal political system? Can
our critical faculties resolve debates about abortion, affirmative action, or
capital punishment? Can they settle conflicts between individual rights,
such as when one person’s freedom of speech clashes with another’s right
to privacy? What does reason say about whether we should treat outsiders
differently from members of our own society, or when it is permissible to
make war on other countries? These are just a few of the many questions
related to how societies should be organized and how their members should
behave.

Because we are an intensely social species, we cannot avoid wrestling
with such questions. We have little choice but to try to figure out how to
live with each other and develop a shared sense of the common good, even
if that process never leads to a lasting consensus. Leo Strauss exaggerated
only slightly when he wrote, “All political action has then in itself a direct-
edness towards knowledge of the good: of the good life, or of the good soci-
ety.”® Sometimes people have little opportunity to express their views on
pivotal questions, and sometimes they try to avoid dealing with them. But

every society must address them in some fashion.
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Take, for example, the matter of devising a body of moral principles to
guide individual behavior. No social group can function effectively without
widespread agreement on what constitutes moral behavior. The rules that
facilitate cooperation in any society are rooted in its moral code. Even Judge
Richard Posner, one of the world’s leading legal theorists and no fan of bas-
ing legal decisions on moral principles, acknowledges that morality “is a
pervasive feature of social life and is in the background of many legal

principles.””
“Reason Rules the World”

Many people believe there is an objective set of first principles that al-
most every individual can ascertain.® In other words, reason gives humans
the capacity to figure out, in broad outline, what constitutes the good life. If
some of us have difficulty figuring this out on our own, we can engage
with others to clarify our thinking. The assumption is that reason, because
it privileges facts and logic and is little influenced by cultural or social
forces that might interfere with systematic thinking, leads nearly everyone
toward the same truths.’

Faith in reason was especially pronounced during the Enlightenment,
the era in European history from roughly 1650 to 1800 that is sometimes
called the Age of Reason.!® Many European intellectuals at the time, horri-
fied by the long religious wars that ensued from the Protestant Reforma-
tion, wanted to believe that religion was a fading force and that the growth
of science and education would provide people with the tools to recognize
the essential truths about the good life. The power of reason would triumph
over faith and settle many of the great questions of the day that religion
had been unable to answer. Objective truth about the good life was thought
to be possible.

The French philosopher Nicolas de Condorcet captured this optimistic
outlook when he wrote in his 1794 book Sketch for a Historical Picture of the
Human Mind that his object “will be to show, from reasoning and from
facts, that no bounds have been fixed to the improvement of the human
faculties; that the perfectibility of man is absolutely indefinite; that the pro-
gress of this perfectibility . . . has no other limit than the duration of the
globe upon which nature has placed us.”" The British philosopher William
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Godwin went so far as to argue in 1793 that “man is perfectible” and that
our understanding of justice would eventually be so advanced that there
will be no need for government.”? Most Enlightenment thinkers’ claims
were more modest, but almost all of them had faith in the ability of human
reason to significantly improve the human condition.

Confidence in the power of our critical faculties has weakened over the
past two centuries.’® Although science made giant strides during that pe-
riod, there has been little progress in working out a coherent and univer-
sally accepted understanding of what represents the good life. Individuals
continue to have different core values and varying notions of what is the
best society, and these conflicting ideals are usually irreconcilable. The po-
litical philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre captured how little progress has been
made in achieving agreement about first principles: “The most striking
feature of contemporary moral utterance is that so much of it is used to
express disagreements; and the most striking feature of the debates in which
these disagreements are expressed is their interminable character. I do not
mean by this just that such debates go on and on and on—although they
do—but also that they apparently can find no terminus. There seems to be
no rational way of securing moral agreement in our culture.”*

Yet many people, when pressed, still maintain there are universal princi-
ples and that they know what they are. The power of this belief in objective
truth often surfaces when a person is accused of being a moral relativist—
someone who believes there are no right or wrong answers to life’s big
questions. Most will deny it vehemently: relativists are sometimes accused
of being nihilists, which means they are willing to tolerate almost any
form of behavior, and the evil of nihilism is one of the few moral stan-
dards that command nearly universal agreement. Yet different people will
answer the same questions in different ways and there is no mechanism
for choosing among their responses. Often the more specific the question,
the more intractable the disagreements. It is impossible to determine which
person has the correct answer; it is all a matter of personal preference or
opinion.

The smart fallback position for dodging the relativism charge is to main-
tain that there is an objective set of first principles and I know what they

are, but I cannot persuade everyone else to recognize them. Those who
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disagree with me are simply wrong but refuse to admit it. This line of argu-
ment, which many people pursue either explicitly or implicitly, allows them
to escape the charge of relativism.

What does this viewpoint say about our collective ability to use reason to
arrive at a universal, or even widely shared, understanding of the good life?
It tells us that people who believe their critical faculties can help them find
moral truth are deluding themselves. Reason alone cannot answer these
foundational questions. Reason does not rule the world, and it has limited
value in helping large numbers of individuals reach a consensus regarding
their core preferences.

How Little We Agree

To illustrate the limits of reason, consider what it tells us about religion,
which is profoundly concerned with ethical and moral questions. There
is no way our critical faculties can determine which of the world’s many
religions provides the best rule book for guiding individual conduct, or
whether atheism provides better guidance. We have no objective reason for
choosing, for instance, Catholicism over Protestantism or vice versa.” This
explains in good part why Catholics and Protestants murdered each other
in huge numbers during the Reformation. Other religions show the same
diversity. Consider the divide between Shia and Sunni Muslims or the divi-
sions among Conservative, Orthodox, Reform, and Ultra-Orthodox Jews.

The historical record shows that religions have a powerful tendency to
fragment over time. Certain members grow dissatisfied with existing inter-
pretations of the original wisdom and break away. In Christianity, for in-
stance, the first great schism occurred in 1054, when the Christian world
broke into two parts: Roman Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy. The sec-
ond major break came in 1517 with the Reformation, when Martin Luther
promulgated his Ninety-Five Theses criticizing the practices of the Ca-
tholic Church. This brought a division not simply between Catholics and
Protestants but the myriad churches in the Protestant world: Anglicans,
Baptists, Calvinists, Evangelicals, Lutherans, Methodists, Puritans, Quakers,
and others.

In an important study of the Reformation and its consequences, the

historian Brad Gregory explains that the reformers’ initial aim was to re-
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pair what they thought were important doctrinal flaws in Catholicism.
Their intention was to think critically about first principles. Instead,
Gregory writes, they “unintentionally introduced multiple sources of un-
wanted disagreement” and found that “doctrinal controversy was literally
endless.” This led not just to the proliferation of different Christian reli-
gions but to the privatization of religion in Western liberal states, which in
turn helped promote secularization. Thus we are faced today with “the pro-
liferation of secular and religious truth claims along with related practices
that constitute contemporary hyperpluralism.”'® In short, the history of re-
ligion offers little support for the claim that our critical faculties can help
us reach broad agreement on core principles.

Some might think the American legal system is a domain where reason
and deliberation lead to widespread agreement about right and wrong.
Many Americans surely think that justice is ultimately based on a well-
defined and well-established inventory of moral principles. Nothing could
be further from the truth. Many of the main bodies of Anglo-Saxon legal
theory reject the notion that the law is or should be based on universal moral
principles. They include critical legal studies, law and economics, legal pos-
itivism, legal realism, and liberal legalism.

Legal realists, for example, focus on how judges decide cases, especially
those in which the existing laws are indeterminate. They believe judges
have considerable leeway in adjudicating these so-called hard cases, and
that their decisions are ultimately determined by “judgments of fairness or
consideration of commercial norms.”” Judges, in other words, are prag-
matic: they pay careful attention to how their decisions will play out in the
real world. This is not to deny that the judge’s own moral code influences
her decision, but that is much different from saying she bases the decision
on universal moral principles.

Law and economics is based on a similar logic.!® Proponents of this ap-
proach maintain that judges should decide hard cases largely on the basis
of economic efficiency, not widely recognized moral principles. This is a
utilitarian approach to the law that emphasizes doing what is best for as
many people as possible. Of course, not all judges considering the same
case would agree on a single outcome. Who is the ultimate decider matters
in the law and economics story as much as in legal realism.
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There are certainly legal scholars who believe judges should rely on uni-
versal moral principles. Natural law theorists fit in this category. Probably
the most famous proponent of this position is Ronald Dworkin, who as-
serts that “adjudication is characteristically a matter of principle rather
than policy,” even while acknowledging that this is a minority view. “Anglo-
American lawyers,” he writes, “have on the whole been skeptical about the
possibility of a ‘right answer’ in any genuinely hard case.” They are skepti-
cal for good reason: lawyers and judges rarely agree about first principles
or on how to apply them in difficult cases. For Dworkin, “the root princi-
ple” on which courts should base their decisions is that “government must
treat people as equals,” by which he means the government should actively
work to promote equality by providing everyone with equal resources to
compete, even if that means restricting liberty. This is a legitimate point of
view, but it is not widely shared.”

The problem is that it is virtually impossible to come up with a moral
code that everyone (or almost everyone) in the legal field accepts. Dworkin
admits as much when he writes, “Any judge’s opinion about the best inter-
pretation will therefore be the consequence of beliefs other judges need
not share.””® A judge may think he has found moral truth, but he is not
likely to find many colleagues who agree with him. Most will side with Oli-
ver Wendell Holmes’s claim that “absolute truth is a mirage.”?

That judges disagree about right and wrong explains why conservatives
and liberals engage in bitter political fights over Supreme Court appoint-
ments. People on both sides of the ideological divide understand that the
Court regularly gets important cases where the law is unclear and where
the judges’ opinions matter greatly. They do not want their ideological ad-
versaries to dominate the Court, so they try hard to block the other side’s
candidates. Senator Barack Obama’s 2005 statement explaining his vote
against John Roberts as chief justice reflects this thinking:

The problem I face . . . is that while adherence to legal precedent and rules
of statutory or constitutional construction will dispose of 95 percent of the
cases that come before a court . .. what matters on the Supreme Court is
those 5 percent of cases that are truly difficult. In those cases, adherence to
precedent and rules of construction and interpretation will only get you



HUMAN NATURE AND POLITICS 27

through the 25th mile of the marathon. That last mile can only be deter-
mined on the basis of one’s deepest values, one’s core concerns, one’s
broader perspectives on how the world works, and the depth and breadth of
one’s empathy. In those 5 percent of hard cases, the constitutional text will
not be directly on point. The language of the statute will not be perfectly
clear. Legal process alone will not lead you to a rule of decision. . . . [I]n those
difficult cases, the critical ingredient is supplied by what is in the judge’s
heart.??

What do economists have to say about the good life? Most economists
assume that individuals are capable of using their critical faculties to
maximize their utility, but this assumption concerns instrumental, not
substantive, rationality. On the latter score, which is what we care about
here, economists rarely claim that reason can be employed to choose pref-
erences or utilities. Instead they assume individual preferences as givens
and concentrate on finding the optimal strategy to achieve whatever prefer-
ences are on the table. Economics, as Irving Kristol once remarked, “has
many useful and important things to tell us, but it really has nothing to say
about the larger features of a good society.”?

Finally, a word is in order about how Leo Strauss thought about our abil-
ity to divine the good life, which he took to be the main purpose of political
philosophy. The common view of Strauss, a highly influential political phi-
losopher, is that he believed that the best and brightest in any society can
discern a coherent body of natural laws and rights. These chosen few would
use their superior intellect to discover eternal truths, which would help
them govern wisely.

This is not an accurate interpretation of Strauss’s thinking. Probably the
best evidence he did not think this way is that in all of his voluminous writ-
ings, he never set out what those purported moral truths are. This lacuna
prompted C. Bradley Thompson and Yaron Brook to “challenge Strauss’s
students to explicate and defend a systematic, secular, rationally demon-
strable moral code as objectively true.”?* Their challenge went unanswered.
This missing body of absolute truths is unsurprising, however, because
Strauss himself talks explicitly about “our inability to acquire any genuine
knowledge of what is intrinsically good or right.”?> Political philosophy, for

Strauss, is all about the pursuit of truth with no promise that anyone will
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ever discover it. He writes: “Philosophy is essentially not possession of the
truth, but quest for the truth. The distinctive tract of the philosopher is that
‘he knows that he knows nothing,” and that his insight into our ignorance
concerning the most important things induces him to strive with all this
power for knowledge. . . . It may be that as regards the possible answers to
these questions, the pros and cons will always be in more or less even bal-
ance, and therefore that philosophy will never go beyond the stage of dis-
cussion or disputation, and will never reach the stage of decision.”?® This is
hardly an optimistic view of what our critical faculties can do, even with
abundant intellectual horsepower.

A close look at Strauss’s writings suggests that he believes reason’s strong
suit is not discovering truth but calling into question existing moral codes
and other widely held beliefs. He comments at one point that “the more we
cultivate reason, the more we cultivate nihilism: the less are we able to be

27 This belief in reason’s deconstructive power

loyal members of society.
helps explain why Strauss thinks political philosophers are a danger to their
own society and also why he believes political philosophy reached a dead
end with Nietzsche.? In other words, even though political philosophy is
deeply concerned with the noble pursuit of the good life, it is ultimately a

self-destructive enterprise because it privileges reason.
Why Truth Is So Elusive

It seems apparent from this evidence, which could easily be amplified,
that there are significant limits to what reason can tell us about the good
life. Why is this so? Why do people have such difficulty agreeing on first
principles? There are two main causes: first, our critical faculties alone can-
not provide a universal set of answers to the pivotal questions all of us must
confront; and second, the factors other than reason that shape our prefer-
ences are often resistant to reason and may even be outside our conscious
awareness.

An individual’s thinking about the good life is largely shaped by three
factors. First and foremost is socialization. Starting at birth, our parents
and the broader society bombard us with messages about right and wrong.
The principles we are taught largely reflect our society’s cultural norms.

But because all societies have evolved in different circumstances, they have
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distinct cultures. The same is also true of families. This means that indi-
viduals vary markedly in their thinking about the good life, depending on
the circumstances in which they are raised. The social psychologist Jona-
than Haidt concludes, “Children somehow end up with a morality that is
unique to their culture or group.”?

The second factor that influences our moral thinking is the set of innate
sentiments hardwired into each of us at birth. We are born with a discrete
bundle of attitudes or passions that are driven by feelings that are largely
independent of the software package that society programs into us over our
lifetimes. We are not born as blank slates. All humans, in other words, have
different inclinations toward life’s big questions even before their families
and societies begin shaping how they think.

These innate feelings are hard to measure: we have limited knowledge
about how the human brain works. Nevertheless, we see evidence all around
us of individuals who were raised in the same family and socialized in simi-
lar ways, yet have different personalities and widely dissimilar views about
what constitutes the good life. This is not to deny the power of socialization,
but if it were the sole driving force, there would be more homogeneity of
thought inside families and societies.

Reason is the final factor influencing an individual’s core principles. It
involves a mental process different from that of sentiment and socializa-
tion, both of which rely on intuition. With intuition, individuals make deci-
sions without consciously working through the matter at hand. The person
thinks she instinctively knows the correct position to take. Sometimes this
position comes quickly, as a visceral response to seeing or hearing about a
situation; other times it is a matter of slowly realizing how one feels about
an issue, perhaps after repeated exposure to it. Often this realization comes
with a sense of having always felt this way but only now coming to ac-
knowledge it consciously. Whether fast or slow, however, sentiment and
socialization naturally push individuals to believe they are well equipped to
offer insights on a host of issues. Reason, however, operates fundamentally
differently.

Reasoning is a process by which humans make a concentrated effort
to put aside their intuitions and employ facts and logic to analyze prob-

lems and make decisions. An individual employing reason tries to address
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problems in a systematic and disciplined way without letting his biases or
emotions interfere with his thought process. Reasoning is a time-consuming
mental activity because it rejects spontaneous responses and instead re-
quires careful construction and evaluation of arguments.*® Of course, an
individual can engage in deliberation, which is where he and others col-
lectively employ their critical faculties to analyze a difficult issue. Reason is
a more disciplined form of inference than intuition, and it often provides a
more transparent way of answering questions than either sentiment or
socialization.?!

The effort to exclude emotions is often not successful. As Antonio Dama-
sio makes clear, it is impossible to completely separate your critical faculties
from your biases and emotions, which, he argues, actually help individuals
make well-reasoned decisions.*

Despite its elevated ranking, reason is the least important of the three
ways we determine our preferences. It certainly is less important than so-
cialization. The main reason socialization matters so much is that humans
have a long childhood in which they are protected and nurtured by their
families and the surrounding society, and meanwhile exposed to intense
socialization. At the same time, they are only beginning to develop their
critical faculties, so they are not equipped to think for themselves. By the
time an individual reaches the point where his reasoning skills are well
developed, his family and society have already imposed an enormous value
infusion on him. Moreover, that individual is born with innate sentiments
that also strongly influence how he thinks about the world around him. All
of this means that people have limited choice in formulating a moral code,
because so much of their thinking about right and wrong comes from in-
born attitudes and socialization.

Some social psychologists argue that reason has very little to do with
the formation of an individual’s views about the good life. What reason
does best, they claim, is provide a rationale for opinions largely formed
by our intuitions.?* This perspective is stated in its starkest form by the
famous British philosopher David Hume, who maintained that “the rules
of morality . . . are not conclusions of our reason.” For him, “Reason is,
and ought only to be the slave of the passions, and can never pretend to any
other office than to serve and obey them.”3* There is a place for reasoning
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in Hume’s story, but it comes after the moral code has been established,
and its main job is to find clever ways to justify it. This is what instrumen-
tal rationality is all about. There is obviously little substantive rationality in
Hume’s account.

Hume overstates the case. Reason has its limits, but it does more than
simply help us rationalize deeply held beliefs. For instance, it tells us that
survival is our paramount goal, because we cannot pursue our other goals
if we do not survive. And even if it has limited utility in determining what
those other goals might be, it can still be useful. Reason can help arbitrate
when different intuitions come into conflict. It can also help an individual
adjust his first principles when they lead to foolish or destructive behavior.
Situations of this sort are not unusual, because occasionally a person’s sur-
roundings change and she finds that accustomed ways of thinking about
her environment no longer make sense. Finally, there are exceptional indi-
viduals who are committed to examining their deepest convictions in coldly
analytical ways. Reason can lead such people to new ways of thinking about
the world, which others may then follow. We do have agency. We are not mere
prisoners of our sentiments and socialization.

Of course, not everyone is committed to rigorous self-examination, but
even if they were, there are no grounds for thinking that unfettered reason
would lead to universal agreement on what constitutes the good life. Pure
reason can take you only so far.

One might argue that education—not just for a society’s elite but for
every citizen—is the solution to this problem. That was the view held by
John Dewey, an early twentieth-century American philosopher who be-
lieved that with the proper education, “the average individual would rise to

undreamed heights of social and political intelligence.”3

Dewey was well
aware that societies are beset with conflicting views on core political and
social issues, but he thought democracy coupled with education could re-
solve these “conflicting claims.” He wrote, “The method of democracy—
inasfar as it is that of organized intelligence—is to bring these conflicts out
into the open where their special claims can be seen and appraised, where
they can be discussed and judged. . . . The more the respective claims . . .
are publicly and scientifically weighed, the more likely it is that the public

interest will be disclosed and be made effective.”3¢
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The belief that more education will produce consensus about the public
interest is intuitively attractive, but on close inspection it falls apart.
Because humans are social beings, they tend to form strong bonds with
fellow group members. Their loyalty makes it difficult for them to chal-
lenge prevailing group wisdoms. The power of groupthink—strong but not
absolute—means that most people are not inclined to step outside their
social group and act autonomously. Even when they try to act like hard-
headed rationalists, they tend to proceed from assumptions based on years
of socialization.

There is little reason to think that providing citizens with more educa-
tion will help them reach broad agreement about the principles that should
govern their lives together. In fact, the opposite is more likely. Some forms
of education explicitly instruct students in a particular moral view. Madra-
sas run today by Islamist extremists, the Marxist universities of the former
communist world, or the religiously based higher education offered at Eu-
ropean and American universities before the twentieth century endorsed
official views of the moral life. In some cases these represented (or repre-
sent) little more than indoctrination. These forms of education only re-
inforce existing differences among societies.

Where education exposes people to a variety of perspectives, it typically
pushes students to be tolerant, if not respectful, of opposing viewpoints.
Education of the sort Dewey prescribes widens rather than narrows one’s
horizons. In most Western universities, for instance, most educators avoid
telling students what to think about value-laden questions, because they
are not in the business of proselytizing.”” In essence, the more education
people get, the more complicated the world appears and the more difficult
it becomes to believe in, much less discover, timeless truths.

Finally, Dewey’s ideal of education invariably involves teaching students
to think critically. This is why we refer to our capacity to reason as our criti-
cal faculties. Educators (at least good ones) teach their students to ask hard
questions and challenge received wisdoms, including their own. It is no
accident that the motto of Britain’s Royal Society, which describes itself as
“the oldest scientific academy in continuous existence,” has as its motto:
“Take nobody’s word for it.”*® The result is that a high-quality education

makes students exceptionally good at criticizing purported truths but gives
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them little training to discover truth other than empirically verifiable fact.
Education hones our ability to reason but ultimately makes it more, not
less, difficult to reach agreement on first principles.

Where does this leave us? Rousseau said long ago, “I would have wished
to be in a country where the sovereign and the people could have only one
and the same interest, so that all movements of the machine always tended
only to the common happiness.”* Of course, he was wishing for a state of
affairs that can never be, because no group of people can ever achieve that
level of agreement on foundational questions. For better or worse, our crit-
ical faculties are incapable of leading us to universal truths or categorical
laws. We live in a world where relativism is a fact of life, even if most of us

do not think of ourselves as relativists.

Our Social Essence

How should we think about the relationship between individuals and
their societies? One way, commonly identified with liberalism, is to privi-
lege the individual by arguing that she comes before society, which is ef-
fectively an artificial construct that is voluntarily created by a collection of
individuals. Individuals in their natural state, so the argument goes, are
free agents who develop their identities largely on their own. They choose
to form societies and governments for their mutual benefit, but the social
groups they form are essentially aggregates of individuals and do not mean-
ingfully shape their members’ identities. They are equivalent to marriages
of convenience.

This is a mistaken view of human nature. Individuals are social beings
from the beginning. The idea that anyone starts life in the state of nature as
a socially disconnected individual and lives that way for any period of time is
obviously wrong.” We all begin life as helpless infants and remain highly
dependent on others for at least the first ten years of our lives, during which
the people around us deeply influence how we think about and deal with the
world. It can be no other way. Our individualism, which is inextricably
bound up with our ability to reason, takes at least a few years to develop.

Even if we withdraw to a desolate island, we cannot escape the fact that

others have already socialized us in profound ways. Think about Robinson
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Crusoe, who was shipwrecked and stranded alone on the Island of Despair
for twenty-eight years. His thinking and behavior on that island were heavily
shaped by everything he learned growing up in York, England. Daniel Defoe,
who wrote Robinson Crusoe, said as much in later reflections on the book:
“Man is a creature so formed for society, that it may not only be said that
it is not good for him to be alone, but 'tis really impossible he should be
alone.”

It also seems clear, as Defoe hints, that we like interacting with other
people. The evidence is overwhelming that humans are psychologically
disposed to want to be part of a society. Humans are hardwired to want
frequent interactions with other humans, including people outside their
immediate families. Hardly anyone moves to a remote area and cuts off all
contact with the outside world. Even Ted Kaczynski, the infamous Una-
bomber, continued to interact with American society, albeit in limited and

wicked ways.
The Survival Imperative

Survival is the foremost reason that humans naturally operate in groups
larger than the family unit.* For starters, individuals need sexual part-
ners, not only to satisfy their desires but also to help create and sustain
families and the species more generally.”® The need to reproduce is com-
mon to all species, and for primates that necessitates looking for sexual
partners beyond one’s immediate family. Of course, having children means
that families not only grow in size but also become connected with other
families. This pattern facilitates the growth of social groups.

Groups are also more efficient than individuals or single families at
providing food and life’s other necessities. The people who constitute any
sizable group inevitably have a variety of skills and aptitudes, which will
allow them to create a division of labor. This kind of specialization and co-
operation makes it easier to satisfy the basic needs of daily life, and also
facilitates greater prosperity. Furthermore, if a family is alone and runs into
serious hardship, say the death of one or both parents, the children have
nobody to turn to for help. But if they are embedded in a social group, they
have a large support network that can step in and provide assistance. Finally,

belonging to a group can help protect a person from someone or some
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group that might want to harm him, as there is strength in numbers. Large
size, however, does not guarantee survival.

A social group, then, is a survival vehicle. By cooperating with each
other, members maximize their prospects of not only staying alive but also
remaining able to pursue their interests, including their interest in repro-
ducing. Of course, there is no assurance they will survive inside a society,
but their chances are generally much better within a group than if they go
it alone. Even though there are particular situations in which individuals
have a strong incentive to eschew cooperation and act selfishly, the impera-
tive to cooperate more often than not trumps the urge to take advantage of

others in the group.
The Importance of Culture

Every society has its own distinctive culture, with different practices and
beliefs. Two societies might speak different languages, worship different
gods, and have different moral codes, customs, and historical narratives.
“Society,” Emile Durkheim writes, “is not a mere sum of individuals. Rather,
the system formed by their association represents a specific reality which
has its own characteristics.”*

This cultural variety, which militates against the formation of a global
society, is due in good part to geography. The planet is huge and the cir-
cumstances people face in its countless regions vary greatly, causing groups
around the world to develop distinctive routines and ways of thinking. But
the diversity also exists because people, using their critical faculties, reach
different conclusions about what constitutes the good life. It is not just the
environment that shapes culture; individuals have agency. This simple fact
of life makes it difficult—though not impossible—to build consensus within
a social group. While it is sometimes possible to generate substantial agree-
ment across different societies regarding their practices and beliefs, enough
important differences almost always remain to keep those societies func-
tioning as independent entities. This inability to make societies identical
explains why the world has been and always will be populated by a vast ar-
ray of social groups with unique cultures.

Culture is enormously important in shaping how individuals think and

behave. The social group that a person is born into is forever a part of his
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identity. As Antonio Gramsci put it, we are all the product of historical pro-
cesses that have deposited in us “an infinity of traces, without leaving an
inventory.”* We have little choice regarding the culture in which we are
reared and in which our identity is deeply bound up. The cultural software
that the society provides to an individual in those critically important for-
mative years heavily influences how he thinks about himself and the world
around him, and how he acts in his daily life.

An individual can reject the culture she was born into, either by attempt-
ing to change it or by joining a different society.* Transforming a society’s
culture not only is exceedingly difficult—cultures have deep roots—but
doomed to only partial success. Even an individual who succeeds still can-
not change the fact that she was shaped in large part by the culture she
seeks to transform, and that even in defiance she remains in many ways its
prisoner. Similarly, someone who leaves an old life brings to his new life
cultural baggage that will continue to shape his identity in important ways.

Think about an immigrant coming to the United States. No matter how
fervently he embraces American culture and rejects the values and tradi-
tions of the old country, his identity will always be heavily influenced by the
culture of his youth. Hans Morgenthau and Leo Strauss, for example, left
Europe as young men in the 1930s and came to the United States, where
they became major figures in American intellectual life. Yet their thinking
about the world remained deeply influenced by German intellectuals such
as Martin Heidegger, Friedrich Nietzsche, Carl Schmitt, and Max Weber,
whom they had read as students and fledgling scholars in Europe.”

Culture is important for another reason: it is the glue that helps hold a
society together. Humans may be social animals, but the people who make
up a society are individuals as well as community members. Despite all the
socialization they undergo, they are capable of thinking for themselves, and
often do. Sometimes they do not cooperate with others to solve important
problems but instead act in selfish and harmful ways. More importantly, as
we have seen, people in any social group have difficulty reaching shared
agreement about first principles. Centrifugal forces of varying intensity are
at work in every society and are sometimes strong enough to make it vio-
lently fly apart.
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Culture plays an essential role in keeping those centrifugal forces at bay.
First, within social groups there is usually considerable (though never
complete) agreement about first principles because the members share
similar daily lives and have a common history. Most of them, having been
heavily socialized since birth to venerate their culture, will have a sense (to
quote Edmund Burke) that their society is “a partnership not only between
those who are living, but between those who are living, those who are dead,
and those who are to be born.”* Group members also tend to respect
each other and develop powerful group loyalties that help them get along
despite their differences. Members are likely to feel they are part of a com-
mon enterprise in which people work together for the good of the collec-
tive. Most members strongly identify the group’s survival with their own,
giving them a powerful incentive to cooperate and to agree to disagree even
on major issues.

Yet there are limits to what culture can do to hold a society together.
Sometimes a single issue exposes such deep divisions that it threatens to
tear the society apart. (Think about the slavery issue in the United States
before the Civil War.) Sometimes radically new circumstances undermine
a society’s key practices and beliefs, revealing deep disagreements among
the members as they attempt to reformulate their views on what consti-
tutes the good life. (Think about Germany after its devastating defeat in
World War I.) Sometimes unanticipated stresses are so great that the soci-
ety loses coherence. (Think of Chinese society after European colonization
during the nineteenth century.)

When substantial numbers of people in a society reject important as-
pects of their culture or act selfishly because they believe they are no longer
part of a common enterprise, it is difficult for the community to survive
unless those dissatisfied persons are either mollified or made to leave. In
brief, individuals may naturally operate within social groups, but their level
of commitment to the collectivity can vary enormously. Attachment obviously
promotes group solidarity, while disillusionment, if sufficiently widespread,
leads to the demise of the group and the birth of new ones in its place.

That centrifugal forces are at play in every society and occasionally lead
to its unraveling tells us that culture alone is not enough to hold a society
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together. There are three other ways to keep a society intact. One is to cre-
ate a foreign bogeyman sufficiently fearful to motivate the society’s mem-
bers to work together to defend against the threat. Another is to unify a
majority by defining a treacherous “other” within the society itself. But the
most important way societies prevent disintegration is by building formi-
dable political institutions, for which there is no substitute.

Political Institutions and Power

Societies need political institutions in order to deal with other groups
and to help their members live together peacefully and productively. Within
the group, individuals constantly interact with each other and sometimes
compete over matters like resources and money. They engage in sharp dis-
putes about broader societal goals and how best to achieve them. Thus those
individuals, as well as the factions and social organizations they form, need
rules that define acceptable and unacceptable conduct and also dictate how
disputes will be settled.”

Social groups also need mechanisms to interpret and enforce these rules.
They need a way to adjudicate disputes and punish rule breakers. In some
cases they have to prevent or stop violence among their members. They
need some person or body responsible for organizing and administering
daily life to ensure that no member endangers other members’ survival.
Simply put, they need authorities. Social groups have a powerful incentive
to move beyond anarchy and create hierarchy.>

Societies also need political institutions for another reason: to help
shield them from other social groups that might have an incentive to attack
and maybe destroy them. In this their aim is not to transcend anarchy but
to determine how best to survive in a world where a group that gets into
trouble has no higher authority to turn to. Such a group will need some
sort of military force to maximize its prospects for survival. All of this is to
say the society’s political institutions should control the means of violence,
not only to enforce the rules at home but also to protect against foreign
enemies. Those institutions will have to deal with the outside world on
more mundane matters as well, because survival, while vitally important,

is not a group’s only concern.
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To this point, I have portrayed political institutions as largely neutral in-
struments that favor no individual or faction over others—suggesting that
there are no politics in my story. In fact, political institutions are not impartial
bodies. The rules that govern social groups reflect a particular vision of
the good life and invariably favor some individuals’ or factions’ interests
more than others’. Therefore, it matters greatly who writes, interprets, and
enforces the rules, because whoever does these things can shape daily life
in ways that reflect her interests and views about the good life. There will
almost always be fierce competition within any social group to determine
who controls its political institutions. Politics is a staple of everyday life in
any society.

At its deepest level, politics is a conflict over first principles, which is not
to deny its more mundane side. Political competition revolves around con-
flicting visions of how society should be organized or how the individuals
and factions within it should interact with each other. This competition is
usually intense and sometimes it involves chicanery, coercion, and violence.
As former president Bill Clinton once remarked, politics is a “contact sport”
that inevitably produces winners and losers, although their positions are
not guaranteed to be permanent.’!

At a more practical level, politics in any society is all about competing for
control of the governing institutions. Here is where power, which is based on
resources like money, social capital, and access to media, matters. The more
powerful a person or faction, the more likely it is to prevail in the political
arena, which will then allow it to shape the society’s political institutions in
ways that enhance its own interests and power.? In other words, the mighty
get to determine, in Harold Lasswell’s famous words, “who gets what, when,
how.”>3 Winners are not prevented from pursuing policies that benefit al-
most everyone in the group, although how much each person profits is
another matter. The institutions that govern any society are not simply fair-

minded arbiters or night watchmen: they are political actors at their core.

Politics among Social Groups

The interactions among social groups are also political. While the balance

of power matters in intergroup relations as well as in intragroup relations,
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there is an important difference between the two realms. Within a society,
who writes and interprets the rules matters greatly. But rules do not matter
nearly as much in interactions among social groups, because there is no
superior authority to enforce them. Social groups operate in an anarchic
setting.>* More importantly, there is no higher authority policing inter-
group behavior to make sure one group does not threaten another group’s
survival. This is not to say survival is guaranteed inside a society, because it
is not. But within a group there are political institutions with substantial
coercive power that can protect the group’s members.*®

The importance of power in anarchy is not that it determines who writes
the rules, because rules do not matter much in intergroup relations, but that
it is the best means for societies to protect themselves against violent
threats from another society. They want abundant material resources, espe-
cially military ones, to maximize their prospects of survival in the face of
existential threats. In the absence of a higher political authority, fear is a
powerful motivator. Social groups also want power because it allows them
to pursue other goals as well. They understand Thucydides’s maxim: in
an anarchic system, “the strong do what they can and the weak suffer
what they must.”>® No society can ever be too powerful relative to its com-

petitors.
The Imperative to Expand

Social groups are strongly inclined to grow at the expense of other
groups. Not every society has the ability to expand, but the incentive is ever
present. There are several possible motives for enlargement, one of which
is ideology. The leaders of a society may think they have discovered the true
religion or the ideal political system and want to export it to other societies,
because they think it would benefit humankind. A more likely impulse,
however, is economic. A group might want to seize another group’s land or
raw materials, or simply incorporate the other group’s economy into its
own so as to make itself larger and wealthier.

But the main reason societies seek to expand is survival. Because groups
can have different interests and profound disagreements about core princi-
ples, there is always the possibility one group will threaten another group’s
survival. That threat can take different forms. One group might try to kill
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everyone in a rival group. Or it may leave the target society intact but deny
it autonomy. The aggressor controls the resources of the conquered group
and heavily influences its politics, or even enslaves it. Finally, the target
society may simply be absorbed into the victor’s society. All of these out-
comes are disastrous for any society, and fear of them leads societies to fear
each other and to worry about their survival.

One of the best ways for a society to increase its survival prospects is
to become more powerful. The best insurance is to be much more power-
ful than all the others. The strong do not always defeat the weak, but
they do more often than not. Thus, for purposes of maximizing security,
social groups have a strong incentive to incorporate or dominate—even
eradicate—other groups. Doing so not only makes a society more powerful
but also eliminates potential rivals. It should be clear from this discussion
that it is difficult to separate the economic and survival motives, because
wealth is one of the key prerequisites of military power.

The discussion so far has emphasized expansion at the end of a rifle
barrel. But there is another way for a group to expand: it can form a social
contract with a like-minded group. It is possible, although highly unlikely,
that two societies would voluntarily join together because they have similar
cultures, agree in good part on core values, and have few conflicting inter-
ests. A union might promise greater prosperity for both societies. Egypt and
Syria coming together to form the United Arab Republic in 1958 is an ex-
ample of this kind of union. But unsurprisingly the new country fell apart
after only three years. It is also possible, although extremely unlikely, that
two social groups might think about the good life in different ways, but one
is able to convince the other to accept its way of thinking and join together
to form a larger whole. The most likely reason for two societies to merge is
a common threat that makes unification into a more powerful entity seem
like a good bet to increase their prospects of survival.”’

These voluntary associations are hard to engineer. Social groups rarely
give up their independence to become part of a larger whole. Expansion is
almost always the result of one society coercing or conquering another.
Societies tend to have markedly different cultures that generally entail fun-
damental differences over first principles, making it hard for any group to

persuade another to abandon its way of life and accept a new set of practices
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and beliefs. Any society bent on expanding its borders will in all likelihood
have to do it by force.

Yet there are limits to what can be achieved by force. Coercion and con-
quest sometimes work well, but certainly not all of the time. One problem
an expansionist group faces is that the target is likely to resist its advances,
often with fanatical zeal. Even if the attacking forces defeat an opponent, the
victim still might find subtle and sophisticated ways to resist integration.>®
Moreover, as a society grows, its potential for disintegration increases, sim-
ply because a greater population brings a greater possibility of profound
differences about what constitutes the good life. The more different the
cultures that are merged, the more severe these value differences are likely
to be.>?

Furthermore, even if a society conquers and absorbs many other groups,
it still faces significant limits on additional enlargement. One problem is
that there is an abundance of groups on the planet and few of the remain-
ing ones would go down without a fight. And because those groups are
spread out around the globe, any group bent on dominating all the others
will find that distance makes it harder and harder to project power—a
problem that is made worse by large bodies of water, mountain ranges, and
deserts.®® Any society can expand only so far before the law of diminishing
returns sets in.

These barriers to expansion go a long way toward explaining why there

is no global society, and thus why the international system is anarchic.

Survival and the Human Condition

My bottom line is straightforward. Our critical faculties cannot provide
definitive answers to questions regarding the good life, and so there will
always be serious disagreements about these issues, which matter greatly
to both individuals and societies. These differences sometimes lead to such
a deep hostility that one or both parties are moved to act aggressively. The
fact that many people believe universal truth exists and that they have
found it only makes the situation worse, as thinking in terms of absolutes
makes it hard to promote compromise and tolerance. If almost everyone

were a self-acknowledged moral relativist, it would foster a live-and-let-live
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zeitgeist that would help make the world a more peaceful place. But people
are not like that, and the fact that those who disagree with you may be in-
clined to kill you means that individuals as well as societies will fear each
other and worry about their survival.

Fortunately, human social groups are configured to address the twin
problems of fear and survival. The prevailing culture in any society contains
a package of practices and beliefs to which members are introduced when
they are young, and which they hear about for the rest of their lives. Most
of these principles are accepted by most members most of the time, which
has the effect of reducing but not eliminating conflict over them. Culture
works like glue—it is essential to a society’s cohesion—but it is not suffi-
cient by itself. Societies also construct political institutions that write rules
and maintain order, which fosters some tolerance and helps prevent their
members from killing each other when they clash over important issues.
Yet the potential for conflict never goes away completely.

Simply put, the fact that we live in a world populated by social beings with
impressive but limited critical faculties is the taproot of human conflict.

To be crystal clear, I am not arguing that individuals are naturally bad
or evil. The political philosopher Carl Schmitt maintained that ultimately
every theory of politics revolves around the assumption that humans are
either essentially good or essentially bad, and some famous thinkers did in
fact base their theories on such assumptions.®! Rousseau, for example, ar-
gued that humans are essentially good in their natural condition but are
corrupted by society.®? Reinhold Niebuhr, on the other hand, believed that
humans are born with original sin, which means they are primed to mis-
behave in various ways for the rest of their lives.®

One problem with Schmitt’s perspective is that good and bad are vague
concepts whose meaning is hard to pin down. To the extent that we can
wrap our heads around them, surely everyone has some of both traits. Any-
way, if one does employ this distinction, what explains why people are nat-
urally good or bad? Attributing it to original sin or something similar does
not provide an explanation that we can evaluate through any sort of evi-
dence.

I am also not arguing that humans are naturally aggressive, as some

sociobiologists claim, or that they possess an animus dominandi, as Hans
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Morgenthau famously asserted.® For sure, some people fit this model, but
there are also many who do not. The human species is a variegated lot; we
are not all type A personalities. Moreover, one could argue that natural se-
lection leads first and foremost to cooperation, not aggression. Individuals
have powerful incentives to cooperate with others, especially fellow members
of their group, to maximize their survival prospects. Of course, humans
sometimes behave aggressively—and the propensity for aggression cer-
tainly varies from one person to the next—Dbut in my story it is often because
they have fundamental disagreements about first principles, not because
aggression is a hardwired first reaction to any given situation. They may
also act aggressively because their environment encourages them to do
so. For example, they may be members of a social group, operating in an
anarchic system, that is bent on expanding to maximize its chances of sur-
vival. The same individuals might be much less aggressive in a hierarchic
system.

The great isms of liberalism, realism, and nationalism do not operate in
a state of mathematical abstraction: they work the way they do because hu-
manity is the way it is. When we turn to examine liberalism (which I will
do in the next chapter) it will be in light of the ideas about human nature

and politics that I have just outlined.
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Political Liberalism

WE CAN THINK OF POLITICAL LIBERALISM as coming in two variants: modus
vivendi liberalism and progressive liberalism. They share a common view
of human nature, which emphasizes individualism as well as the limits of
our critical faculties to discover collective truths about the good life. Both
stress the importance of inalienable rights (rights that cannot be taken away
or voluntarily given up), tolerance, and the need for a state to maintain pub-
lic order.

There are two key differences between modus vivendi and progressive
liberals: they think differently about the content of individual rights and
about the role of the state. For modus vivendi liberals, rights are all about
individual freedom to act without government interference. Freedom of
the press and the right to own property are two examples. Progressive lib-
erals also prize individual freedoms, but they also believe in rights that call
for the government to help its citizens. They think all individuals have a
right to equal opportunity, which requires social engineering by the state to
ensure that right is realized. Modus vivendi liberals do not recognize that
right and are generally skeptical about the benefits of social engineering.
They tend to have a minimalist view of how much the state should inter-
fere in the daily lives of its citizens, while progressive liberals favor a more
activist government.

One might think that modus vivendi and progressive liberals fundamen-

tally disagree about the power of our critical faculties to determine first
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principles. Progressives tend to emphasize that reason facilitates extreme
tolerance in liberal societies and can even help us move toward universal
consensus on moral matters. Modus vivendi liberals clearly reject those
claims and instead emphasize reason’s limits. And while they recognize
the importance of tolerance, they are more inclined than progressive liber-
als to see its limits too. But closer inspection reveals no meaningful differ-
ence between the two strains of liberalism on these matters. Progressive
liberals cannot back up their optimistic claims for what reason can tell us
about the good life, and they ultimately end up sounding like modus vi-
vendi liberals.

Concerning our ability to reason, progressive and modus vivendi liberals
think differently about the effectiveness of social engineering, which in-
volves using one’s critical faculties for instrumental purposes, not for deter-
mining ultimate goals. Progressive liberals have more faith in instrumental
rationality than do modus vivendi liberals. Thus the taproot of progressiv-
ism is not reason in the service of determining first principles or promoting
tolerance, but an expansive view of individual rights coupled with a belief in
the state’s ability to do social engineering.

A glance at how contemporary liberal societies are organized makes it
clear that progressive liberalism has triumphed over modus vivendi liber-
alism. This is not to deny that liberal democracies contain a substantial
number of modus vivendi liberals, or argue that progressive liberalism is
intellectually superior. But progressive liberalism has won the day in real-
world influence. Contemporary liberal societies cannot be organized along
the lines prescribed by modus vivendi liberalism because the structural
forces that buffet modern states demand the kind of interventionist poli-
cies that are at the core of progressive liberalism. Political leaders operate
in a world that is too complicated for modus vivendi liberalism’s laissez-
faire approach to governing. Because there is today no substitute for an
interventionist state, political liberalism is now synonymous with progres-
sive liberalism.

The best starting point for examining political liberalism is to define the
features that modus vivendi and progressive liberalism have in common.
This is liberalism’s hard core. Next I will analyze both variants of political

liberalism, emphasizing their differences, and then explain why progres-
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sive liberalism is now the dominant form. Finally, I will briefly examine a
pair of theories—utilitarianism and liberal idealism—that are sometimes
labeled liberal, but are not (even if one of them has the word liberal in its
name), because they do not share political liberalism’s emphasis on natural
rights. They operate according to fundamentally different logics than either
modus vivendi or progressive liberalism. Utilitarianism and liberal ideal-
ism may be important theories, but they are not liberal theories, and so they
fall outside the scope of this book.

Political Liberalism

The liberal story begins with atomized individuals in the state of nature,
where they are said to have a common set of traits. In this “state of perfect
freedom” they are all endowed with a set of inalienable rights and they are
all equals. John Locke, one of liberalism’s founders, describes the state of
nature as “a state also of equality, wherein all the power and jurisdiction is
reciprocal, no one having more than another; there being nothing more
evident than that creatures of the same species and rank, promiscuously
born to all the same advantages of nature and the use of the same faculties,
should also be equal one amongst another without subordination or sub-
jection.”

This emphasis on individualism represented a radical break with the
writings of premodern political philosophers such as Aristotle, Aquinas,
Augustine, Machiavelli, and Plato, all of whom assumed that humans are
naturally political or social beings. As Alexis de Tocqueville put it, “Our an-
cestors had no word for individualism, a word we have coined for our own
use because, in their time, there was no individual who did not belong to a
group or who could consider himself to be entirely alone.”? Nor did these
“ancestors” think that all individuals should be seen as equals. They thought
that some men are born with superior talents and thus deserve to rule the
less capable.?

Political liberalism’s second foundational assumption concerns our abil-
ity to reason. There is no question humans possess impressive critical fac-
ulties. But as we have seen, their ability to reason has only limited use for

determining what constitutes the good life. Reason alone does not dictate
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how people think about life’s big questions but is subordinate to sentiments
and socialization. Even when individuals deliberately set out to make well-
reasoned judgments about first principles, or make moral deductions from
those principles, there are at least some disagreements, save for the univer-
sal agreement (among liberals) that all individuals are naturally bestowed
with a set of rights.

When individuals differ over first principles, they sometimes end up hat-
ing and trying to harm each other. This basic logic is laid out in the writings
of Thomas Hobbes, who, though he was not a liberal theorist, articulated
some of the seminal ideas underpinning liberalism.* At first glance, Locke
appears to take a different view: he begins his Second Treatise by extolling
the virtues of reason, making it seem like the state of nature, unlike the one
depicted in Hobbes’s Leviathan, is an idyllic place. Locke quickly changes
his story, however, and ends up portraying the state of nature as rather
nasty and brutish, in good part because of the “variety of opinions and con-
trariety of interests, which unavoidably happen in all collections of men.”

The threat of conflict sits at the heart of political liberalism. The key

question is what can be done to ameliorate that danger.
The Liberal Formula for Maintaining Order

Political liberals have a three-pronged strategy for dealing with the pos-
sibility of deadly conflict. First, they emphasize that everyone’s set of in-
alienable rights includes the right to life, which means not only the right to
survive but also the freedom to live the good life as one sees fit. People have
the right to choose whatever lifestyle they want, as long as it does not in-
fringe on the rights of others. This specifically includes “freedom of con-
science,” the right to live according to one’s religious beliefs. Rights are
designed to maximize the amount of freedom individuals have in their
daily lives. The most famous sentence in America’s Declaration of Inde-
pendence succinctly captures this first prong of political liberalism: “We
hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they
are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among
these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.”

The second prong in the strategy is to purvey the norm of toleration. If

individuals have the right to pursue their own way of life, others have an
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affirmative duty to recognize this right.® The norm of toleration tells us that
we should accept that others will sometimes disagree with us about core
principles, and that even if we intensely dislike or despise what others think
or say, we may not punish or kill them for their views. Instead, everyone
will adopt a live-and-let-live approach to life, resolve their conflicts peace-
fully, and maintain a healthy respect for the law. At best, individuals might
come to respect opposing viewpoints about the good life and think that
fundamental differences make for a healthy society.” We come together,
one might argue, by accepting our differences. But it is imperative that
people at least tolerate those with whom they have profound disagree-
ments.

But tolerance has its limits. Some people feel so passionately about
particular aspects of the good life that they cannot abide disagreement.
They find it impossible to believe that other worldviews can be held in good
faith—the people who hold those views, they imagine, must be deliberately
turning away from the truth and are perhaps evil. This intolerant mind-set
makes them a threat not just to their antagonists but to liberal society itself.
The fact that not everyone will be committed to value pluralism brings us
to the third prong in the liberal strategy: a strong state that sits above soci-
ety and maintains order. The state is well suited for this task because, as
Max Weber famously said, it holds a “monopoly of the legitimate use of
physical force within a given territory.”®

The state, to maintain order, assumes three principal roles. Most im-
portantly, it acts as a night watchman that protects individual rights and
prevents mortal combat between people or factions with conflicting views.
Liberalism, to borrow Thomas Carlyle’s phrase, is “anarchy plus a con-
stable.”® The state also writes the rules that define acceptable and unaccept-
able conduct while going to great lengths not to trample on individual
rights. These rules allow individuals or groups to interact in civil ways as
each pursues its own version of the good life. Finally, the state acts as an
arbiter when serious disputes arise, to ensure that conflicts do not lead to
violence.!® The state, in other words, functions as rule maker, umpire, and
night watchman.

The liberal state obviously performs more functions than those aimed at

keeping domestic order. Progressive liberals want the state to promote
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equal opportunity for its citizens and engage in other forms of social engi-
neering as well. Modus vivendi liberals would surely object, but even they
mostly agree that the state has to manage its economy and conduct for-
eign policy. A host of other matters, such as education, social security,
housing, and labor relations, also require the attention of even a laissez-
faire government, if it hopes to avoid economic depression, chaos, and
unrest. In short, modern liberalism cannot work without a strong state.

Still, political liberals of all persuasions have mixed views about the state’s
role. Although they know the state is essential for preserving order and al-
lowing civil society to flourish, they also recognize its powerful potential to
trample on individual rights. As the political theorist Judith Shklar put it in
an important essay on liberalism: “The fear and favor that have always in-
hibited freedom are overwhelmingly generated by governments, both for-
mal and informal. And while the sources of social oppression are indeed
numerous, none has the deadly effect of those who, as agents of the mod-
ern state, have unique resources of physical might and persuasion at their
disposal.”!! Nevertheless, as the quintessential liberal Thomas Paine wrote,
government is in the final analysis a “necessary evil.”!2

Liberals thus look for ways to limit the state’s power. For example, liberal
states can set up a political order built around checks and balances; or they
can adopt federalism, where the central government delegates substantial
power to regional authorities. Because liberal countries are invariably de-
mocracies, there is always the risk that the majority will tyrannize the mi-
nority. One way to minimize this danger is to write a clearly articulated bill
of rights into the constitution.

It is important to emphasize that, outside of its night-watchman func-
tion, a liberal state seeks to stay out of the business of telling people what
kind of behavior is morally correct or incorrect. It encourages (and some-
times requires) toleration and works to ensure the prosperity and security
of its citizens. The central aim, however, is to allow people, as much as
possible, to live according to their own principles. Liberalism is distinct
from republicanism, which emphasizes an individual’s duties and obli-
gations and favors a state that actively promotes civic virtue. It is also
fundamentally at odds with Aristotle’s view that “the end of politics” is to

produce “citizens of a certain sort—that is, good people and doers of
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noble actions.”? A purely liberal state is soulless: it creates few emotional
bonds between citizens and their government, which is why it is some-
times said that getting people to fight and die for a liberal state is espe-
cially difficult.**

It should be apparent by now that the liberal story envisions a distinct
boundary between the state and civil society.”” The state is the product of a
social contract drawn up by a large body of individuals who go to consider-
able lengths to make sure the government they create does not interfere
too much in their lives. The goal is to limit the amount of what Herbert
Spencer called “ministerial overseeing,” so as to maximize people’s free-
dom to lead their own version of the good life.’® Modus vivendi liberals and
progressive liberals disagree on what is the appropriate amount of ministe-
rial oversight.

Liberalism also seeks to minimize the importance of politics as much as
possible. As I noted earlier, politics at its most basic level is about conflicts
over fundamental questions regarding the good life. This is what makes it
an adversarial enterprise. Liberalism tries to ameliorate political conflict by
giving individuals abundant freedom to live their lives as they see fit, thus
removing at least part of the reason for fighting over first principles. As
Markus Fischer notes, “Liberalism has pacified political life by emptying it
of much of its meaning.”” Or as Stephen Holmes puts it, liberalism seeks
“to remove from the public agenda issues that are impossible to resolve by
either argument or compromise.”’®

Yet even as they try to attenuate politics, liberals acknowledge the impor-
tance of allowing individuals to freely engage in economic activity. Their
ultimate aim is to create a world where economics overshadows politics."
This line of thinking, clearly reflected in the writings of John Locke, was
pushed forward in its most comprehensive form by Adam Smith. He argues
for doing as much as possible to keep the government from interfering in
the economy so that individuals can pursue their own self-interest, which
he claims will ultimately work to the benefit of the entire society. The “invis-
ible hand,” he maintains, will guide the market to create increasing abun-
dance, whereas the state, if it tried to guide the economy, would be more of
a hindrance than a help. It is no exaggeration to say that capitalism and

liberalism go hand in hand.
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Liberals understand that there will always be serious political disputes
between individuals and between factions. Those quarrels, however, are
settled by the state, which writes the rules and enforces them. The state is
the ultimate arbiter in a process built around peaceful conflict resolution.
Predictably, political liberalism places much emphasis on courts and the
rule of law, since it aims to deal with political problems in the legal system,
not the political arena. John Gray captures this point in his assessment of
John Rawls’s thinking: “The central institution of Rawls’s ‘political liberal-
ism’ is not a deliberative assembly such as a parliament. It is a court of law.
All fundamental questions are removed from political deliberation in order
to be adjudicated by a Supreme Court. The self-description of Rawlsian
doctrine as political liberalism is supremely ironic. In fact, Rawls’s doctrine
is a species of anti-political legalism.”?

There are limits, however, on the ability of liberal states to minimize
politics. The most important limit is that the state is unable to be neutral,
mainly because it writes the rules that govern much of daily life, and many
of those rules deal with first principles. Given the inevitable sharp differ-
ences over what constitutes the good life, it matters enormously which fac-
tion in a society gets to write the rules. This means there will be marked
competition to win high office. This competition is likely to be especially
intense in liberal states because they are also democracies, which carries at
least the theoretical possibility of a transfer of power through an election.
Authoritarian states actually have less room for politics because iron control
from the top either stamps out or limits public competition for office. In
short, politics is guaranteed to be part of daily life in liberal states, simply
because there is no way of completely eliminating deep disagreements over
first principles.

The liberal formula for separating the state from civil society and trying
to reduce the influence of politics marks a fundamental break with previ-
ous thinking about the optimum political order. In the writings of ancient
philosophers such as Aristotle and Plato, political institutions and civil so-
ciety were woven closely together; actively participating in politics was a
necessary element of a good life. Engaging in the public sphere was consid-
ered a noble enterprise, and thus it was a mark of distinction to be a prom-

inent public figure. Even Machiavelli, who emphasized the harsh and cruel
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side of politics in The Prince, saw the state and civil society as a seamless
web. He stressed that clever political strategies could serve the pursuit of
noble political goals, especially republicanism.? Liberalism offers a much
different way of thinking about politics and the good life.

Liberalism’s Paradoxes

Two paradoxes embedded in liberalism merit discussion before we ex-
amine the differences between modus vivendi and progressive liberalism.
The first paradox concerns tolerance. In any liberal society, some people
will reject liberalism and would overturn the political order if given the
opportunity. If a substantial number of people held this view, they would
surely present a mortal threat to liberalism. It would make little sense in
these circumstances for liberals to practice toleration toward their enemies,
since a live-and-let-live approach could destroy the regime.

Liberals, of course, are aware of this danger, which means liberalism has
a sense of vulnerability at its core that naturally provokes a tendency toward
intolerance among liberals. This logic explains in good part why Locke,
who wrote a famous essay on the virtues of toleration, was intolerant in
his writings toward atheists and Catholics. He believed Catholics could not
be trusted because of their allegiance to the pope and their own intoler-
ance, and that atheists could not be trusted because their pledges were not
backed up by divine sanction. Both groups were thus, in his mind, a threat
to liberalism.?? In practice, the level of threat varies, and this intolerance is
usually kept at bay.

Liberalism tends toward intolerance for another reason as well. Most lib-
erals consider liberalism superior to other kinds of political order and be-
lieve the world would be a better place if it were populated solely by liberal
regimes. There is a sense of both vulnerability and superiority wired into
liberalism that fosters intolerance despite the theory’s emphasis on purvey-
ing tolerance to maintain domestic harmony.

There is another seeming contradiction at liberalism’s core. The theory
contains both a particularist and a universalist strand, which stand in
marked contrast to each other. The universalist strand springs from liberal-
ism’s deep-seated commitment to individual rights. There are no bound-

aries or borders when it comes to human rights: they apply to every person
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on the planet. To be clear, the claim is not that individuals should have those
rights but that all people axiomatically do have them. There are no meaning-
ful limits to our ability to reason when it comes to comprehending rights.
One might say this is the pacific dimension of liberalism, because respect
for the rights of others should promote tolerance and discourage violent
behavior.

The particularist strand, on the other hand, stems from the liberal belief
that it is impossible to get unanimous agreement on what constitutes
the good life. Here we see the limits of reason at play. Some people will
agree some of the time, but not all of them all of the time—and their dis-
agreements will sometimes be so passionate that they are motivated to
harm each other. One might call this liberalism’s conflictual dimension,
which underpins the need for the state to function as night watchman.

Political liberalism thus has a universalist strand that emphasizes the
power of reason, inalienable rights, and nonviolence as well as a parti-
cularist strand that stresses the limits of reason, disagreements about
first principles, and the fractious nature of politics. How do these oppos-
ing components of liberalism relate to each other? And which one is
dominant?

The overall theory seems to privilege the particularist strand, but this
does not mean the universalist strand is of little consequence. The reason
is straightforward. If liberalism’s story about rights were truly compelling,
there would be no need for a strong state to maintain order. A pervasive re-
spect for individual rights would guarantee toleration and largely eliminate
the need for a higher authority to prevent murder and mayhem. But virtu-
ally every liberal theorist recognizes the limits of tolerance and thus the
need for a state to keep the peace. Passionate and potentially deadly dis-
putes over what defines the good life will always be with us. Tolerance by
itself'is not enough, which is another way of saying the particularist strand
ultimately has more explanatory power in the liberal story than the univer-

salist one.

Modus Vivendi Liberalism

The main arguments put forth by both modus vivendi and progressive
liberals are fully consistent with the above description of political liberal-
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ism. The aim in this section and the next one is to examine the fine points
of each variant and show how they differ.

A number of political theorists who qualify as modus vivendi liberals
would not necessarily agree with every detail of the composite picture
sketched below. John Locke is a quintessential modus vivendi liberal, as are
Adam Smith and Friedrich Hayek. Two contemporary political theorists
who fit in this category are John Gray and Stephen Holmes. Many other
liberal theorists make arguments that fit squarely with modus vivendi lib-
eralism but promote other ideas that are at odds with it. These people—John
Stuart Mill is one—are hard to put in the modus vivendi camp. Where
appropriate, I will draw on the writings of these modus vivendi liberals to
illustrate my main points.

Modus vivendi liberals are deeply pessimistic about our ability to reach
agreement on core principles. “Rational inquiry,” Gray writes, “shows that
the good life comes in many varieties. . . . Reason can enlighten us as to our
ethical conflicts. Often, it shows them to be deeper than we thought, and
leaves us in the lurch as to how to resolve them.”?? This pessimism is mag-
nified by the fact that individuals often make decisions without the aid of
reason. As Holmes notes: “All classical liberals were perfectly aware that
most human behavior is noncalculating, habitual, and emotional and that
most human goals are nonmaterial.”?* Reason, it seems, does not point us
to any objective truth about what political order is best.

Modus vivendi liberals believe the essential function of rights is to give
individuals maximum personal freedom to pursue their own interests.
Their emphasis is almost exclusively on negative rights—those that protect
individuals from being constrained by others, including the government.
They pay great attention to the right to own and exchange property, an
emphasis that helps explain why liberalism is closely tied to capitalism. Fi-
nally, although modus vivendi liberals believe that all individuals are equal,
they do not believe that this equality requires the government to level the
playing field for its citizens.

Tolerance is obviously central for modus vivendi liberals. Although they
advocate a live-and-let-live approach to daily life, coexistence has its limits.
They believe in the importance of a strong state that can maintain order,
but beyond that they would, as much as possible, prevent the state from
interfering in civil society.
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This perspective is hardly surprising, since modus vivendi liberals op-
pose state efforts to foster equality of opportunity, which would entail
significant government action. Creating equal opportunity would involve
redistributing resources, which would surely have adverse consequences
for private property and also impinge on personal freedom. More generally,
modus vivendi liberals do not like the idea of the state interfering in society
to promote any kind of individual rights. Instead, the paramount goal
should be simply to protect rights that might be threatened. Nor do they
believe the state should try to manage the economy unless absolutely nec-
essary. The preference instead is to build an economy based on unrestricted
competition in open markets.

The pessimism of modus vivendi liberals about our critical faculties
goes beyond simply saying we cannot agree on first principles. They also
tend to think the state cannot act intelligently to achieve ambitious goals.
Governments, they argue, do not make meaningful progress; they hinder
it. In essence, modus vivendi liberals question whether states are instru-
mentally rational, which predisposes them to believe that almost all forms
of government-directed social engineering are likely to fail. There is no
place for an expansive welfare state in modus vivendi liberalism.

Ultimately, modus vivendi liberalism is not an optimistic or progressive
theory of politics.?> The state is supposed to take a laissez-faire approach
to governing: its goal should be simply to keep disagreements from turn-
ing deadly and to allow people as much freedom as possible to live as they
see fit.

Progressive Liberalism

Progressive liberals tell a more hopeful story about political life. One
might think from reading some of their works that this is because they are
more sanguine about the capacity of human reason to answer critical ques-
tions regarding the good life. Some even appear to say that we can discover
absolute truths. Others suggest that reason promotes deep tolerance
among citizens in a liberal society, thus largely removing the threat of vio-
lence. But on close inspection, these claims do not hold up, and the pro-

gressive liberals who make them invariably backtrack and end up admitting,
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like modus vivendi liberals, that we cannot use our critical faculties to
reach a universal consensus on what constitutes the good life.

What really gives progressive liberals a more hopeful outlook than mo-
dus vivendi liberals is how they think about individual rights and the state’s
ability to do social engineering in the service of those rights. They have a
more expansive view of rights, especially regarding their belief that every-
one has a right to equal opportunity. They also believe that governments
have both a responsibility and the ability to pursue policies that ensure that
outcome. Their faith in governments’ capacity to act in instrumentally ra-
tional ways sets them apart from modus vivendi liberals, who have no such
faith. Progressive liberals also recognize the need for the state to act as a
night watchman, since they understand that it is not possible to achieve
consensus on first principles.

Progressive liberalism has its roots in the Enlightenment, which, as
Isaac Kramnick notes, “valorized the individual and the moral legitimacy
of self-interest,” but also trumpeted the importance of “unassisted human
reason, not faith or tradition.”?® As Jeremy Waldron put it, “The relation-
ship between liberal thought and the legacy of the Enlightenment cannot
be stressed too strongly. The Enlightenment was characterized by a bur-
geoning confidence in the human ability to make sense of the world, to
grasp its regularities and fundamental principles, to predict its future, and
to manipulate its powers for the benefit of mankind.”?

The most prominent progressive liberals over the past fifty years include
Ronald Dworkin, Francis Fukuyama, Steven Pinker, and John Rawls. Fu-
kuyama’s famous 1989 article “The End of History?,” which argued that
with the fall of communism the question of the ideal form of government
had largely been answered in favor of liberal democracy, is an outstanding
example of this genre. Rawls, of course, was one of the most influential po-
litical philosophers of modern times, while Dworkin was a giant among
legal philosophers. Pinker is probably the most famous proponent of the
claim that the triumph of reason and liberal values has played a key role in
reducing violence around the world. Going back further in time, the French
philosopher Nicolas de Condorcet fits in this category, as does Immanuel
Kant, who wrote: “Have courage to use your own reason—that is the motto

of Enlightenment.”?8
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The Power of Reason

Many progressive liberals believe reason, coupled with certain discover-
able principles, is the key to making the world a better place, a conviction
reflected in Dworkin’s comment that “liberalism cannot be based on skep-
ticism.”?? There are actually two variants of progressive liberalism, each
with a different take on what our critical faculties can tell us. Let us call
them bounded and unbounded progressives.

The unbounded progressives have the most faith in reason. They claim
that when we collectively discover first principles and couple them with
universal respect for individual rights, it effectively takes violent conflict off
the table. Bounded progressives, while they have more faith in reason than
modus vivendi liberals, do not think people around the world can reach a
consensus on questions about the good life. But they do believe people in
liberal societies are smart enough to accept those differences and not fight
over them. Abundant tolerance, accompanied by peaceful conflict resolu-
tion and respect for the law, governs daily life wherever liberalism reigns.

Both kinds of progressivism have an unrealistic understanding of what
our critical faculties can do for us. It is not possible to argue (at least not
successfully) that there are truths about first principles that virtually every-
one accepts. Nor is there any basis for believing that reason alone can pro-
duce profound tolerance in liberal societies, which is not to say that liberal
institutions cannot socialize people to be highly tolerant, respect the law,
and settle their conflicts peacefully. Moreover, a careful examination of their
writings shows that progressive liberals themselves recognize the limits of

reason, in effect undermining their own optimistic claims.
Unbounded Progressivism

The writings of Dworkin, Fukuyama, and Pinker contain arguments that
fit with unbounded progressivism. As I noted earlier, Dworkin pays much
attention to the question of whether it is possible for Supreme Court jus-
tices to come up with “right answers” for the “hard cases” that invariably
make their way to them. Specifically, he is concerned with whether there
are universal moral principles that can provide objectively correct answers

in these cases, rather than answers that depend on particular justices’ value
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preferences. He believes that there is a set of liberal “constitutive princi-
ples” that justices can employ to help get the right answers. “The occasions
when a legal question has no right answer in our own legal system,” he
writes, “may be much rarer than is generally supposed.” He goes on to say
that “in a complex and comprehensive legal system it is antecedently un-
likely that two theories will differ sufficiently to demand different answers
in some case and yet provide equally good fit with the relevant legal materi-
als.” It is also worth noting that after saying liberalism cannot be grounded
on skepticism, Dworkin argues that liberalism’s “constitutive morality pro-
vides that human beings must be treated as equals by their government,
not because there is no right and wrong in political morality, but because
that is what is right.”*® One could point to other examples of Dworkin mak-
ing the case for universal truths.

In his famous writings about the end of history, Fukuyama appears to
make even bolder claims. History’s end, goes the argument, means “there
would be no further progress in the development of underlying principles
and institutions, because all of the really big questions had been settled.”*!
With the triumph of Western liberal democracy over all other political
forms, Fukuyama writes, we have reached the “endpoint of mankind’s ide-
ological evolution.” In the “universal homogeneous state, all prior contra-
dictions are resolved and all human needs are satisfied. There is no struggle
or conflict over ‘large’ issues and consequently no need for generals or
statesmen; what remains is primarily economic activity.” Given a world
where people have no meaningful disagreements over first principles,
their biggest problem is likely to be “boredom.” It hardly needs mention-
ing that boredom has not yet descended upon us.

Finally, Pinker, who emphasizes what he calls “the escalator of reason,” has
the earmarks of an unbounded progressive. “Believe it or not,” he tells us, “we
are getting smarter.” And “smarter people are more liberal.” One important
implication of “our psychological commonality is that however much people
differ, there can be, in principle, a meeting of the minds.” The reason is
simple: “When cosmopolitan currents bring diverse people into discussion,
when freedom of speech allows the discussion to go where it pleases, and
when history’s failed experiments are held up to the light, the evidence sug-

gests that value systems evolve in the direction of liberal humanism.”?
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The case for unbounded progressivism is ultimately unpersuasive. There
has never been anything approximating a universal consensus on what con-
stitutes the good life, and no good reason to think there ever will be. The
argument that we can use our critical faculties to divine universally accepted
truths regarding first principles simply cannot be sustained. This is not to
deny that individuals can come up with beliefs they deem ultimate truths,
but getting everyone else to accept their views is another matter. Nor is it to
deny that it is possible to get large groups of people to reach a consensus
on public issues that matter to them. But even that is difficult, and it
falls far short of universal agreement. Waldron drives this point home in
his critique of Dworkin’s views on truth in the legal realm: “None of this
talk about objectivity . . . makes the slightest dent on the fact that differ-
ent judges asking and answering the objective questions of value that
Dworkin’s jurisprudence requires will come up with different answers.” In
other words, “the answers will differ depending on the person, not depend-
ing on the law.”*

Given reason’s obvious limits, it is unsurprising that unbounded pro-
gressives themselves ultimately retreat from their bold assertions and
begin to sound like modus vivendi liberals. Unfortunately, their bouncing
back and forth on this critical matter is untenable. One has to choose be-
tween the opposite approaches. Either one believes universal truths about
first principles are attainable or one does not.

Fukuyama’s writings about the end of history provide what is probably
the best example of this phenomenon. As noted, he argues in his well-
known 1989 article that all of the big questions have been settled and that
little remains to fight about. But while he repeats these claims in his 1992
follow-up book, he also contradicts himself with numerous statements that
could easily come from a modus vivendi liberal. In his book, for example,
Fukuyama makes much of “the intellectual impasse in which modern
relativism has left us,” which he says “does not permit defense of liberal
rights traditionally understood.” At another point, he writes: “The inco-
herence in our current discourse on the nature of rights springs from a
deeper philosophical crisis concerning the possibility of a rational under-
standing of man. . . . Today, everybody talks about human dignity, but there

is no consensus as to why people possess it.” One cannot talk about “the
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relativist impasse of modern thought” and yet argue there is broad agree-
ment on first principles.**

Elsewhere in his book, Fukuyama warns about the dangers ahead, but
these do not include boredom. He writes, for example: “Looking backward,
we who live in the old age of mankind might come to the following conclu-
sion. No regime—no ‘socio-economic system’—is able to satisfy all men in
all places. This includes liberal democracy. . .. Rather, the dissatisfaction
arises precisely where democracy has triumphed most unboundedly: it is a
dissatisfaction with liberty and equality. Thus those who remain dissatisfied
will always have the potential to restart history.” More pointedly, he notes,
“Modern thought raises no barriers to a future nihilistic war against liberal
democracy on the part of those brought up in its bosom.” Along the same
lines, he posits that “it is not clear that there will be any end to new and
potentially more radical challenges to liberal democracy based on other
forms of inequality.” And possibly his most striking claim is that “we have
no guarantees and cannot assure future generations that there will be no
future Hitlers or Pol Pots.”*

Stephen Holmes succinctly sums up the consequences of taking these
contradictory positions: “Fukuyama does not seem to understand that all
these pre-emptive concessions amount to an admission of defeat.”3¢

This tendency to employ opposing views about the power of reason also
appears in Kant’'s work, which explains why some scholars classify him as
amodus vivendi liberal, while others see him as a progressive. Both Deborah
Boucoyannis and Kenneth Waltz, for instance, say Kant is a modus vivendi
liberal, while Michael Desch and John Gray portray him as a progressive
liberal.’” The reason for this confusion, as Waltz points out, is that Kant’s
writings give you ammunition to support both perspectives.*®

In sum, the unbounded progressives’ profound optimism about our
ability to reason is undermined by their own writings and also by their fail-
ure to offer a compelling explanation for why human nature has changed

so profoundly in just a few centuries.
Bounded Progressivism

With the second variant of progressive liberalism, reason does not yield

consensus about life’s big questions, but it does produce deep tolerance of
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opposing views. Rawls is the most important bounded progressive. He
makes it clear that he believes citizens in liberal societies do not have
“a comprehensive conception of the good.” There is no agreement, he
maintains, about “universal principles having validity in all parts of moral
and political life.”* Indeed, he expects citizens in a liberal society to be
“profoundly divided by reasonable religious, philosophical, and moral
doctrines.”® Moreover, he does not expect all of the “reasonable compre-
hensive doctrines” found in a liberal society to be “liberal comprehensive
doctrines.”

Nevertheless, Rawls firmly believes not only that citizens in a liberal state
have “a certain moral character” but that they are eminently sensible, which
means they will not fight over their “irreconcilable comprehensive doc-
trines” but will instead be “constrained by their sense of what is reason-
able.” In the end, “public reason” will lead them to reach compromise
solutions and respect each other’s views. “As reasonable citizens” they will
“offer to cooperate on fair terms with other citizens.” This deeply embedded
norm of toleration in liberal societies, he writes, will lead to “reasonable
pluralism,” if not a “realistic utopia.”*

The two variants of progressive liberalism differ markedly in their em-
phasis on tolerance. For bounded progressives, tolerance acts as a magic
elixir and is obviously of central importance. It is less important for un-
bounded progressives, who assume, at least much of the time, that broad
agreement on first principles may make it unnecessary. There is little need
to worry about tolerating difference in a world with no meaningful differ-
ences. Any society will surely harbor a few oddballs who do not recognize
the truth, but unbounded progressives will not be inclined to tolerate their
misguided views. Instead they will want to coax or coerce them into seeing
the light.

Bounded progressivism is intuitively more attractive, simply because it
acknowledges the difficulty of reaching universal agreement on founda-
tional questions. Still, there are problems with its expectation that tolerance
in liberal societies will trump the intense passions generated by fundamen-
tal disagreements over first principles.

For starters, there is little evidence that citizens in liberal societies are as

tolerant as Rawls and other bounded progressives claim, and much evi-
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dence that they are not. The political philosopher George Klosko, who di-
rectly engages Rawls’s claims about tolerance, argues that “the evidence
shows many liberal citizens are remarkably intolerant”—an argument he
supports with abundant evidence. Klosko notes that this point “should not
be surprising to anyone familiar with research in American public opin-
ion.”® I will say more about this in the next chapter, when I discuss the
overselling of individual rights. But suffice it to say here that there is no
empirical basis for bounded progressivism’s claims about deep tolerance.

Rawls does not argue that people have a natural inclination toward rea-
sonableness or tolerance. He clearly believes the world is populated by
non-liberal as well as liberal societies, and that people living in non-liberal
societies are not reasonable by the standards of liberal societies. For exam-
ple, he talks about “decent societies” as well as “outlaw states” that are “ag-
gressive and dangerous.” Regarding the beliefs of those individuals who
populate decent societies, he writes: “I do not say they are reasonable, but
rather they are not fully unreasonable.” One would assume people living
in outlaw states, at least most of them, are mostly unreasonable. The
simple fact that huge numbers of people in the world are not reasonable by
Rawls’s own standards can only mean he does not believe people are natu-
rally reasonable.®

This point is reinforced by Rawls’s views on the history of the concept of
tolerance. Specifically, he acknowledges that intolerance, not tolerance, was
commonplace before Locke and others began formulating liberal theory in
the seventeenth century; until then, “intolerance was accepted as a condi-
tion of social order and stability.” There was, Rawls writes, a “centuries-
long practice of intolerance.” Thus the prevalence of reasonableness and
tolerance in liberal societies cannot be a product of human nature. Some-
thing else must account for it.*

Where do reasonableness and tolerance come from in liberal societies?
On what basis does Rawls claim that liberal citizens have a “certain moral
character”? He does not say much about these important questions. His
main claim seems to be that “reasonable pluralism,” which has tolerance
deeply embedded in it, is largely the result of the socialization that takes
place over time inside liberal societies. It is “the long-term outcome of a
society’s culture in the context of ... free institutions.”® But this line of
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argument fails to say where the serious commitment to tolerance came
from in the first place as well as who is responsible for purveying that norm.
One might suppose the state is principally responsible for shaping its citi-
zens' behavior, but Rawls does not make that argument, and he tends to
play down the role of the state in his theory. Moreover, it is hard to believe
that the state—or any institution—could purvey a norm like tolerance so
effectively that it would largely eliminate violent conflict over competing
views of the good life. In short, Rawls provides no good answer for how rea-
sonableness, one of the main driving forces in his theory, comes to flourish
in liberal societies. Not surprisingly, he offers little empirical support for
his bold claims about tolerance.

Nor is it surprising that Rawls, like the unbounded progressives, occa-
sionally makes arguments that contradict his fundamental claims about
the peacefulness of liberal societies and leave him sounding like a modus
vivendi liberal. For example: “Certain truths, it may be said, concern things
so important that differences about them have to be fought out, even should
this mean civil war.”* He also notes that because large numbers of people
reject liberalism, there are “important limits to reconciliation,” adding that
“many persons . . . could not be reconciled to a social world such as I have
described. For them the social world envisaged by political liberalism is a
nightmare of social fragmentation and false doctrines, if not positively
evil.”¥ Furthermore, Rawls fully accepts that liberal states sometimes face
a supreme emergency that requires liberalism to be abandoned or at least
seriously curtailed.*®

Where does this leave us? While there is no question that progressive
liberals sometimes make bold claims about the power of our critical facul-
ties, those claims do not stand up to close inspection. Although the claims
of bounded progressives are more limited, the two versions share the same
flaws. Neither provides a persuasive explanation for why reason can offer
final answers to questions about the good life or promote prodigious toler-
ance in liberal societies. Instead, theorists in this tradition make their
cases mainly by assertion. Second, both bounded and unbounded progres-
sives sometimes make arguments that contradict their assertions about
how reason ameliorates conflict and leave them sounding like modus vi-
vendi liberals.
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In the end, there is no meaningful difference between modus vivendi
and progressive liberalism on the pacifying effects of reason. The real dif-
ference between these two variants of political liberalism involves how they

think about individual rights and social engineering by the state.
Rights and Social Engineering

Modus vivendi and progressive liberals hardly differ on the centrality of
individual rights. But they disagree over what those rights are and how to
strike a balance when they come into conflict. Modus vivendi liberals em-
phasize negative rights, which largely involve freedom from government
interference in individual action. Freedom to assemble, freedom of the
press, and freedom of speech are good examples. The right to acquire and
exchange private property is an especially important right for modus vi-
vendi liberals, as reflected in the writings of Locke and Smith.*

This emphasis on individual freedom is also reflected in the writings of
Friedrich Hayek, a canonical modus vivendi liberal. The first sentences of
the first chapter of Hayek’s The Constitution of Liberty, for example, read:
“We are concerned in this book with that condition of men in which coer-
cion of some by others is reduced as much as possible in society. This state
we shall describe throughout as a state of liberty or freedom.”>°

Unsurprisingly, many modus vivendi liberals have an intense dislike of
positive rights, which require a serious effort by the state to help its citi-
zens. Positive rights make individuals subject to government actions,
which aim to provide them with a good or service to which they have a
right. These efforts have little to do with freedom from government inter-
ference and may even entail the opposite. A good example of a positive
right, and the one that modus vivendi liberals especially loathe, is the right
to equal opportunity. This involves the government taking action to maxi-
mize the likelihood that every person has the same level of resources to
compete for success. The aim is not to guarantee equal outcomes, just equal
opportunity.

Hayek reveals modus vivendi liberalism’s hostility toward the notion of
equal opportunity when he writes: “Equality of the general rule of law and
conduct . . . is the only kind of equality conducive to liberty and the only

equality which we can secure without destroying liberty. Not only has
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liberty nothing to do with any other sort of equality, but it is even bound to
produce inequality in many respects.””! Modus vivendi liberals not only
believe there is no such thing as an inalienable right to equal opportunity
but also think the state is ill equipped to provide it, and as Hayek notes,
efforts to do so may even cause inequality. Governments, they maintain,
should not be in the business of promoting positive rights, which they feel
are not even legitimate rights.

Progressive liberals are committed to the same set of basic freedoms
that are at the core of modus vivendi liberalism. But then they add other
rights. Equal opportunity is a dominating theme in the writings of both
Dworkin and Rawls,*? for whom it is synonymous with fairness, which
they believe is what justice is all about. And they care greatly about justice.
Rawls’s most famous book is titled A Theory of Justice, and Dworkin uses
“Liberalism and Justice” as the title for the section in A Matter of Principle
where he “explores the present state of liberal theory.”>* Modus vivendi lib-
erals rarely talk about justice.

Progressive liberals believe in other positive rights as well, such as the
right to health care, the right to a decent education, and the right to live
free of poverty. To some extent, these rights are linked with equality of op-
portunity, as it is hard to achieve success if you grow up impoverished or
lack a good education or good health. One could also argue, of course, that
these are important rights independent of what they mean for equal oppor-
tunity.

One problem with promoting positive rights, however, is that they some-
times conflict with negative rights.>* This is especially true of equal opportu-
nity, which often conflicts with the right to private property. Any meaningful
effort to foster equal opportunity involves a significant redistribution of a
society’s resources. That means taking money, which is private property,
from the rich and transferring it to the poor. Progressive liberals hardly
hesitate to tax the rich to foster equal opportunity, which is not to say they
do not recognize the right to property. They do, but they do not accord that
right the same importance that modus vivendi liberals do. Rawls does not
emphasize individual property rights in his writings, especially compared
with Locke and Smith, for whom it is sacrosanct.
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The two kinds of liberalism also have fundamental differences—directly
related to their different views of rights—over the role of the state and so-
cial engineering. Modus vivendi liberals, who want the state to maintain
order while doing everything possible to maximize individual freedom, do
not want social engineering, and they certainly do not want a welfare state
built around positive rights. Progressive liberals recognize the need for a
state to act as a night watchman, but they also want it to promote positive
rights for the purpose of enhancing individual welfare. This, in their view,
is the best way to promote the overall well-being of society. (That is what
makes them progressive liberals.) Their state will rely heavily on experts,
many in its direct employ, and others who serve as consultants from their
positions in academia or think tanks. Many of these experts will be social
scientists, since after all the state is doing social engineering.*

While progressive liberals are certainly interested in building an inter-
ventionist state that can affect civil society in profound ways, they remain
wary of big government. They do not lionize the state the way a philosopher
like Hegel does, mainly because they recognize that it has the potential
to turn into a leviathan and threaten individual freedoms.’® In short,
progressive liberals have a conflicted view of the state: they fear it even
while treating it as a major force for good.

Progressive liberals’ great faith in the ability of states to do social engi-
neering says, in effect, that they place a high premium on instrumental
rationality. They believe people can use their critical faculties to come up
with smart strategies for achieving ambitious social goals. Modus vivendi
liberals have little faith in government social engineering, which is to say
they have less confidence in the state’s ability to act in instrumentally ratio-
nal ways. This clear difference about the sway of instrumental rationality
notwithstanding, modus vivendi and progressive liberals agree on substan-
tive rationality: that reason cannot help us divine collective truths about the
good life.

As I noted earlier, politics is always at play in a liberal society. Because
the state must make at least some rules and laws that deal with first princi-
ples, it matters to the citizenry who among them runs the government.
People living in a state dominated by progressive liberals will care more
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about this because the progressive state will insert itself more in civil soci-
ety. The intensity of political competition is likely to be greater in states
where progressive rather than modus vivendi liberals are in charge. In such
circumstances, modus vivendi liberals will have a powerful incentive to en-
gage in politics so as to limit the interventionist state.

The bottom line is that the key differences in political liberalism’s two
variants are how they think about rights and the role of the state. Over the
past two centuries the balance of power between them has shifted deci-

sively in favor of progressive liberalism.

The Triumph of Liberal Progressivism

In its original form, political liberalism was synonymous with modus
vivendi liberalism. But that variant gradually fell out of favor, partly because
a laissez-faire approach to governing led to extreme economic inequality
and widespread poverty. Moreover, for reasons I will discuss, it was an un-
suitable blueprint for administering an industrialized nation-state. Utili-
tarianism and liberal idealism emerged in good part as responses to modus
vivendi liberalism’s shortcomings. Progressive liberalism was also an alter-
native to modus vivendi liberalism, and by the early twentieth century it was
the dominant form of political liberalism in American and British politics.
Its king of thought is John Rawls.

The key indicator of liberal progressivism’s triumph is that the interven-
tionist state, committed in its liberal form to fostering economic opportu-
nity as well as other positive rights, is here to stay. Yet progressive liberalism
has not won such a decisive victory as to render modus vivendi liberalism
irrelevant. Modus vivendi liberalism has a substantial following in every
liberal society, and its advocates sometimes have a significant influence on
public discourse. But in practice, the best its proponents can do is to curb
the excesses of the interventionist state.”” There is virtually no hope of re-

placing it with a state that eschews social engineering and positive rights.
Progressivism in America

The American case shows us why. Liberal progressivism was a powerful
force in U.S. politics in the late nineteenth and especially the early twentieth
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centuries.*® The Republican Party, which was the dominant party until the
1932 presidential election, was closely identified with progressivism. Sev-
eral constitutional amendments in this era—to authorize the federal in-
come tax, elect senators by popular vote, give women the vote, and prohibit
the sale of alcohol—emerged from progressive initiatives. Even Herbert
Hoover, contrary to the conventional wisdom, was deeply committed to so-
cial engineering when he was secretary of commerce from 1921 to 1928,
and as president from 1929 to 1933.> There is no question, however, that
liberal progressivism has had its ups and downs and that its adherents’ ini-
tial optimism has waned over time. But overall the U.S. government has
remained deeply engaged in social engineering.®® Franklin D. Roosevelt's
New Deal (1933—38) and Lyndon B. Johnson’s Great Society (1964—65) were
extremely ambitious attempts at social engineering, aimed at promoting
positive rights.

To understand how thoroughly progressivism has triumphed, consider
how liberalism relates to the major political parties in the United States
today. The Democratic Party’s ruling ideology is clearly progressive liberal-
ism, and it acts accordingly when it controls the key levers of power in
Washington. If you listen to Republicans, you might think they follow the
dictates of modus vivendi liberalism. That is usually true of their rhetoric,
but it is not how they govern. In office, Republicans act like Democrats. For
example, the annualized growth of federal spending since 1982 grew more
under Republican presidents (Reagan, Bush 41, and Bush 43) than Demo-
crats (Clinton and Obama). It grew by 8.7 percent under Reagan between
1982 and 1985, but only 1.4 percent under Obama between 2010 and 2013.%!

Reagan also signed into law in 1986 the Emergency Medical Treatment
and Active Labor Act, which prohibits hospitals from turning away people
who come to an emergency room for treatment. It does not matter whether
those individuals are American citizens, what their legal status is, or
whether they can afford the treatment. In effect, this law says that health
care is a human right. In fact, Reagan said as early as 1961 that “any person
in the United States who requires medical attention and cannot provide it
for himself should have it provided for him.”®? Further evidence that Repub-
licans recognize this right comes from the often-repeated slogan “repeal

and replace.” They understand they cannot simply eliminate the Affordable



70 POLITICAL LIBERALISM

Care Act but must substitute another system that aims to provide Ameri-
cans with decent health care. Republican presidents oversaw the beginnings
of the Interstate Highway System, the Environmental Protection Agency,
and the Department of Homeland Security. Republicans, in short, are deeply
committed to the interventionist state and the extensive social engineering
that comes with it.

The United States does have a political party that is genuinely commit-
ted to modus vivendi liberalism, and it is appropriately called the Libertar-
ian Party. It is dedicated to promoting civil liberties and laissez-faire
capitalism and to abolishing the welfare state. Its party platform takes dead
aim at positive rights: “We seek a world of liberty; a world in which all indi-
viduals are sovereign over their own lives and no one is forced to sacrifice
his or her values for the benefit of others.”®® The Libertarian Party has
never won a single seat in Congress and never come close to winning the
White House. Its candidate in the 2016 presidential election received
3.3 percent of the vote. Even if the Libertarians ever did gain power, they
would surely find themselves prisoners of the interventionist state and its
ambitious social programs.

Why Progressivism Won

Progressivism won out over modus vivendi liberalism because the pro-
found changes that began sweeping across the world in the early nine-
teenth century forced states to build large-scale institutions dedicated to
social engineering. For liberal democracies, this engineering included
intervention in civil society to promote rights. These new roles were facili-
tated by the states’ increasing capacity to handle them. For example, im-
provements in communications and transportation made it increasingly
easy for governments to penetrate civil society. Walter Lippmann, writing
in 1914, captured the spirit of the times: “We can no longer treat life as
something that has trickled down to us. We have to deal with it deliberately,
devise its social organization, alter its tools, formulate its method, educate
and control it.”%*

Three major forces drove progressive liberalism’s ascendancy. The first
was the Industrial Revolution, which started in England in the eighteenth

century and continues even today to generate enormous economic and social
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change. Among other things, it led to the rise of large-scale enterprises—
manufacturing companies, financial firms, trade associations, research
universities, and labor unions, to name a few—that profoundly affected
the lives of millions of people. John Dewey put the point well: “The new
technology applied in production and commerce resulted in a social revo-
lution. The local communities without intent or forecast found their affairs
conditioned by remote and invisible organizations.”®

Another consequence of industrialization, the aforementioned growth
in communication and transportation networks, occurred not just at the
national level but at the international level as well. The Industrial Revolu-
tion helped fuel globalization, which meant that major economic develop-
ments in any one country inevitably affected other countries in the system
and made the world increasingly interdependent. Industrialization also led
to child labor, worker exploitation, and environmental damage. Given these
and other hugely consequential developments, the state had no choice but
to get seriously involved in managing various aspects of society, including
the economy.®® Given the sheer size of the relevant enterprises, the speed at
which technology changes, and the global nature of industrial capitalism,
the necessary levels of planning and regulating were far beyond the capaci-
ties of local governments.

Much to the chagrin of modus vivendi liberals, relying on the invisible
hand to work its magic in the economy is not a feasible strategy. Liberal
countries might be wedded to capitalism and a market economy, but that
does not prevent the interventionist state from closely regulating not only
its own economy but the international economy as well.”” These tasks in-
volve making and implementing policies that unavoidably affect individual
rights.

The second key force behind the triumph of progressive liberalism is
nationalism, which, like industrialization, became a dominating force in
international politics during the nineteenth century. I will discuss national-
ism at length in the next chapter, but suffice it to say here that all states have
powerful reasons (administrative, economic, and military) to foster in their
people a strong sense of nationhood, which requires extensive social engi-
neering. This task never ends, not only because newly born citizens have to

be socialized but also because some states allow large-scale immigration.
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Moreover, most states are multinational, which means they have to work
assiduously to forge a common identity among their different groups.

At the same time, nationalism creates powerful bonds between citizens
and the state, leading people to expect their government to reward their loy-
alty by providing for their welfare. This demand reinforces the nation-state’s
inclination toward intervention, which includes, in liberal democracies, the
promotion of rights. Democracy further bolsters this interventionism. Vot-
ers demand that politicians put forward policies that promote their welfare,
and politicians who make bold promises and deliver on them are likely to
get elected and reelected. This popular pressure causes most politicians to
favor, or at least not fervently oppose, policies that promote equal opportu-
nity and other positive rights.

The third major force behind progressive liberalism’s dominance is the
changing nature of warfare and the need to maintain a large peacetime
military establishment. Modern militaries invariably contain large num-
bers of individuals in uniform as well as numerous civilian employees, and
rely on a vast and constantly changing arsenal of sophisticated weaponry
that today, for several states, includes massively destructive nuclear weap-
ons. They depend as well on manufacturing, logistics, and services from
private businesses, creating what Dwight Fisenhower called the military-
industrial complex. The state has no choice but to manage this behemoth,
because the military is an integral part of the state.®® The need to fill the
ranks of the military with healthy and well-educated citizens gives the gov-
ernment a powerful incentive to provide for the welfare of its citizenry. And
it must then provide for the welfare of those citizens who end up wearing a
uniform.®

When these modern militaries fight major wars, especially “total wars”
like the two World Wars, the state ends up interfering in almost every as-
pect of daily life. The government has little alternative if it hopes to mobi-
lize the resources necessary to win. The result, however, is that the state
discovers its ability to do social engineering on a grand scale. As the soci-
ologist Morris Janowitz notes regarding World War II: “A society that could
mobilize for total war was defined as one that could mobilize for social
welfare. Thus it was the actual performance of the central government dur-

ing the war that was crucial in the thrust toward a welfare state. In essence,
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the political elites gained the knowledge and the confidence that they could
manage the welfare state.””°

Even when states become involved in protracted conflicts that do not in-
volve the clashing of mass armies, like the Cold War and the so-called
global war on terror, they still interfere profoundly in civil society. During
the Cold War, for example, blatant racism against African Americans in the
United States made it difficult for American policymakers to promote
the U.S. political system internationally as superior to communism. As the
legal historian Mary Dudziak notes, “At a time when the United States
hoped to reshape the postwar world in its own image, the international at-
tention given to racial segregation was troublesome and embarrassing.”
The need to rectify this problem played an important role in propelling the
civil rights movement, as Richard Nixon explicitly acknowledged when
he was vice president under Eisenhower.”! In other words, “civil rights
reform was in part a product of the Cold War,” because that change was
“consistent with and important to the more central mission of fighting world
communism.””?

When wars end, the returning soldiers often make demands on the state.
For example, veterans who come from groups that have been denied the
right to vote are likely to demand it. As the historian Alexander Keyssar
notes: “Nearly all of the major expansions of the franchise that have oc-
curred in American history took place either during or in the wake of wars.
The historical record indicates that this was not a coincidence: the demands
of both war itself and preparedness for war created powerful pressures to
enlarge the right to vote. Armies had to be recruited, often from the so-
called lower orders of society, and it was rhetorically as well as practically
difficult to compel men to bear arms while denying them the franchise;
similarly, conducting a war meant mobilizing popular support, which gave
political leverage to any social groups excluded from the polity.””3

Returning soldiers also make claims for pensions, health care, and edu-
cational benefits. After the American Civil War, for example, the Bureau of
Pensions, which handled military pensions, “became one of the largest and
most active agencies of the federal government.” As the sociologist Theda
Skocpol notes, “By the early twentieth century . .. many American voters
and citizens appear to have wanted to extend this policy precedent into
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more widely available old-age pensions.””* In 1930, the Bureau of Pensions
became part of the new Veterans Administration, which today has roughly
350,000 employees and a budget of over $150 billion. Following World War
11, countless American veterans went to college on the G.I. Bill, which also
benefited veterans of the wars in Korea, Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Iraq.”

In short, national security considerations force liberal states not only to
engage in large-scale social engineering but also to promote individual
rights. Both efforts foster progressive liberalism. In the modern world,
modus vivendi liberalism cannot survive contact with an enemy. Political
liberalism today is effectively synonymous with progressive liberalism,
and modus vivendi liberalism can only hope to shape progressivism, not
replace it.

Before turning to a critique of political liberalism, I want to briefly exam-
ine utilitarianism and liberal idealism, which are sometimes portrayed as

liberal theories but, at least under my definition, are not.

Utilitarianism

Jeremy Bentham is the intellectual father of utilitarianism, although he
is hardly the only luminary in that tradition, which includes James Mill, his
son John Stuart Mill, Henry Sidgwick, and many others. Advocates of this
ism maintain that the primary goal of politics is to find ways of promoting
the overall happiness of society. Happiness is the utility in this theory, and
the key goal for leaders is to promote policies that contribute to “the great-
est happiness of the greatest number.””®

Utilitarianism treats all citizens as equals in the sense that no individu-
al’s desires are favored over another’s. John Stuart Mill is something of an
exception, as he argues for privileging intellectual over physical pleasures.
Very importantly, the stark individualism central to political liberalism is
absent from utilitarianism. People are instead treated as social beings from
the start, and the “general well-being” of the collectivity is political leaders’
main concern.” Given that utilitarians reject the liberal emphasis on indi-
vidualism, it is not surprising they also reject the liberal conception of
natural rights. Bentham’s downright hostility toward inalienable rights led
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him to criticize both the American Declaration of Independence and the
French Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen.”®

None of this is to say rights do not matter for utilitarians, because they
do. But they are determined by the government; they are not natural rights.
Furthermore, the primary purpose of rights is to promote the general
welfare, not to give individuals maximum freedom to pursue their own
interests. In other words, rights are important for maximizing collective util-
ity, not because individual freedom is a good in itself. This means not only
that individual rights are doled out by the state but also that they can be cir-
cumscribed when they no longer serve the common good. This is a far cry
from how political liberals think about rights.

Leaders play an essential role in the utilitarian story, as they are princi-
pally responsible for assessing their constituents’ desires and then cutting
deals with groups and individuals to maximize the “aggregate stock of hap-
piness of the community.””” In effect, bargaining is at the core of utilitari-
anism, which means there will have to be trade-offs between the interests
of different actors as well as between rights. There is a clear sense in utili-
tarianism that virtually all interests are, as Deborah Boucoyannis puts it,
“negotiable, divisible, and exchangeable.”8

The utilitarian world is not one where individuals are fervently committed
to first principles or moral truths. Its people are mainly concerned with find-
ing happiness, while the government is concerned with determining what
pleases them so as to design policies to achieve that end. Some people may
have strong passions about life’s big questions, but not many can have them,
simply because passionate beliefs would make it difficult to make the trade-
offs necessary for maximizing everyone’s happiness. While reason has little
to do with determining what makes people happy, reason matters greatly for
figuring out the best way to maximize collective utility. Utilitarians therefore
place great emphasis on instrumental rationality. Bentham makes this dis-
tinction clear: “Itis by hopes and fears that the ends of action are determined,;
all that reason does is to find and determine the means.”®

Utilitarians are generally optimistic about the prospects of creating a
peaceful and prosperous society. Much of their optimism comes from the

belief that most people are intelligent and reasonable and thus capable of
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doing the right thing. James Mill succinctly summarizes this perspective:
“When various conclusions are, with their evidence, presented with equal
care and with equal skill, there is a moral certainty, though some few may
be misguided, that the greatest number will judge right, and the greatest
form of evidence, whatever it is, will produce the greatest impression.”®? In
other words, public opinion is a powerful force for good. Moreover, utilitar-
ians have a progressive view of history, which further reinforces their belief
that people will realize they have a harmony of interests. As John Stuart
Mill notes, utilitarianism is “grounded on the permanent interests of man
as a progressive being.”®

The state’s principal role in utilitarianism is to manage the bargaining
process. The government must be concerned with important matters like
determining how wealth and resources are distributed and which rights
should be privileged over others. This is not a laissez-faire state that de-
pends on the invisible hand to produce favorable outcomes: the hand here
is visible, interventionist, and actively engaged in social engineering. Utili-
tarians, however, do not place much emphasis on the state acting as a night
watchman, mainly because they do not believe there are profound differ-
ences about what constitutes the good life. Instead, the state’s main func-
tion is to ensure that everyone gets a fair shake and ends up maximizing
their pleasure.3

In sum, utilitarianism differs in essential ways from political liberalism

and thus falls outside this book’s purview.

Liberal Idealism

Liberal idealism is another ism that some classify as a liberal theory.
Its founding father is the British philosopher T. H. Green,?> whose many
followers in Britain included Bernard Bosanquet, L. T. Hobhouse, J. A. Hob-
son, and D. G. Ritchie. The two key liberal idealists who wrote about inter-
national politics were Gilbert Murray and Alfred Zimmern. The leading
liberal idealist in the United States in the early twentieth century was John
Dewey, who was deeply influenced by Green’s writings.®® This theoretical

approach has been carried on in the contemporary Anglo-Saxon world
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by scholars such as Gerald Gaus, Stephen Macedo, and Jack Crittenden,
who writes in Beyond Individualism (1992): “The view of liberalism that
I am offering here—liberalism beyond individualism—is . . . a continua-
tion of the ‘revisioning’ of liberalism undertaken by T. H. Green and his

disciples . . . and by John Dewey in America.”®

Why Liberal Idealists Are Liberals in Name Only

There is little doubt that liberal idealists are literally idealists, as the label
indicates, but they are not political liberals. There is no room in their the-
ory for liberalism’s unambiguous individualism and its accompanying be-
lief in inalienable rights. Liberal idealists emphasize that human beings
are first and foremost social animals. According to Green, men in “detach-
ment from social relations . . . would not be men at all.”® Or, as Dewey put
it, only by working “for the common good can individual human beings
realize their true individualities and become truly free.”®

Green’s and Dewey’s comments make it clear that although liberal ideal-
ists are committed to maintaining as much individual freedom as possible,
they see individuals above all else as social beings. This view is what attracted
them to Hegel, who was clearly an important influence on virtually all the
early thinkers in this tradition. Hegel, of course, has an organic view of soci-
ety, although he also cares much about individual rights. As is clear from
his famous tract The Philosophy of Right, he believes individual freedom
and social unity are not at odds with each other but can be joined together
to produce a vibrant body politic.”

A few liberal idealists—Hobhouse and Hobson being the most
prominent—agree with Hegel that it is possible to design an organic soci-
ety that allows its citizens to take maximum advantage of their individual
rights. But that merger of opposites is not possible. Liberalism and liberal
idealism look at the relationship between individuals and their society in
contradictory ways. Any country committed to promoting social unity has to
place significant limits on freedom or rights. It is not that rights have no place
in liberal idealism but that they must be circumscribed in important ways if
the society is to foster interdependence and cooperation among its citizens
rather than egoistic behavior designed to maximize individual utility.!
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Given the primacy of society in liberal idealist thinking, coupled with the
increasing influence of nationalist sentiment in Europe during the latter
half of the nineteenth century, it is not surprising that patriotism figures
prominently in the writings of many liberal idealists. They treated it as a
force for good, as a highly effective means of unifying a society. Bosanquet,
for example, claims that patriotism is “an immense natural force, a magi-
cal spell,” which grows from “family and kindred—the tie of blood,” while
Green extols what two contemporary British scholars call “cosmopolitan
nationalism.”®? For Green, “the love of mankind . . . needs to be particular-
ized in order to have any power over life and action.”®

E. H. Carr maintains that one reason for the liberal idealists’ blithe view
of nationalism was that there were not many nations at the time, so they
“were not yet visibly jostling one another.”** While Carr is probably correct,
nationalism was also widely admired because it was seen to embody popu-
lar sovereignty, which is closely tied to democracy.” It played a key role
before and after the turn of the century in toppling dynastic rulers all across
Europe. Dewey, who was deeply committed to “nationalizing education,”
captures this perspective when he writes: “The upbuilding of national
states has substituted a unity of feeling and aim, a freedom of intercourse,
over wide areas for earlier local isolations, suspicions, jealousies and ha-
treds. It has forced men out of narrow sectionalisms, into membership in
a larger social unit, and created loyalty to a state which subordinates petty
and selfish interests.”

Over time, and surely after World War I, liberal idealists grew more aware
of nationalism’s dark side. In 1916, Dewey contrasted the “good aspect of
nationalism” with its “evil side”; two years later, Zimmern used “True and
False Nationalism” as the title of a chapter of a book about promoting inter-
national peace.” Nonetheless, liberal idealists continued to view national-
ism, on balance, as a positive force. In the same book, for example, Zimmern
writes: “Nationalism rightly understood and cherished is a great uplifting
and life-giving force, a bulwark alike against chauvinism and against
materialism—against all the decivilising impersonal forces which harass
and degrade the minds and souls of modern men.”®® Given liberal ideal-

ism’s organic conception of society, it fits neatly with nationalism.
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One point of agreement between political liberals, especially modus vi-
vendi liberals, and liberal idealists concerns their fear of a too-powerful
state. Hegel revered the state, calling it “the actuality of concrete freedom.”®
The state also plays a central role in nationalism, as we will see in the next
chapter. Given liberal idealism’s close links with both Hegel and nationalism,
one would expect liberal idealists to favor a formidable state with abundant
capacity to intervene in civil society for the common good. In fact, they
embrace the notion of a strong state only reluctantly and tend to worry that
a state with too much power will bring serious trouble. This is one reason

liberal idealists do not fully embrace Hegel’s teachings.!

Why Liberal Idealists Are Idealists

The idealism embedded in the liberal idealists’ worldview is reflected in
their deep-seated belief that politics is about the pursuit of moral goodness.
What matters for them is the “moral progress of man,” not the utilitarian
goal of maximizing happiness.'® Green contemptuously described utili-
tarianism as “Hedonistic fatalism.”'%? He began his famous lectures on po-
litical obligation by saying: “My purpose is to consider the moral function
or object served by law, or by the system of rights and obligations which the
state enforces, and in so doing to discover the true ground or justification
for obedience to law.”1%

Other liberal idealists shared Green’s emphasis on morality, although
none could ever state what exactly the “moral ideal” looks like or what was
involved in the “perfecting of man.”* Probably the best answer is Hob-
house’s claim that “the ideal society is conceived as a whole which lives and
flourishes by the harmonious growth of its parts, each of which in develop-
ing on its own lines and in accordance with its own nature tends on the
whole to foster the development of others.”® Still, this is a rather vague
prescription for future political life. Thus, it is not surprising that Green
acknowledged his inability to nail down what human perfectibility would
look like: “But while . . . it is impossible for us to say what the perfecting of
man, of which the idea actuates the moral life, in its actual attainment might

be, we can discern certain conditions which, if it is to satisfy the idea, it
must fulfil].”10¢
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Liberal idealists also have a deep-rooted belief in reason as the key tool
for realizing moral goodness. Utilitarians also privilege reason, but there is
a subtle difference. Utilitarians tend to be elitists, in the sense that they
have great faith in the mental faculties of the governing elites who are prin-
cipally responsible for crafting the bargains at the heart of the utilitarian
enterprise. Liberal idealists appear to have more faith in the common people’s
ability to use their critical faculties in smart ways. As A. D. Lindsay writes
in his introduction to Green’s Principles of Political Obligation: “Green and
his fellow-idealists had . . . a profound belief in the worth and dignity of the
ordinary man.”'?” Liberal idealists are invariably champions of democracy,
while most utilitarians’ enthusiasm is more restrained.

Perhaps the most eloquent liberal idealist on how reason can help build
the ideal society is Dewey, who was especially bullish on ordinary people’s
capabilities. He believed that given the right educational opportunities, “the
average individual would rise to undreamed heights of social and political

intelligence.”%®

If those regular people were then brought together, “the cu-
mulative intelligence of a multitude of cooperating individuals” would take
society to even greater heights.!® He condemns violence as a tool of social
change and instead extols “intelligence as an alternative method of social
action.”® For Dewey, “organized intelligence” can solve “the crisis in de-
mocracy” by resurrecting “democratic ideals” in pursuit of “genuine democ-
racy.”M

Finally, the idealism of Green and his followers is reflected in their belief
in nationalism as ultimately a benign force. Even in the aftermath of World
War I, which was linked with nationalism in many people’s minds, the
dark side of that ism was largely shunted aside by liberal idealists. This
approach is reflected in the writings of Murray and Zimmern, who were
deeply committed to fostering international peace in the interwar period.!?
They hoped to construct an international society in which the great powers
would cooperate to improve each other’s lot. Nationalism was a major force
for good in their story, as reflected in Zimmern’s comment that “the road
to internationalism lies through nationalism; and no theory or ideal of in-
ternationalism can be helpful in our thinking or effective in practice unless
it is based on a right understanding of the place which national sentiment

occupies and must always occupy in the life of mankind.”"* More generally,
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for Zimmern and other liberal idealists, the power of reason kept passionate
disagreements at bay, allowing states in the international system, like indi-
viduals in a society, to realize a natural harmony of interests.

Thus, Murray and Zimmern saw no need for a commanding League of
Nations that would transcend anarchy and police the great powers through
military might and the force of law, any more than they saw the need for a
powerful state to keep individuals and groups from killing each other. In-
stead, as Jeanne Morefield puts it, they saw the League as “a natural exten-
sion of humanity’s tendency toward social cohesion.”™™ This view may be
fairly described as idealistic, if not utopian.

It should be clear that liberal idealism differs in fundamental ways from
political liberalism. Not only do liberal idealists view humans as essentially
social animals, they also do not believe in natural rights and assign national-
ism an important place in their story. They believe reason can help facilitate
moral progress, leading the way toward some kind of “ideal society.” These
beliefs conflict with the core notions that underpin political liberalism—an

ideology that merits an extended critique of its own.



4
Cracks in the Liberal Edifice

TWO OF POLITICAL LIBERALISM’S MOST salient features are also its two sig-
nificant flaws: the prominence it accords individualism, and the weight it
places on inalienable rights. Contemporary liberalism, as we saw, is largely
synonymous with progressive liberalism, although modus vivendi liberal-
ism still affects the contours of political life. My criticisms of political liber-
alism in this chapter apply equally to both variants, as there is little daylight
between them regarding the importance they ascribe to individualism and
rights. In this chapter I am concerned with assessing liberalism as a politi-
cal ideology. A liberal democracy’s foreign policy, and international rela-
tions more generally, are reserved for later chapters.

The first problem with liberalism is that it wrongly assumes that humans
are fundamentally solitary individuals, when in fact they are social beings at
their core. This commitment to far-reaching individualism leads political
liberals to downplay nationalism, which is an especially powerful politi-
cal ideology with profound influence inside every country in the world.
Liberalism’s fate is therefore bound up with nationalism. Although these
two isms differ in important ways, they can coexist inside a country’s bor-
ders. But when they are at odds, nationalism wins almost every time. In
short, nationalism places serious limits on liberalism’s influence, includ-
ing its emphasis on natural rights.

Liberalism’s second problem is that its story about individual rights is

not persuasive. The claim that rights are inalienable and that this is “self-
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evident,” that almost everyone should be able to recognize both the univer-
sality and importance of rights, is not compelling. The influence of rights
in people’s daily lives is nowhere near as profound as liberals seem to
think, which is not to say rights are of no concern at all. But their impact is
limited, even in places like the United States, where liberalism is deeply
wired into the culture.

These shortcomings are by no means fatal. Nor do they cripple this ism
in any meaningful way, as it still has a number of important virtues. What
these flaws show, however, is that liberalism’s ability to shape daily life
inside any country will encounter limits. And as I will argue in the next chap-
ter, those limits are even more pronounced in the international system. Here
I will stay within the nation-state, concluding with a discussion of the pos-
sibility that liberal countries might be intrinsically unworkable because the
factions within them have strong incentives to capture the state perma-
nently and prevent rival factions from taking the reins of power. While this
argument should not be taken lightly, mature liberal democracies have cer-
tain features that go a long way toward ameliorating this problem, but they

are not foolproof.

The Nationalism Problem

Liberalism’s most important shortcoming is its radical individualism. In
focusing almost exclusively on individuals and their rights, it pays little at-
tention to the fact that human beings are born into and operate in large
collectivities, which help shape their essence and command their loyalties.
Most people are at least partially tribal from the start to the finish of their
lives, a point that is largely absent from the liberal story.!

The nation is the highest-level social group of real significance for the
vast majority of people around the world. Nations are large collections of
people who have much in common and who also have a powerful allegiance
to the group. Individuals live as members of a nation, which fundamen-
tally shapes their identities and behavior. Nations, which privilege self-
determination and worry about their survival, want their own state.? At
the same time, states themselves have powerful reasons for wanting their

people to be organized into a nation, which leads them to play a critical role
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in fusing the nation and the state together. Thus it is no surprise that the
world is populated with nation-states, the embodiment of nationalism.

If liberalism and nationalism are both powerful forces in our world,
what is the relationship between them? Three points are in order. First,
nationalism is at play in every country, which is reflected in the fact that we
live in a world of nation-states. Liberalism, however, is not a powerful force
everywhere. True liberal democracies have never made up a majority of
states in the international system. Second, given nationalism’s pervasive-
ness, liberalism must always coexist with nationalism. It is impossible to
have a liberal state that is not a nation-state and thus nationalist to its core.
Liberalism, in other words, operates within the confines of nation-states.

Finally, liberalism invariably loses when it clashes with nationalism.
What Is Nationalism?

Nationalism is a theory that explains how people around the world are
organized socially and politically. It holds that the human population is di-
vided into many different nations composed of people with a strong sense
of group loyalty. With the possible exception of the family, allegiance to the
nation usually overrides all other forms of an individual’s identity. Further-
more, members of a nation are deeply committed to maximizing their
nation’s autonomy, which means they prefer to have their own state. As
Ernest Gellner famously put it, nationalism “holds that the political and
the national unit should be congruent.”® This is not to say that every na-
tional group can have its own state, but that is the ultimate goal, given their
yearning for self-determination. States, meanwhile, have powerful incen-
tives to govern people who are organized into nations, which leads political
leaders to work hard to foster nationalism. Nationalism is both a bottom-
up and a top-down phenomenon.

In popular discourse, nationalism is sometimes said to reflect “ancient
hatreds,” which implies it has plagued the planet for most of recorded his-
tory. This perception is false: nationalism is a recent phenomenon. It first
emerged in Europe, and by extension North America, in the second half of
the eighteenth century, although it was incubating in Europe before then.*
Liberalism actually came onto the European scene roughly a century before

nationalism. Moreover, although nationalism can lead to hatred among
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peoples, that is only one facet of a complicated phenomenon that has posi-
tive as well as negative attributes.

The best starting point for understanding nationalism is to describe the
basic characteristics of a nation and show how it differs from prior social
groups. I will then discuss the essential functions that nations perform for
their members, why nations want their own state, and why states want to
govern their own nation. These complementary incentives work to fuse the
nation and state together, which accounts in good part for why nationalism
is such a powerful force. I will also describe how the modern state differs
from the political forms that preceded it.

What Is a Nation?

Nations have six fundamental features that, taken together, distinguish
them from the other kinds of large groups that inhabited the planet before
nations came on the scene.®

A SENSE OF ONENESS

A nation is a large community of people with a powerful sense of one-
ness, even though each member knows only a small number of fellow na-
tionals. Benedict Anderson’s famous description of a nation as an “imagined
community” nicely captures this feature.® A nation is imagined in the sense
that no person knows more than a tiny fraction of the other members, and
yet almost all of them identify as part of a community. They have a strong
sense of loyalty to the community’s other members, which means they tend
to feel mutually responsible for each other, especially in dealing with the
outside world. That the bonds among fellow nationals are tight tends to make
the boundaries between different nations clear and firm.

In addition to this sense of solidarity, a nation’s members also tend to
treat each other as equals.® They view themselves as part of a common
enterprise, and although the group contains leaders and followers, the
people at the top and those at the bottom are ultimately all members of the
same community. Anderson captures this point when he notes that even
though there will always be different kinds of “inequality and exploitation
in any society, the nation is always conceived as a deep, horizontal com-
radeship.”®
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Before the coming of nations, the bonds among members of the large
social groups that populated Europe were not tight. Those earlier groups
tended to be quite fluid, which meant that identities were relatively mal-
leable. Consider the historian Patrick Geary’s discussion of social life in
Europe after the collapse of the Roman Empire: “The fourth and fifth cen-
turies saw fundamental changes in the European social and political fabric.
In the process, great confederations like those of the Goths disappeared, to
reemerge transformed into kingdoms in Italy and Gaul. Others like the Hun-
nic Empire or the Vandal kingdom seemed to spring from nowhere, only to
vanish utterly in a few generations. Still other, previously obscure peoples,
such as the Angles and the Franks, emerged to create enduring polities.”™
Such fluidity is unthinkable in the age of nationalism, in which nations
tend to be tightly integrated, permanent entities separated by clear bound-
aries.! It is hard to imagine any contemporary nation disappearing or even
undergoing the sort of rapid transformation in its identity that Geary de-
scribes.

Furthermore, there was no sense of equality within those earlier social
groups. While there is not strict equality in a nation, there was a marked
reduction in the gap between elites and their people. Pre-national Europe
was largely agricultural and comprised two main classes: the aristocracy
and the peasantry. The gulf separating them was huge, under the Roman
Empire, during the Middle Ages, and in the era of dynastic states that pre-
ceded the appearance of nation-states.!?

But by the late eighteenth century, the chasm had narrowed significantly,
in good part because elites and their publics came to communicate in the
same language and see themselves as part of a shared enterprise with a
common destiny. The historian of France David Bell captures this transfor-
mation when he writes that “neither Virgil nor Richelieu or Mazarin envi-
sioned taking entire populations—from elegant courtiers to impoverished
sharecroppers, from well-polished intellectuals to urban beggars—and forg-
ing them all, in their millions into a single nation, transforming everything
from language to manners to the most intimate ideas.”® This melding of
people in a society (which has its limits) inclines them to feel like equals.

None of this is to deny that individuals have other identities and loyalties

besides national allegiance. Everyone has multiple identities: they almost
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always belong to a variety of organizations and groups, and have multiple
interests, friendships, and commitments. Nevertheless, aside from family
ties, a person’s highest loyalty is almost always to his nation, and that com-
mitment usually overrides others when they conflict. Marxists, for example,
emphasize that individuals identify most strongly with their social class, be
it capitalists, the bourgeoisie, or the working class, and that this identifica-
tion surpasses national identity. This thinking, clearly reflected in the Com-
munist Manifesto, explains why some Marxists believed the working classes
of Europe would not take up arms against each other when their govern-
ments went to war in 1914." They discovered that while social class is often
a powerful form of identity, it is not in the same league as nationalism,
which tends to fuse classes together by providing them with a higher loyalty.
As the historian Michael Howard puts it, “The appeals for class unity across
international frontiers were scattered to the winds once the bugles began to
blow in 1914,” and the workers of the world fought with their fellow nation-
als against rival nation-states.’® In short, national identity is not the only
identity an individual possesses, but it is generally the most powerful.

Nor is it to deny that individuals in a nation sometimes act in selfish
ways and take advantage of other members. We all face situations where
there is much to be gained by acting like the proverbial utility maximizer.
And selfish behavior sometimes leads to bitter, even deadly, disputes be-
tween fellow nationals. Nevertheless, this kind of egoistic behavior takes
place within a nation, where individuals have obligations to the wider com-
munity and where there are powerful reasons to act in ways that benefit the
collective. When those two logics conflict, most people privilege loyalty to
their nation over loyalty to themselves.

A DISTINCT CULTURE
What separates nations from each other is culture. Each nation has a
distinct set of beliefs and practices that are shared by its members and
that distinguish it from other nations. The practices involve things like lan-
guage, rituals, codes, music, and symbols, while beliefs involve matters like
religion, basic political and social values, and a particular understanding of
history. The members of a nation tend to act and think in similar ways in

their daily lives, and this helps foster strong bonds among them.
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But it would be impracticable for all of the individuals who make up a
nation-state to share the same practices and beliefs. There is instead a sub-
stantial commonality, which varies from case to case. It makes sense to
distinguish between thick and thin cultures, which reflect the amount of
cultural diversity a nation has. Thick cultures have significant cultural ho-
mogeneity, while thin cultures are more diverse. Nation-states that are
largely composed of a single nation, such as Japan and Poland, have thick
cultures. Those that have a core nation and minority nations, such as Can-
ada, India, and Spain, have thin cultures.!® In other words, there is a thin
national identity at the level of the state, but the core and minority nations
also have their own identities.”” Most societies’ elites would like to mold a
thick national identity, but that is usually not practical in societies contain-
ing two or more nations. Nevertheless, research shows that members of
thick and thin cultures have roughly the same “degree of strong identity
and pride in membership in the state.”™®

It is impossible to generalize about which cultural features allow us to
distinguish one nation from another. Language might seem like a good
marker, but different nations often speak the same language. Just think of
all the countries in Central and South America that speak Spanish. The
same is true of religion. Catholicism, after all, is the dominant religion in
Austria, France, Italy, Portugal, and Spain, just to name a few examples, and
Islam dominates throughout the Arab world. Beliefs and practices that cut
across cultures show that different cultures’ defining features may overlap
substantially. Germany and Austria are a good example. Nevertheless, they
have differences as well, seemingly minor to outsiders but which the mem-
bers of each nation invariably rivet on. Sigmund Freud famously called this
phenomenon the “narcissism of minor differences.””

One might also think that culture is synonymous with ethnicity, which is
sometimes defined as a set of ancient, fixed characteristics of a group that
have been carried forward to the present. According to this primordialist
perspective, a nation’s roots are its bloodlines: its common descent from
relatives who lived long ago. But large social groups, and nations in partic-
ular, have evolved in ways that contradict that definition of ethnicity, which
is why I do not employ the term in this book.

Cultures are not fixed because individual identities are not hardwired
into people at birth. Instead, they are socially constructed and are more
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fluid than primordialists recognize. Elites often play a key role in shaping a
nation, as reflected in this comment by a prominent Italian leader in 1861,
when Italy was being unified: “We have made Italy. Now we have to make
Italians.”?® If I did use the word ethnicity, I would use it in Max Weber’s
sense, to mean “a subjective belief in . .. common descent,” or the belief
that a particular people share a common cultural tradition.?! Those defini-
tions are consistent with my story.

In essence, the real basis of nationhood is psychological, not biological,
which is why Walker Connor says “the essence of a nation is intangible.”??
A nation exists when a large number of people think of themselves as mem-
bers of the same unique social group with a distinct culture. In other words,
a nation is a large group that considers itself a nation?® and that has tangi-
ble beliefs and practices that matter greatly for its common identity. Once
nations are formed, they are exceptionally resistant to fundamental change,
partly because individuals are heavily socialized into a particular culture
from birth, and typically accustomed to and committed to its beliefs and
practices.

There is another important reason for the durability of national loyal-
ties: the movement from oral to written traditions. Until the nineteenth
century, most people learned about their social group’s history by word of
mouth. Few people could read, and for them there were few popular history
books. It was reasonably easy to change stories about the past to accommo-
date newcomers as well as shifting circumstances. But once a group’s
history is written in books, it is difficult to change the story to suit new
conditions. As the political scientist James Scott notes, “The key disad-
vantage of monuments and written texts is precisely their relative perma-
nence.”?* In a literate world, people’s identities inside large social groups
become more fixed, and boundaries become less fluid. The movement
from an oral to a literate culture not only created tighter bonds within Eu-
rope’s burgeoning nations but also made those communities more robust

and resistant to change.

A SENSE OF SUPERIORITY
Regardless of what other nations do, people take pride in their own nation
because it is a home to them. But they also think about how their nation

compares with other nations, especially those they interact with frequently.
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Chauvinism usually follows.?> Most people think their nation is superior to
others. It has special qualities that merit its being privileged over other na-
tions. The German nationalist Johann Fichte captures this perspective with
his comment that “the German alone . . . can be patriotic; he alone can for
the sake of his nation encompass the whole of mankind; contrasted with
him from now on, the patriotism of every other nation must be egoistic,
narrow and hostile to the rest of mankind.”?® Lord Palmerston, Britain’s
liberal foreign secretary in 1848, was no less chauvinistic: “Our duty—our
vocation—is not to enslave, but to set free: and I may say, without any vain-
glorious boast, or without great offence to anyone, that we stand at the
head of moral, social and political civilization. Our task is to lead the way
and direct the march of other nations.””

Unsurprisingly, this sense of specialness leads some nations to think
they have been singled out by God. This belief has a rich tradition in the
United States, going back to the Puritans, who believed, as many Ameri-
cans have over time, that there is a special covenant between God and
the United States, and that God has given it special attributes that make
its people smarter and nobler than other peoples. Of course, one does
not have to believe in God to believe in American exceptionalism. Wood-
row Wilson, for example, made no reference to God when he said: “The
manifest destiny of America is not to rule the world by physical force. . . .
The destiny of America and the leadership of America is that she shall
do the thinking of the world.”?® Nor did Secretary of State Madeleine
Albright appeal to God when she famously said in 1998: “If we have to
use force, it is because we are America. We are the indispensable nation.
We stand tall. We see further into the future.”?® Americans, as Reinhold
Niebuhr noted, generally believe they are “tutors of mankind in its pil-
grimage to perfection.”®® All of this is to say Americans are nationalists
to the core, even though this is not how most of them think of them-
selves.

Nations sometimes go beyond feeling superior to other nations and end
up loathing their competitors. I call this hypernationalism: the belief that
other nations are not just inferior but dangerous, and must be dealt with
harshly or even brutally. In such cases, contempt and hatred of “the other”
suffuses the nation and creates powerful incentives to eliminate that threat
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with violence.3! Yet nations do not always loathe each other; sometimes
they get along quite well.

A DEEP HISTORY

History matters greatly for all nations, although they tend to emphasize
creating myths rather than getting the facts right. Nations invent heroic
stories about themselves to denigrate the achievements of other nations
and buttress their claim that they are special. “Chauvinist mythmaking,” as
Stephen Van Evera notes, “is a hallmark of nationalism, practiced by nearly
all nationalist movements to some degree.”*? Those myths, he argues,
come in different varieties. Some are meant to glorify past behavior, while
others are invented to whitewash instances where the nation acted fool-
ishly or shamefully. Other myths malign rival nations by making them
look inferior or blaming them for the home nation’s past or present prob-
lems. But even when some myth proves impossible to sell, the usual re-
sponse is to defend the nation anyway, because “it is my nation, right or
wrong.”

Nations also employ myths to argue that they have ancient roots, which
explains in part why ethnicity is occasionally defined in terms of timeless
features. Most people want to believe their nation has a long and rich tradi-
tion, even though few do. History is altered or rewritten to remedy the prob-
lem. This phenomenon was commonplace in nineteenth-century Europe,
when nationalism was sweeping the region and history was becoming a
scholarly enterprise. Patrick Geary describes the result: “Modern history
was born in the nineteenth century, conceived and developed as an instru-
ment of European nationalism. As a tool of nationalist ideology, the history
of Europe’s nations was a great success, but it has turned our understand-
ing of the past into a toxic waste dump.”** Mythmaking and nationalism go
hand in hand, which is why Ernest Renan said, “Historical error is an es-

sential factor in the creation of a nation.”**

SACRED TERRITORY
Nations invariably identify with specific geographical spaces, which they
treat as sacred territory.>> People form a deep emotional attachment with
land they perceive as their rightful homeland. The principal aim is to estab-

lish sovereignty over that territory, which is inextricably bound up with the
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nation’s identity. And if any part of that imagined homeland is lost, the
nation’s members are almost always committed to recovering it. A good
example is China’s attitude toward Taiwan. It is widely and deeply believed
among mainland Chinese that Taiwan is a part of China and must eventu-
ally be reintegrated, even though the Taiwanese have developed their own
identity in recent decades and want Taiwan to be treated as a sovereign
nation-state. Successive governments in Beijing have emphasized that they
would go to war if Taiwan declared itself an independent country, even
though a war would likely do significant damage to China’s economy.*¢ All
nations, not just China, are obsessed with exercising authority over the ter-
ritory they believe is an integral part of their hallowed homeland.

The large social groups that came before nations also cared about control-
ling territory, but they rarely viewed it as sacred space. Territory mattered
largely for economic and military reasons. Prime real estate, which included
much of the land in Europe, contained valuable resources, including man-
power, that were essential for building a powerful economy and a formida-
ble military force. Some territory was also strategically important: it provided
defensible borders or access to an important waterway or ocean. This in-
strumental view meant that leaders could treat their territory as divisible
under the right circumstances. But a nation’s territory holds enormous in-

trinsic value as part of its cultural heritage, which means it is indivisible.””

SOVEREIGNTY

Finally, nations aim to maximize their control over their own political
fate, which is another way of saying they are deeply concerned about sover-
eignty, or how political authority is arranged inside a state as well as among
states. In domestic terms, sovereignty denotes where supreme political au-
thority lies within a state.?® The sovereign holds the ultimate authority to
formulate and execute domestic as well as foreign policy.*

There can be only one sovereign within a state, as sovereignty is indivis-
ible. In the dynastic states that populated Europe between roughly 1500
and 1800, sovereignty rested exclusively with the king or queen and was
said to be conferred on the crown by God. Thus it was commonplace dur-
ing that period to talk about the “divine right of kings.” But this perspective
on sovereignty is incompatible with nationalism. In a nation-state, supreme
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authority resides in the people or the nation. The people are not subjects
who owe allegiance to a monarch but citizens with the rights and responsi-
bilities that come with being members of a nation. As such, they are all
equals.

This notion of popular sovereignty is clearly reflected in the French
constitution of 1791, which states: “Sovereignty is one, indivisible, inalien-
able, and imprescriptible; it belongs to the Nation; no group can attribute
sovereignty to itself nor can an individual arrogate it to himself.”* That
challenge to monarchial authority would have confounded Louis XV, who
said, “The rights and interests of the nation, which some dare to regard as
a separate body from the monarch, are necessarily united with my rights
and interests, and they repose only in my hands.” (This is simply a more
prolix version of his predecessor’s famous outburst, “Letat, c'est moi!”) Be-
fore the coming of nationalism, writes the international relations scholar
Robert Jackson, “sovereign rulers were preoccupied with territory but were
largely indifferent to the peoples that occupied it, provided they accepted
their authority.” Kings and queens often felt they had more in common
with their fellow sovereigns than the populations under their control.

The notion of popular sovereignty must be qualified, though, because it
is virtually impossible for a nation to collectively make policy decisions, in
an emergency especially, but also in normal times. Speed and efficiency
demand that in an existential crisis, supreme authority rests with a single
person or at most a few people.* In more ordinary circumstances, decisions
can be made by either autocrats or democratically elected leaders. The key
feature in all of these circumstances, however, is that the decider or decid-
ers have a close bond with their people and believe they are acting on the
people’s behalf. As the political theorist Bernard Yack writes, “Even author-
itarian and totalitarian nationalists invoke popular sovereignty to justify
their demands for extreme forms of national assertion.”* The dynastic sov-
ereigns did not consider themselves servants of the populations they con-
trolled, but instead acted to serve either their own interests or what they
perceived to be the state’s interests.

Internationally, sovereignty means that the state wants the ability to make
its own decisions on both domestic and foreign policy, free from outside

interference. That viewpoint applies to both dynastic states and nation-states.
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Of course, various structural forces in the international system will limit a
sovereign state’s menu of options, but sovereignty demands that other
states not purposely intrude in its politics. States are deeply committed
to self-determination, and nations, which are inextricably bound up with
the state, care greatly about self-determination, both in dealing with other
nation-states and inside their own states.

This emphasis on self-determination, coupled with the sense of oneness
integral to nationalism, points us to the democratic impulse embedded in
this ism.* Robespierre captured the link between democracy and national-
ism when he wrote: “It is only under a democracy that the state is the fa-
therland of all the individuals who compose it and can count as many active
defenders of its cause as it has citizens.”* This is not to say nationalism is
the principal cause of democracy, because it is not, but it is an important
contributing factor. It is no accident that over the past two centuries, de-
mocracy has spread across large portions of the globe at the same time that
nationalism was gaining sway around the world. Note, however, that I am
talking about nationalism’s relationship with democracy, not with liberal-
ism. Liberalism and nationalism sometimes clash in fundamental ways.

In sum, nations have six core features that, taken together, distinguish
them from the kinds of large social groups that dominated the landscape
before nations came on the scene. These features are a powerful sense of
oneness, a distinct culture, a marked sense of specialness, a historical nar-
rative that emphasizes timelessness, a deep attachment to territory, and a

strong commitment to sovereignty or self-determination.
The Essential Functions of a Nation

Nations serve their members in two critically important ways: they fa-
cilitate survival and fulfill important psychological needs. In this they are
no different from their predecessors, although the actual mechanics vary
somewhat between them.

Nations are primarily survival vehicles. Their underlying culture allows
members to cooperate easily and effectively, which in turn maximizes their
chances of securing life’s basic necessities. Take language, for example.
The fact that a nation’s people mostly speak the same language makes it
easy for them to communicate and work together to achieve important
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goals.¥ The same is true of a nation’s customs and rituals, and its behav-
ioral norms. Cooperation also facilitates building reliable security forces that
can protect individual members if they are threatened by another member
or an outsider. A nation’s culture and sense of oneness help it create clear
boundaries with other nations, which also help identify and protect against
outsiders. Finally, nations care greatly about self-determination, in part
because it allows them to make the decisions they think are necessary to pro-
tect them from rival nations.

But nations are more than survival vehicles. For most people, they also
fulfill important emotional needs. We are all social animals and have little
choice but to belong to groups, but there are many social groups.”® What
makes a nation so special is that it provides an existential narrative. It gives
its members a strong sense that they are part of an exceptional and exclu-
sive community whose history is filled with important traditions as well as
remarkable individuals and events. Their culture, in other words, is spe-
cial. Members want to live together to carry on those traditions, “validate
the heritage that has been jointly received,”® and share a common destiny.

Furthermore, nations promise their members that they will be there for
future generations the way they were there in the past. In this sense, na-
tionalism is much like religion, which also does an excellent job of weaving
the past, present, and future into a seamless web that gives members a
sense they are part of a long and rich tradition.>® This veneration of the na-
tion acts as a formidable bonding force that enhances its cohesiveness and
boosts its prospects for survival.

Why Nations Want States

So far I have paid little attention to the political dimension of nationhood,
but as I explained in chapter 2, all large social groups, including nations,
need political institutions from the beginning to survive. For a nation, the
best possible situation is to have its own state.

What, then, is a state? Some scholars use the term to describe almost all
of the higher political institutions that have existed over time. For exam-
ple, Charles Tilly writes in his seminal book Coercion, Capital, and Euro-
pean States, AD 990-1992, “States have been the world’s largest and most

powerful organizations for more than five thousand years.”*! Such a broad
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definition, however, fails to capture important differences among the widely
varying political forms that have existed in Europe and other regions
throughout history. Instead, I restrict the term state to the particular politi-
cal entity that began to take shape in Europe during the early 1500s and
eventually spread across the globe. It differs significantly from its many pre-
decessors, which include (to name just a few) city-states, empires, tribes,
principalities, duchies, theocracies, and feudal monarchies. The state in my
story takes two forms: the dynastic state, which predominated from about
1500 to 1800, and the nation-state, which replaced it.

A state is a political institution that controls a large territory with well-
defined borders and has the ability to employ force to break or discipline
the individuals and groups living within those borders.>?> Within these bor-
ders, in other words, the state has “exclusive supreme command, enabling
it within this territory, to overrule the lower administrative echelons as well
as disregard private property.”>® Decision making is centralized in a state:
power is concentrated at the center. In practical terms, this means a state
has a permanent bureaucracy, a system of rules and laws, and the capacity
to levy taxes on the people living within its borders. Most importantly, the
central administration controls the lawful tools of violence. The state, of
course, looks outward as well as inward, and thus engages in diplomacy,
economic intercourse, security competition, and war with other states.

The concept of sovereignty was conceived just as dynastic states were
emerging in Europe, which is why they are sometimes referred to as
sovereign states. Sovereignty was vested in the crown in those dynastic
states, but with the coming of the nation-state, it became lodged in the
people. Although sovereignty is all about who has supreme political au-
thority, not actual political power, in the real world authority and power
are closely linked. Who possessed ultimate authority mattered greatly in
the emerging states, because those people could become remarkably
powerful, which meant they would have a huge influence on the people
who fell under their purview.

Before the dynastic state came on the scene, both political authority and
political power in Europe were much more decentralized. It was often dif-
ficult to tell where sovereignty resided. During the Middle Ages (roughly
500 to 1500 AD), writes the political sociologist William Sewell, “The social
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system was both corporate and hierarchical. . . . People belonged to a whole
range of constituted solidarity units, sharing communities of recognition
in a simultaneously negotiated fashion with overlapping collections of other
persons.”* The Catholic Church had some authority, but so did kings, the
local nobility, towns, cities, and even guilds. Political authority was, as Robert
Jackson puts it, “diverse, dislocated, and disjointed.” The difficulty of deter-
mining who had supreme authority was abetted by the fact that no political
entity in Europe was significantly more powerful than its competitors.

One might think that medieval kings had significant political power. But
the most powerful political actors were usually the resident nobles and the
bishops who ran the local churches. Central authorities were generally no
match for these local forces, which had much more influence on an indi-
vidual’s daily life than did monarchs. As the historians Joseph Strayer and
Dana Munro note, “Kings were neither especially dignified nor especially
important. In most regions of Europe they did not receive the primary al-
legiance of their peoples and could not determine the political destinies of
their countries. . . . The personal bond between a man and his lord was far
stronger than the vague idea of allegiance to the state.”®®

The situation began to change in the early 1500s with the emergence of
the dynastic state, which was committed to asserting political control over
all people within its borders. This meant weakening the authority of the
Catholic Church in Rome as well as that of local authorities. Nevertheless,
it took time for the dynastic state to centralize control within its borders,
because the technology of the day did not permit easy projection of power
by the crown. Road systems across Europe were primitive, communication
could travel no faster than a horse or a ship, and the capacity to make mul-
tiple copies of documents was just beginning to develop.”” Not until some
three hundred years after the first states began appearing in Europe did it
make sense to talk about concentrated power at their centers.

By the late 1700s, however, the state was much better positioned to con-
front the local authorities inside its borders. Not surprisingly, the newly
emerging nations paid this development much attention. Each wanted its
own nation-state.

Nations covet a state for two reasons, the first of which is self-determination.

Like any large social group, nations prefer to run their own affairs and
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determine their own fates as much as possible. The best way to achieve
those ends is for a nation to control the political institutions that shape its
daily life. In the modern world, that translates into having one’s own state.
Of course, not every nation can fulfill this ambition, and nations that can-
not are not necessarily doomed to disappear. As the political philosopher
Yael Tamir notes, “The right to self-determination can be realized in a vari-
ety of different ways: cultural autonomies, regional autonomies, federa-
tions, and confederations.” But she acknowledges that “unquestionably a
nation-state can ensure the widest possible degree of national autonomy and
the maximum range of possibilities for the enjoyment of national life.”*®
Nations push from the bottom up to establish states they can dominate
and run.

Nations also want their own states because this is the best way to maxi-
mize their survival prospects. Nations face a variety of threats to their exis-
tence, starting with the intrusive nature of the modern state. The dynastic
state did not interfere much in the daily lives of the people within its bor-
ders. It mainly collected taxes and looked for relatively small numbers of
young men who might serve in the army. Otherwise, people were pretty
much left alone under the purview of local cultural and political institu-
tions. But as the state became more deeply involved in its citizens’ lives,
that changed drastically. States had a powerful incentive to mold their
people into a single culture with a common language and a shared his-
tory.>

This impulse to homogenize the culture, which is synonymous with
nation-building, presents a grave danger for any minority group in a multi-
national state, simply because the majority is likely to ensure that the emerg-
ing common culture is defined by its own language and traditions. Minority
cultures are likely to be pushed aside and maybe even disappear. As Walker
Connor points out, states that engage in nation-building are invariably in
the business of nation-breaking as well.®* The best way for a nation to avoid
that fate is to have its own state. This logic explains why so many multina-
tional states have broken apart over the past two centuries.®!

Another reason members of minority nations worry about their survival
is that they might be killed in a civil war. A good example is the Hutu geno-

cide against the Tutsis in Rwanda in 1994. A murderous campaign against
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a minority group might happen for a number of reasons. It might be driven
by resentment over the minority’s disproportionate influence in the econ-
omy, or the minority might be seen as a fifth column, like the Armenians
in Turkey during World War 1.2 It is always safer to have your own state
than to be on the short end of the power balance in a fractious multinational
state.

Finally, national survival was a matter of great concern for subject peoples
during the age of imperialism, and fear of conquest played an important
role in spreading the modern state system beyond Europe.®* Between the
early sixteenth century and the early twentieth, the European great powers
created empires covering large portions of the globe. The indigenous people
who became subjects of those far-flung empires often saw their cultures
badly damaged by the imperial powers, which frequently restricted the
natives’ education, destroyed their economies, conscripted their young
men, confiscated their farmland, and even forced native peoples into virtual
(or actual) slavery. Local populations, spurred on by their elites, eventually
began to see themselves as nations and to think about self-determination.
In most cases, the only way to achieve that end was to break away from the
empire and establish an independent nation-state.

These persuasive reasons for a nation to want its own state have contrib-
uted greatly to the development of the nation-state. The converse is true
as well: dynastic states had compelling reasons to turn themselves into
nation-states, as states benefit greatly when their people are organized
into nations.

Why States Want Nations

Nationalism is essential for economic as well as military success, both of
which matter greatly for a state’s survival. Governing elites also foster na-
tionalism through their efforts to make their populations governable—
never an easy task.

In the industrial age, states that want to compete economically have no
choice but to create a common culture, as Ernest Gellner argues in his clas-
sic work Nations and Nationalism. Industry requires laborers who are liter-
ate and can communicate with each other. This means states need universal

education as well as a common language. Industrial societies, in other
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words, demand a high degree of cultural homogeneity; they require a na-
tion. The state plays the leading role in fostering that shared culture, espe-
cially through education, where it plays a central role in determining what
is taught in the classroom. “The monopoly of legitimate education,” Gell-
ner writes, “is now more important, more central than is the monopoly of
legitimate violence.”%*

There are also compelling national security reasons for states to promote
nationalism.® As Barry Posen notes, “Any argument that one can make for
the economic function of literacy and a shared culture is at least as plausi-
ble for a military function, particularly in mass warfare.”®® There is an
abundance of evidence showing that educated soldiers perform far better
in combat than illiterate ones. And compared with those with different lan-
guages and cultures, soldiers who speak the same language and share
many of the same practices and beliefs are more easily molded into an ef-
fective fighting force.”

There is another way in which nationalism is a huge force multiplier.
Because nationalism creates tight bonds between a people and their state,
leaders in wartime—especially in times of extreme emergency—can usually
get their citizens to steadfastly support the war effort and put on a uniform
and fight.*® Nation-states can raise large militaries and sustain them for
long periods of time. None of the great powers in World War I, for exam-
ple, ran out of soldiers. During each year of that unbelievably bloody con-
flict, the governments routinely replaced their many thousands of lost
soldiers with a new crop of eligible males. (In the end, the war killed about
nine million in uniform and seven million civilians.) This does not mean
armies never collapse after years of deadly fighting, as the Russian army did
in the fall of 1917 and the German army did a year later. The French army
mutinied in the spring of 1917. Nor is it to deny that public support for a
nation-state’s war may quickly evaporate.

Nationalism, however, does more than increase the size of a country’s
military forces. It also makes soldiers, sailors, and airmen more reliable
and committed to fighting for their country. In the age of the dynastic state,
desertion was a major problem for military commanders both before and
during battles. Rulers built their armies with mercenaries and “the crimi-
nal, the vagabond, and the destitute” from their own societies, and these
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soldiers felt little loyalty to the country for which they were fighting.*® By
far a greater motivation was to avoid getting killed. Desertion is much less
of a problem when soldiers are drawn from a nationalistic population: they
are primed to defend their country by putting themselves in harm’s way.
Napoleon captured this shift when he proclaimed, “All men who value life
more than the glory of the nation and the esteem of their comrades should
not be members of the French army.””

Nationalism can have a profound effect on the outcome of a war when
one side uses it to build a powerful military while its opponents do not.
After French nationalism in the wake of the 1789 Revolution helped Napo-
leon create the mightiest army in Europe, Carl von Clausewitz, who fought
against it as an officer in the Prussian military, described its prowess: “This
juggernaut of war, based on the strength of the entire people, began its
pulverizing course through Europe. It moved with such confidence and
certainty that whenever it was opposed by armies of the traditional type
there could never be a moment’s doubt as to the result.””! Other countries
could hope to survive only if they built an army like the French army, and
the only way to do that was to cultivate a nation-state.”

Finally, there is a two-pronged logic behind governing a state that works
to promote nationalism. First, leaders of all kinds desire popular alle-
giance. They want their people to be as united as possible and feel loyal to
the state, which is not easy to achieve given that no society can ever reach
a thoroughgoing consensus about what constitutes the good life. By fos-
tering a common culture and tight bonds between the people and their
state, nationalism can be the glue that holds otherwise disputatious people
together.

Consider Britain and France in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
when states were just emerging as a political form and both countries were
riven with conflicts between Catholics and Protestants. In his book Faith in
Nation, Anthony Marx explains how the ruling monarchs in London and
Paris diligently worked to end those conflicts and construct a common cul-
ture in their respective countries. Their aim, he notes, was not simply to
generate greater cohesion in the populace but also to build loyalty between
the people and their rulers.”? They were largely successful in both cases,

although they did not go so far as to create nations, which came later.
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Nevertheless, their efforts explain why Britain and France were among the
earliest dynastic states to evolve into nation-states.

States also have powerful incentives to shape their societies in ways that
make day-to-day governance easier. Political leaders and bureaucrats alike
abhor complexity, because it makes it difficult for them to make sense of
the world around them and manage it to their state’s advantage. They espe-
cially dislike trying to run a country where a variety of local cultures have
their own boundaries, educational systems, measures, property systems,
rules, and languages. To remedy this problem, governing elites engage in
social engineering aimed at making it easier to gain knowledge about their
country, which, in turn, makes it easier to administer. The key to success is
to eliminate heterogeneity, which, according to James Scott, involves com-
plementary processes: simplification and legibility. “A thoroughly legible
society,” Scott writes, “eliminates local monopolies of information and cre-
ates a kind of national transparency through the uniformity of codes, iden-
tities, statistics, regulations, and measures.” But the “most powerful” of all
“state simplifications” is “the imposition of a single, official language.””*
Making a society more homogeneous means transcending local cultures
and building a unified nation, even if that is not the intent.

In sum, just as nations have powerful reasons to want their own states,
states invariably try to mold their populations into nations. The comple-
mentary logics at the root of nationalism work to meld nations and states
together into nation-states and have made them the dominant political
form in the world. This is one of the realities that liberalism must deal
with.

Living with the Dominator

The best starting point for understanding the relationship between liber-
alism and nationalism is to list their main differences. There are five key
ones. First, liberalism focuses on the individual and pays little attention
to social groups. Nationalism does the opposite: it rivets on the social
group, which of course is the nation. The individual, while not irrelevant,
is subordinate to the nation, which provides him with a powerful sense of
participation in an enterprise with a timeless and grand tradition.
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Second, natural rights and toleration are central components of liberal
theory. Nationalism pays them little attention, although a nation-state can
certainly have its own set of rights and preach toleration.

Third, liberalism has a particularist strand, which stems from its as-
sumption that there are no final truths about the good life, and a universal
strand, derived from its emphasis on inalienable rights. A certain tension
exists between these strands. Nationalism does not have a universalist
strand; despite its universal appeal, it is particularist all the way down.

Fourth, although the state is of central importance for both theories, its
relationship to the wider public is different in each. With liberalism, the
state’s main functions are to act as a night watchman, arbitrate disputes,
and do significant social engineering for the purposes of promoting indi-
vidual rights and managing the various problems that attend daily life in a
modern society. Modus vivendi liberals are opposed to social engineering,
especially for the purpose of fostering positive rights, but that is a battle they
have lost. Liberalism cultivates hardly any emotional attachment to the state
among its citizens, even despite their enormous dependence on it. This
functional view of the state explains why it is hard to motivate people to
fight and die for a purely liberal state. The nationalist state also maintains
order and does substantial social engineering, but it inspires powerful al-
legiance. People are willing to fight and die for it.

Fifth, liberalism and nationalism view territory differently. Nationalists
tend to think of the land they live on, or aspire to live on, as sacred. It is their
fatherland or motherland, and so worth making great sacrifices to defend.
Where the land’s borders are located matters greatly. Liberalism has no
room for hallowed territory; it pays little attention to where countries draw
their borders, which squares with the emphasis liberals place on universal
rights. In the liberal story, land is most important as private property that

individuals have an inalienable right to own and sell as they see fit.
The Potential for Coexistence

Despite these differences, there is abundant evidence that these two isms
can coexist inside a country. It is important to emphasize, however, that
liberalism always operates within the context of a nation-state. Liberalism

without nationalism is impossible. We live in a world of nation-states—a
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world of omnipresent nationalism. Liberalism, of course, is not omnipres-
ent. The international system contained few liberal democracies until after
World War I1.7> Although their numbers have grown substantially since
then, they have never accounted for even half the countries in the world.
Freedom House, for example, reports that they represented 34 percent of
the total in 1986 and 45 percent in 2017, but that the trend line is moving
downward.”® The key point, however, is that all of them are not simply
liberal democracies but liberal nation-states. A purely liberal state is not
feasible. Liberalism requires “the non-liberal underbelly of national com-
munity.””

Stephen Holmes captures this point when he writes: “Liberals have
succeeded in realizing some of their ideals . . . only because they have com-
promised with the realities of national sovereignty erected on a preliberal
basis. Liberal rights are meaningful only within the confines of pre-existing,
territorially-bounded states, and only where there exists a rights-enforcing
power.””® To quote another political theorist, Will Kymlicka: “The freedom
which liberals demand for individuals is not primarily the freedom to go
beyond one’s language and history, but rather the freedom to move around
within one’s societal culture, to distance oneself from particular cultural
roles, to choose which features of the culture are most worth developing,
and which are without value.””

We can get a good sense of how liberalism relates to nationalism from
the literature on American national identity. It was once commonplace for
scholars to argue that the United States is a deeply liberal country while
paying little attention to American nationalism. This perspective is re-
flected in Louis Hartz’s classic 1955 book The Liberal Tradition in America.
He maintains that the United States was born a liberal country and never
had a feudal tradition, unlike its European counterparts. Lacking a signifi-
cant political right or left, it has instead veered toward an illiberal liberal-
ism. But Hartz says little about American nationalism. In this he follows in
the footsteps of Alexis de Tocqueville and Gunnar Myrdal, who also wrote
important books on American identity that largely ignore nationalism.®

This was a “misleading orthodoxy,” as Rogers Smith points out in his
important book Civic Ideals.®" American identity does not revolve only
around liberalism, as Hartz seemed to think, but is inextricably bound up

with nationalism. Political elites in the United States, Smith argues, “re-
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quire a population to lead that imagines itself to be a ‘people,”” which is
another way of saying a nation.®? He emphasizes that conceptions of peo-
plehood, which are particularist at their core, are at odds with liberalism’s
emphasis on “universal equal human rights.”®* Moreover, Smith notes that
it is impossible to have a purely liberal state.3

Among modern scholars, it appears that Smith’s view of the importance
of “peoplehood” has won the day. For example, the importance of national-
ism in American political life is clearly reflected in Anatol Lieven’'s American
Nationalism and Samuel Huntington’s last book, Who Are We? Huntington’s
great concern was that America’s national identity is withering away and
that eventually it will be left with only its liberal creed, which by itself can-
not sustain the United States for long.®®

Finally, as David Armitage reminds us, the American Declaration of
Independence did not just emphasize the universality of individual rights.
It also paid much attention to the idea of “one people” establishing sover-
eignty, which, of course, is what the colonists were doing at the time. He
calls the Declaration “the birth certificate of the American nation.” (I would
modify this slightly and call it the birth certificate of the American nation-
state.) Between these “two distinct elements,” Armitage maintains, the
founders and their successors paid more attention to “the assertion of popu-
lar sovereignty to create a new state” than to “ideas of individual rights.” He
argues that the Declaration’s substantial universal appeal is based more on
the sovereignty dimension than the rights one.8¢

On a related matter, some scholars make a distinction between civic na-
tionalism and cultural or ethnic nationalism. For them, the word civic is a
euphemism for liberal, which essentially means they are talking about fash-
ioning a nation based almost exclusively on liberal values. In other words,
they are asserting that one may have a nation without a culture based on a
widely accepted package of distinct practices and beliefs. Liberalism alone
can do the job. Scholars who make this argument usually hold up the United
States and the countries of Western Europe as successful examples of this
phenomenon.?” The notion of civic nationalism captures Hartz's descrip-
tion of the United States.

Civic nationalism is not a useful concept. While liberal values can be a
component of a nation’s culture, they cannot be the sole basis of national

identity. Civic nationalism is not a meaningful notion in good part because
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social groups like nations invariably have a variety of deeply rooted prac-
tices and beliefs that matter greatly in their members’ daily lives. It is virtu-
ally impossible for a nation to function effectively without a multifaceted
culture.®® This is why most scholars who write about American culture
today emphasize nationalism as well as liberalism. The American nation,
like all nations, has a rich culture, which includes a variety of practices and
beliefs. This makes Americans not simply liberals but liberal nationalists.
When someone self-identifies as an American, she is effectively saying she
is an American nationalist.

Why Nationalism Dominates

It should be clear by now that nationalism is a more powerful force than
liberalism. Nationalism is pervasive, while liberalism is not. Liberalism
always has to operate in the context of a nationalist state. Still, it would be
wrong to think that liberalism matters for little. Even though it almost
always loses in a direct conflict with nationalism, liberalism is a powerful
ideology.

The two isms are not always at loggerheads. There should be little con-
flict between them in a society that largely comprises one nation and has a
thick culture. In such cases, which include the United States, nationalism
should not get in the way of creating a vibrant civil society with consider-
able room for individual rights and freedom from state interference. The
same logic should apply in multinational states where the core nation and
the minority nations respect each other’s rights and are tolerant of each
other’s differences. Present-day Canada and India, with their thin national
cultures, fit in this category.

Liberalism and nationalism conflict when there is deep hostility between
the different groups in a multinational country. In those circumstances, it
is almost impossible for liberalism to take hold in the face of national ani-
mosities. When relations between groups are filled with anger and hatred,
tolerance and equal rights are extremely difficult to promote. Usually in
such instances, the most powerful national group discriminates against
the weaker group in an illiberal way. Israel’s behavior toward the Palestin-
ians is a good example, and with the rise of Hindu extremism, India is in
danger of becoming an illiberal democracy.®
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These circumstances favor nationalism for two reasons. First, liberals
oversell the importance of individual rights, which is at the heart of their
theory. Most people care about rights, but it is not a burning issue for them,
and its influence in daily political life is much more limited than liberals
recognize. It is especially limited when the rights conflict with the passions
aroused by nationalist animosities. Second and more importantly, nation-
alism is more in sync with human nature than liberalism, which mistak-
enly treats individuals as utility maximizers who worry only about their
own welfare, rather than as intensely social beings.®® Nationalism, which is
predicated on the correct belief that individuals invariably have a strong
sense of loyalty toward their own group, is better at addressing several crit-
ically important human needs.”! This is why it is a ubiquitous force in the
modern world and liberalism is not.*

It is because liberalism fails to provide individuals with a sense of com-
munity that it cannot provide the glue to hold a society together. It does not
make them feel they are part of a large and vibrant group that is special
and worthy of esteem, which is important to people psychologically as well
as for keeping a society intact. This problem derives partly from liberal-
ism’s particularist strand—that it rivets on atomistic individuals who have
rights but few duties and obligations—and partly from its universalist
strand: its emphasis on inalienable rights, which apply to all people, not just
the members of a particular group.

In fact, liberalism does not simply fail to provide the bonds to keep a so-
ciety intact; it also has the potential to eat away at those bonds and ulti-
mately damage the society’s foundations. The taproot of the problem is
liberalism’s radical individualism and its emphasis on utility maximiza-
tion. It places virtually no emphasis on the importance of fostering a sense
of community and caring about fellow citizens. Instead, everyone is en-
couraged to pursue his own self-interest, based on the assumption that
the sum of all individuals’ selfish behavior will be the common good. This
self-regarding behavior is somewhat countered by contemporary liberal-
ism’s emphasis on ensuring equal opportunity for everyone, although
not all liberals support that goal. In brief, liberalism not only contributes
little to building societies but also has features that undermine social co-

hesion.
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Nationalism, in contrast, is all about community and members’ respon-
sibilities to the collectivity. Unlike liberalism, it works toward creating a
sense of belonging. It satisfies individuals’ emotional need to be part of a
large group with a rich tradition and a bright future. Moreover, nationalism
is well suited to holding a society together, except in multinational states
where the constituent nations are hostile to each other.

Liberalism also does a poor job of tying the individual to the state. In the
liberal story, the state is the product of a social contract among individuals,
and its main task is to protect them from each other and allow each to pur-
sue her own notion of the good life. Although the state works to promote
equal opportunity for its citizens, some liberals contest that mission, and
the liberal state, by definition, has limited capacity to interfere in its citi-
zens’ lives. Individuals in the liberal story are not expected to have a deep
emotional attachment to their state, and it is hard to imagine them putting
their lives on the line for it.”* Nationalism, on the other hand, creates strong
bonds between individuals and their state. Many people are strongly in-
clined to fight and die, if necessary, for their nation-state.

Finally, the vast majority of people in the modern world care greatly about
territory. Their identity is bound up in land they consider sacred. This per-
spective, of course, is central to nationalism and accounts for much of its
appeal. Liberalism ignores the link between identity and territory. Uday
Mehta maintains that “political theorists in the Anglo-American liberal tra-
dition have, for the most part, not only ignored the links between political
identity and territory, but have also conceptualized the former in terms that
at least implicitly deny any significance to the latter and the links between
the two.”%* Land is important to liberalism as private property, but that is a
different matter.

All of this is to say that liberalism can have an important role in shaping

daily life, but it almost always plays second fiddle to nationalism.

Overselling Individual Rights

The liberal case for rights rests on two claims. First, the overwhelming
majority of people around the world recognize what those rights are and

think they are universal and inalienable, meaning they apply equally to
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everyone in the world and cannot be given or taken away. Second, people
across the board believe individual rights are truly important and should
be privileged in the political arena. There are good reasons to doubt both
of these suppositions. Rights are not insignificant, one can certainly argue
that they should be universal and inalienable, and even if that is visibly not
true everywhere, they are still of great importance in particular countries,
where they form part of a well-established tradition. The 1689 English Bill
of Rights, for example, which arose mainly out of the politics of the Glo-
rious Revolution, gained legitimacy by invoking “ancient rights and lib-
erties.”®

Privileging the concept of inalienable rights creates theoretical as well as
evidentiary problems. When you look carefully at the underlying logic,
there are three reasons to be skeptical that any widely agreed-upon body of
rights can exist; and when you look closely at the historical record, it pro-

vides considerable evidence to back up that skepticism.
False Universalism

For starters, liberalism assumes there is no possibility of a worldwide
consensus on what constitutes the good life. Particular societies may reach
substantial agreement on first principles, but they will never achieve uni-
versal agreement, save for the belief that everyone has a basic right to
survival. At the same time, however, liberals maintain that there is some
objectively correct set of individual rights, and that it is possible to discern
what those rights are, how they relate to each other, and that they are
inalienable.

How can this be, since individual rights are all about first principles?
They are profoundly important for defining how people think about and
act toward their fellow humans. Thus it is hard to believe, given the limits
of our critical faculties, that there can be anything close to universal agree-
ment on whether rights are inalienable, what they should be, and which
ones should take precedence. There is a fundamental disagreement be-
tween modus vivendi and progressive liberals over whether individuals
have a right to equal opportunity, and over positive rights more generally.
Well-informed, well-meaning citizens disagree profoundly over whether

there is a right to abortion or to affirmative action. These are matters that
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deal with the good life, and they show that we should not expect reason to
provide collective truths.

To take this a step further, placing rights at the core of any political sys-
tem is tantamount to saying that the best political order is a liberal one. It
is difficult to imagine how it is possible to privilege rights in the absence of
a liberal or at least quasi-liberal state. Political liberals are sometimes surpris-
ingly intolerant toward illiberal groups or states, thinking that the only legiti-
mate political order is a liberal one. This belief has long been widespread in
the United States, as Louis Hartz makes clear in The Liberal Tradition
in America. It is also on display in John Rawls’s The Law of Peoples, where
he makes it clear that the best world is one populated solely with liberal
democracies.”® John Locke also emphasized that liberal societies cannot
tolerate groups that do not play by liberal rules.

Thus when liberals talk about inalienable rights, they are effectively de-
fining the good life. They make no meaningful distinction between these
two subjects. Butif'it is an axiom of liberalism (backed up by observation)
that you cannot get universal agreement on first principles, then it fol-
lows that you cannot get a planetary consensus on individual rights.

I noted in the previous chapter that there is a paradox in political liberal-
ism, which stems from the fact that its core holds a particularist as well as
a universalist strand. The particularism, of course, comes from the liberal
belief that there is no truth regarding the good life, while the universalism
is tied to the concept of inalienable rights. These two dimensions, I empha-
sized, are in tension with each other. But under my analysis here, that para-
dox disappears, because liberalism properly understood is particularist
all the way down. There can be no universal agreement about individual
rights, just as there is no universal agreement about the good life, because
there is no meaningful difference between those two realms.

Trumping Rights

There is a second theoretical problem with liberal thinking about rights:
other considerations sometimes push them into the background. People
will usually privilege political stability, which involves their personal secu-
rity and welfare, over rights when the two come into conflict. For example,

if rights, and liberal democracy generally, lead to disorder, which might



CRACKS IN THE LIBERAL EDIFICE m

mean privation or death, individual rights are unlikely to matter much in
practice, even among a public that in principle genuinely favors them.

This logic is likely to apply in multinational states where there are deep-
seated animosities among the rival groups. In such instances, many people
will prefer an authoritarian leader who can keep the other factions at bay.
There will also be cases, however, where a country is in turmoil for some
reason and adopting a liberal democratic system would only make the
problem worse. Finally, individual rights sometimes take a backseat to con-
cerns about an external threat. Countries facing existential threats over
long periods tend to become garrison states—also known as national secu-
rity states—that often trample on individual rights.”

The final theoretical problem regarding rights concerns nationalism. Ac-
cording to the liberal story, rights apply equally to everyone, everywhere.
But this flies in the face of nationalism, in which the concept of sovereignty
means that each state is free to determine for itself which rights matter and
how much they matter. Nation-states are likely to be jealous defenders of
their self-determination, and it is hard to imagine them reaching a univer-
sal consensus on the correct package of rights.

Furthermore, nationalism is all about privileging one’s own group over
others. In an international system composed almost wholly of nation-states,
most people will favor their fellow nationals over outsiders. In practice,
countries are unlikely to accord the “other” the same rights given to their
own people, and where nationalism turns ugly, they will have little difficulty
trampling on the rights of foreigners they dislike or hate. In brief, national-
ism, which is particularist to the core, presents a serious threat to the notion
of inalienable rights.

One can make the case that it is dangerous to think in terms of universal
rights in a world of nation-states. Doing so risks giving people the im-
pression that there is some higher authority—maybe some international
institution—empowered to protect their rights. In fact, there is no such en-
tity; states protect an individual’s rights, not some superior authority. Hannah
Arendt saw the problem: “The Rights of Man . . . had been defined as ‘in-
alienable’ because they were supposed to be independent of all govern-
ments; but it turned out that the moment human beings lacked their own

government and had to fall back upon their minimum rights, no authority was
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left to protect them and no institution was willing to guarantee them.”? She
maintained that stateless people and unwanted minorities residing inside
nation-states live in grave danger, because there is no enforcement mecha-
nism to defend their rights, including the right to life, if they come under
attack. “The abstract nakedness of being nothing but human,” she argued,
“was their greatest danger.””

Arendt’s solution was to eschew talk of universal rights and instead em-
phasize “nationally guaranteed rights.” In this she aligned herself with Ed-
mund Burke, who “opposed the French Revolution’s Declaration of the
Rights of Man” and instead made the case that rights “spring ‘from within
the nation.”” For Arendst, as for Burke, “It was much wiser to rely on an
‘entailed inheritance’ of rights which one transmits to one’s children like
life itself, and to claim one’s rights to be the ‘rights of an Englishman’
rather than the inalienable rights of man.”’®® Her opposition to this uni-
versalist strand of liberalism was driven in good part by concerns about

survival.

Natural Rights and History

If reason tells us that everyone possesses a set of inalienable rights, as
liberals claim, then it seems reasonable to expect that at least some impor-
tant premodern thinkers would have understood this basic fact of life. That
is not the case. Aristotle and Plato, as well as Machiavelli, apparently had
no concept of natural rights. Hobbes and Locke did not begin developing
the foundations of liberalism until the seventeenth century. Others, such
as Benjamin Constant, Kant, and Montesquieu, followed in their footsteps,
but many other political philosophers paid little attention to the liberal
story about individual rights, and some, such as Burke and Bentham, explic-
itly challenged it. Thus it is not even possible to make the less sweeping
claim that once the leading thinkers recognized the importance of natural
rights, a solid consensus emerged. There has never been universal agree-
ment that rights are inalienable or that they are fundamental to political
life 101

Furthermore, liberals themselves disagree about which rights matter
most and how to weigh them when they come into conflict. The problem is

especially complicated when promoting equality is thrown into the mix.1%2
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John Rawls maintains that “applying liberal principles has a certain sim-
plicity,” but this is only sometimes true.'”® Think about hate speech. Liber-
als who are absolutists regarding free speech believe it should be tolerated
even if they find it abhorrent. Other liberals, however, want to ban it because
it can seriously hurt those who are targeted, who have the right to be pro-
tected from verbal abuse just as they have a right to be protected from phys-
ical abuse.!® There is no indisputable way to determine how to rank these
different rights. As John Gray notes, “All regimes embody particular settle-
ments among rival liberties.”1%°

Hobbes’s and Locke’s thinking about individual rights was significantly
shaped by contingency and history. The hate-filled conflict between Catho-
lics and Protestants that raged in their day, coupled with the deep socioeco-
nomic changes taking place in Britain, deeply influenced the foundational
ideas of liberalism. In short, political ideologies are not created by reason
alone. They tend to develop at critical points in history, and liberalism is no
exception.

Even the staunchest advocates of individual rights are usually willing to
limit, even disregard, rights in a supreme emergency. When an individu-
al’s or a country’s survival is at stake, rights cannot be allowed to get in the
way of doing whatever is necessary to endure. John Stuart Mill, for exam-
ple, maintains that “the sole end for which mankind are warranted, individu-
ally or collectively, in interfering with the liberty of action of any of their
number, is self-protection.”’% Michael Walzer, who argues that countries
should fight wars under a strict moral code of conduct, follows in Mill's
footsteps. At the end of his famous tract on just war theory, he writes that
all the rules go out the window “when we are face-to-face not merely with
defeat but with a defeat likely to bring disaster to a political community.”'%’
John Rawls too maintains that “political liberalism allows the supreme
emergency exemption.”!%®

Countries or regions that have experienced great upheaval usually show
a yearning for political stability that trumps any desire to create a liberal
democracy. For example, a recent survey of Arab youth in the Middle East
found that 53 percent of the respondents believe that “promoting stabil-
ity in the region is more important than promoting democracy.” Only

28 percent disagreed.!” Consider too the case of President Paul Kagame,
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an authoritarian leader who seriously limits free speech in Rwanda, which
experienced genocide in 1994. His main aim is to limit hostilities between
the Hutus, who perpetrated the genocide, and the Tutsis, who were its prin-
cipal victims. Kagame has enjoyed great success, and not surprisingly he
has been elected to three terms as president despite his illiberal policies.!'?

Russia’s strong preference for order over rights and democracy today is
hardly surprising given what happened there in the 1990s, when its at-
tempt to embrace Western-style democracy failed miserably, creating cor-
ruption and disorder on a grand scale. Since the early 2000s, Russia has
become steadily more authoritarian, largely restoring order in the process.
A March 2014 poll conducted by the All-Russian Public Opinion Center
showed that “seventy-one percent of Russians say they are ready to sacrifice
civil freedoms to maintain stability, order and personal well-being.”1!!

Finally, if individual rights are recognized and highly regarded by almost
everyone, it should be reasonably easy to spread liberalism to other coun-
tries. But it is not. People are easily persuaded to respect their own rights,
but convincing them that others’ rights are equally important is a difficult
task. Tt is much easier to advance a bare-bones version of democracy that
demands nothing more than free and fair elections in which the winners
take office. It took a long time for liberalism to take root throughout the
West, which is where it got started and has had the greatest impact.!2 Of
course, this is why the United States and its European allies are committed
to spreading its values beyond the West.!?

Even within the West, however, the commitment to individual rights is
softer than most people realize. In the United States, leaders have violated
individual rights when they thought the country was facing an extreme
emergency. Probably the best-known example of this phenomenon is Abra-
ham Lincoln’s actions during the Civil War (1861-65), when, among other
things, he suspended habeas corpus, censored the mail, instituted military
tribunals, and arrested individuals “who were represented to him as being
or about to engage in disloyal and treasonable practices.”'™ Moreover, as
Clinton Rossiter makes clear in Constitutional Dictatorship, the Civil War is
not the only time America’s political leaders seriously limited rights in cir-
cumstances they felt were highly dangerous. One might expect there was a

huge outcry, or at least significant protests, from the American people
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when their rights were curtailed. But they did not protest, mainly because
the public’s support for individual rights in the United States is sometimes
surprisingly soft.

The best evidence of the American people’s flexible commitment to lib-
eralism is that they tolerated slavery until the Civil War, and then tolerated
blatant racism in both the North and the South until the mid-1960s. Rac-
ism today is less socially acceptable but has hardly vanished. There was
widespread discrimination against immigrants throughout the nineteenth
century and well into the twentieth. This too rests a few inches underground
today. Aristide Zolberg describes U.S. policy toward Chinese immigrants
in the latter half of the nineteenth century as the “only successful instance
of ‘ethnic cleansing’ in the history of American immigration.”"> The Euro-
peans who began moving to the United States in large numbers in the
1830s also faced marked discrimination well into the twentieth century.1®
Probably no group had it worse than the Irish, who were despised by the
ruling WASP elites. And there is no greater instance of discrimination
against a European ethnic group than what happened to German Ameri-
cans during World War 1.1V Although America was a thoroughly liberal
country in principle from its inception, for most of its history it has hardly
been a paragon of liberal virtue in practice.

Fortunately, this illiberal behavior toward African Americans and immi-
grants has mostly disappeared from public view, and the United States now
strives to be a liberal country in practice as well as in theory. But the Ameri-
can public’s support for individual rights is not especially deep. While the
discourse about rights is pervasive in contemporary America, that has been
the case only since the 1950s. Before then, Americans did not pay much
attention to individual rights.1®

The present interest in rights notwithstanding, according to the political
scientist Gerald Rosenberg, many Americans understand little about the
real meaning of inalienable rights, including that they are supposed to ap-
ply universally."® Rosenberg shows that most equate rights with their own
preferences. They tend to make rights claims that support their own inter-
ests but pay little attention to claims that do not. Thus it is unsurprising
that Americans are willing to curtail important rights when it suits them.

Rosenberg concludes, after examining a variety of public opinion surveys,
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that “Americans view the right to a free press as meaning only the ability to
publish what people prefer to read. If the American public does not like the
content, then the press should not be able to publish it.” Regarding free
speech, he finds that “Americans are both deeply committed to free speech
in the abstract and strongly opposed to free speech for unpopular groups.”
Both cases, he emphasizes, provide “a good deal of empirical support for
the notion of rights as preferences.”’?° It seems clear that many Americans
are not deeply committed to the principle of universal rights. If that is true,
it is hard to imagine that a passionate commitment to inalienable rights ex-
ists elsewhere, since no country has as rich a liberal tradition as the United
States.

The bottom line is that the universal strand of liberalism is nowhere
near as powerful as liberals believe. Liberal claims about the importance of
individual rights are much less compelling than liberals seem to believe,
and might even be dead wrong. This circumscribed view of rights has di-
rect implications for toleration and the state, the other two mechanisms
that foster peace and prosperity in a liberal society. The more that citizens
respect individual rights, the easier it is to promote tolerance and peaceful
conflict resolution, and thus reduce the work the state has to perform to
keep order. But if respect for rights is thin, it will be more difficult to pro-
mote tolerance, and the state’s role in maintaining peace at home will loom

larger.

The Authoritarian Temptation

There is a potentially devastating argument against liberalism that needs
to be addressed. James Madison identified it long ago, in Federalist No. 10.1%!
I do not think this argument ultimately reveals a fatal flaw in the theory, but
it surely explains why it is often difficult to establish and maintain a liberal
political order.

The taproot of the problem is that because there are always some sharp
differences over first principles in every country, there will always be fac-
tions competing for power. As we saw, it matters greatly who governs the
state because the faction in charge gets to write the rules, and in any soci-

ety, whoever writes the rules gets to determine in part what constitutes the
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good life. There is no such thing as a neutral state that merely acts as an
umpire among rival factions. One faction, or some combination of fac-
tions, has to run the government, and in the process it will shape society in
important ways.

Thus each faction in a liberal democracy has a strong incentive to take
over the state and not relinquish power to a rival faction. In the Middle East,
this phenomenon is commonly referred to as “one man, one vote, one
time.”1?? Two motivating logics are at play here. Obviously, the faction that
seized control would get to write the rules and not have to worry about los-
ing a future election to a rival faction that might rewrite the rules. Addi-
tionally, each faction has good reason to think that every other faction
understands this logic, and thus any faction that trusts another faction risks
being played for a sucker. It is better to move first and capture the state for
the long term before another faction beats you to the punch. This kind of
behavior, which might seem unavoidable, would destroy a liberal democ-
racy, even if the rival factions have no animus toward liberalism per se.

Still, liberal democracy is not doomed to fail because of this incentive
structure. A well-ordered liberal state has specific features that help insu-
late it from collapse, although it may remain an uneasy standoff between
factions. Five key considerations work together to attenuate the problem.

The first feature is balance-of-power behavior among various factions. If
no single faction is especially powerful, it makes little sense for any faction
to try to capture the state, because that move would almost certainly lead to
a civil war. And if one faction is especially powerful, it can afford to play by
the rules, get elected, and run the state over the long term in ways that it
sees fit. It has no need to take control permanently. The one potentially
dangerous situation is where there is an especially powerful faction that
thinks it will lose its power over time. This creates incentives to undermine
liberal democracy before the decline happens. The logic of this situation
resembles that of preventive war. But even in this case, the rival factions
will surely balance against the powerful, albeit declining, faction.

The second consideration is the presence of crosscutting cleavages, which
are common in liberal states. Most people have multiple interests that con-
tribute to their political views. At the same time, there is a diverse array of

issues that can motivate a faction, which means that not every faction in a
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society is concerned with the same issue.!?* These two facts, when put to-
gether, mean that different individuals will sometimes find themselves in
competing factions on one issue but on the same side on another. This
outcome complicates the problem for any faction that might try to capture
the state and put an end to liberal democracy.

The third factor is organic solidarity, to borrow Durkheim’s term.!?* The
divisions of labor within a liberal society create extensive economic inter-
dependence. People are intertwined at the economic level in profound
ways. They depend on their fellow citizens in order to make a living and
prosper, and most importantly, to survive. A civil war, which might ensue if
one faction tried to conquer the state, would undermine that solidarity and
gravely harm the entire society.

The fourth consideration is nationalism. Liberal democracies are ulti-
mately nation-states with deeply rooted cultures. Their citizens share cer-
tain practices and beliefs, and this works to ameliorate differences among
them. One of those key beliefs, at least for most people, is sure to be a deep-
seated faith in the virtues of liberal democracy in general and their own
liberal democratic state in particular. Being liberal, in other words, is part
of one’s national identity. Citizens will still have fundamental differences
over first principles, which means there will always be factions. Still, the
fact of liberal democracy as an element of national identity can serve as a
kind of glue, even if the theory cannot provide this glue.

The fifth feature is the deep state.!” A liberal democracy, like any mod-
ern state, is highly bureaucratized, meaning it contains a good number of
large institutions populated by career civil servants. Some of those bureau-
cracies are principally concerned with protecting the nation and the state
against threats from within and without, which invariably means they have
significant power to safeguard the existing political order. These institutions
tend to operate autonomously, largely insulated from politics, which means
that they usually do not identify with any particular faction. British civil
servants, for example, devotedly serve both Conservative and Labor govern-
ments. Sometimes, however, a faction can capture a bureaucratic state,
as the Nazis did in Germany during the 1930s.

Finally, at least three of these attenuating factors generally get stronger

with time, which suggests that mature liberal democracies should be more
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resilient than fledgling ones. The more time passes, the more interdepen-
dent a society’s members become; the more they will be exposed to nation-
building; and the stronger the deep state will become. In sum, the presence
of competing internal factions does not mean that liberal states are doomed
to fall apart.

On the international stage, however, things may be quite different.



5
Liberalism Goes Abroad

THE PREVIOUS TWO CHAPTERS FOCUSED ON describing and analyzing politi-
cal liberalism as it applies to politics at home. It is time to shift gears and
address the question at the heart of this book: what happens when a power-
ful state adopts a liberal foreign policy? In other words, what happens when
a country that is deeply committed to individual rights and doing social en-
gineering to promote those rights employs that template in the wider world?

That formidable state will end up embracing liberal hegemony, a highly
interventionist foreign policy that involves fighting wars and doing signifi-
cant social engineering in countries throughout the world. Its main aim will
be to spread liberal democracy, toppling authoritarian regimes in the pro-
cess, with the ultimate goal of creating a world populated solely by liberal
democracies. In effect, a state pursuing liberal hegemony aims to remake
the international system in its own image. It will also work to foster an open
world economy and build international institutions to deal with both eco-
nomic and security issues.

When a liberal country finds itself in a position to pursue this ambitious
policy, it will almost always do so, in large part because the perceived ben-
efits are so great. Not only does this policy hold out the promise of protect-
ing the rights of people all around the world, it is also said to make the world
more peaceful and protect liberalism at home from its enemies. Moreover,
liberal hegemony provides the foreign policy elite with many attractive
career opportunities, since trying to dominate the globe is a labor-intensive
enterprise. Finally, that elite is likely to think it has the know-how to inter-

120
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fere effectively in the politics of other countries. This combination of per-
ceived Dbenefits and faith in the ability to realize them invariably leads
powerful liberal states to pursue liberal hegemony.

The prominence that liberalism accords to the notion of inalienable or
universal rights means that a foreign policy based on liberal principles re-
quires careful monitoring of other countries’ human rights performance.
When the rights of foreigners are threatened, a powerful state pursuing
liberal hegemony will likely feel compelled to intervene to protect the rights
of those individuals. That state is apt to conclude that the best way to ame-
liorate, even eliminate, the threat to individual rights is to make sure that
as many people as possible live in a liberal democracy, where respect for
individual rights is of great importance. This logic leads straight to an ac-
tive policy of regime change aimed at toppling autocracies and replacing
them with liberal democracies.

Liberals believe there is another important reason to promote the spread
of liberal democracy: it facilitates peace. Liberalism, goes the argument,
helps foster a deep commitment to individual rights that transcends state
borders, and this in turn fosters tolerance among peoples living in differ-
ent countries and also inspires them to settle their conflicts peacefully. States
come to see themselves as part of an international community based on
transnational respect for rights, and that powerful sense of community
limits the pernicious effects of nationalism and helps states transcend
balance-of-power politics. All of this makes for a more pacific world in
which problems like nuclear proliferation and terrorism are effectively
taken off the table. Some liberals argue that liberalism also helps further
peace by enhancing economic prosperity, which of course is an end in
itself!

The final incentive for liberal democracies to move toward a world popu-
lated by like-minded states is that this would effectively eliminate their
principal ideological competitors, who might at some point threaten their
survival. To use Woodrow Wilson’s famous words, it would “make the world
safe for democracy.” While there is no question that spreading democracy
around the world is an exceptionally ambitious undertaking, liberals be-
lieve it is doable. In their story, people are hardwired to prize individual
rights, and most liberals are confident about their ability to do social engi-

neering at home as well as abroad.
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I take issue with this story on two counts. First, liberal great powers are
seldom in a position to pursue liberal hegemony. They normally have little
choice but to act according to realist principles, because they are usually in
competition with one or more other great powers. This argument is consis-
tent with basic liberal logic, which effectively says that in the absence of a
world state, states bent on survival have little choice but to compete for
power. Liberalism has to have a night watchman if it is to work: it demands
a hierarchic political system such as exists inside the state itself. But the
international system is anarchic, not hierarchic. As long as liberal states
operate in either bipolarity or multipolarity, they have no choice but to act
toward each other according to realist logic.

Second, circumstances sometimes arise where the balance of power is so
favorable to a liberal state that it is free to pursue liberal hegemony. This
situation is most likely to occur in unipolarity, which is defined as the pres-
ence of only one great power in the system, thus rendering great-power
security competition impossible. The United States found itself in this posi-
tion when the Cold War ended and the Soviet Union collapsed, and unsur-
prisingly, it embraced liberal hegemony.? As the American case shows, this
policy invariably goes badly awry, and the aspiring liberal hegemon usually
ends up paying a big price for having pursued it.

Turning a country into a liberal democracy is extremely difficult, not only
because foreign cultures have deep roots and are hard to manipulate, but
also because many people around the world do not privilege individual
rights. Moreover, nationalism, which is all about self-determination, leads
countries to resist foreign interference in their domestic affairs. Finally,
even if one country is pursuing liberal hegemony, others are likely to act
according to balance-of-power logic, which means the liberalizer will meet
stiff resistance from them. In short, liberalism as foreign policy is a source
of trouble.

When it comes to politics among states, liberalism is no match for na-
tionalism and realism. Those two isms together have played the leading role
in shaping the modern international system, and their influence is likely to
continue. Of course, the appearance of a world state, which would turn the
state system hierarchic, would make liberalism a much more potent force

in international politics. But there is hardly any chance that will happen.
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Anarchy is here to stay, and as long as it does, liberalism cannot provide a

sound basis for a state’s foreign policy.

The Case for Liberal Hegemony

The critical actor in political liberalism’s optimistic story about foreign
policy is the individual, not the state. Liberalism’s stark individualism is what
makes it a universal ideology, which profoundly affects how liberals think
about international relations. In particular, liberalism’s core assumption
that every individual, regardless of where she lives, is born with the same
set of rights invariably leads liberals to see the world in universalist terms.

A liberal state, of course, does significant domestic social engineering to
protect and promote the rights of its citizens. But because those rights are
universal, that same state feels a genuine sense of responsibility to inter-
vene, perhaps even militarily, on behalf of people in other countries if it
sees their rights violated. Michael Doyle goes so far as to argue that “non-
liberal governments are in a state of aggression with their own people,” an
idea that appears to call for intervention in the politics of every country that
is not a liberal democracy and would lead to a remarkably ambitious foreign
policy.?

The importance liberalism accords individual rights inexorably leads to
the belief that the best way to guard those rights is for every country to be a
liberal democracy. No political system compares to liberalism when it comes
to promoting and protecting individual rights, and it is hard even to envi-
sion how rights could be privileged in a political order that is not at least
somewhat liberal. We should therefore expect a liberal state to pursue a
foreign policy that emphasizes advancing liberal democracy. That task will
obviously involve regime change, sometimes by military force, as well as
heavy-duty social engineering to transform the target state. When you con-
sider that the ultimate aim is to spread liberalism all around the world, it
becomes clear that a liberal foreign policy is extremely ambitious and highly
interventionist.

Liberal states, of course, are also nation-states, which means that na-
tionalism helps shape their approach to dealing with the world in impor-

tant ways. One particular aspect of nationalism—a deep-seated sense of
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superiority over other nations—helps reinforce a liberal state’s belief that it
can affect fundamental change all over the world. This combination of na-
tionalist chauvinism and liberal idealism is plainly reflected in the frequent
claims of American policymakers who see the United States as having
special qualities that enable it to instruct and transform other less fortu-
nate countries.

Causing Peace

Liberals want to spread liberal democracy not just to protect the rights of
individuals but also because they believe it is an excellent strategy for caus-
ing peace. The reason is simple: liberal democracies do not fight wars with
each other. In the liberal story, states are much like the individuals who live
inside them: they sometimes have irreconcilable differences. Given that any
two states may at some point have a deep-seated disagreement over an is-
sue both care intensely about, how is it possible to construct a peaceful
world? There is no higher authority to maintain order in the international
system, as there is inside a liberal state. How can liberalism be a pacifier in a
world without a night watchman?

The answer is found in the all-important concept of individual rights.
Not only is everyone bestowed with those rights, but there is also (at least
in liberal societies) a deep-rooted and widespread respect for the rights of
others. This respect, which is inextricably bound up with tolerance, tran-
scends national borders. Liberal states understand that not just their own
people but foreigners as well have inalienable rights, which must be re-
spected at all times.*

This transnational respect for individual rights fosters a powerful sense
of community among liberal states, where trust among them is common-
place. It is striking how often the word community appears in liberal dis-
course. In addition to the familiar term international community, one often
hears reference to the transatlantic community, the European Community,
and security communities more generally. When Woodrow Wilson spoke
about power, a word liberals usually avoid, he would sometimes use the
phrase “community of power.” Liberals also use cognate phrases like inter-

national society, family of nations, common humanity, and collective security.
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Liberal societies develop a powerful norm of peaceful conflict resolution.
Disputes between them—even bitter ones—are not settled by threats of
force or war but by arbitration and compromise. Clausewitz’s famous dic-
tum that war is an extension of politics by other means does not apply in a
liberal world, because liberal states do not consider war a legitimate way of
settling their disagreements. Yet war remains an acceptable instrument
for protecting human rights abroad and for spreading liberal democracy
around the world. Doyle points out that liberal democracies are inclined to
wage wars against non-democracies with “imprudent vehemence.”® For
liberals, as R. H. Tawney notes, “war is either a crime or a crusade. There is
no half-way house.””

Realist logic is thus severely attenuated in a world of liberal states.
Because they have no intention of attacking each other, they no longer have
to worry about their survival and so need not compete with each other for
power. As John Ikenberry notes, “There is an optimist assumption lurking
in liberal internationalism that states can overcome constraints and cooper-
ate to solve security dilemmas, pursue collective action, and create an open,
stable system.”®

Liberalism also dominates nationalism, which has a different take on
individual rights, not to mention a dark side that sometimes pushes states
to hate and fight each other. A committed nationalist would see someone
in another nation as not entitled to the same rights as his fellow nationals.
Liberals naturally reject this particularist perspective and instead empha-
size that rights apply equally to people everywhere. They talk about human
rights, not national rights, and the former trump the latter. This effectively
neutralizes hypernationalism.

John Rawls, for example, focuses explicitly on “peoples” in his major
treatise on international relations, showing that he understands the world
is divided into different nations. (Peoples is a euphemism for nations in his
story.) Yet when liberal peoples deal with each other, the nasty side of na-
tionalism is almost completely absent. “Just peoples,” he writes, “are fully
prepared to grant the very same proper respect and recognition to other
peoples as equals.” The individuals who make up these just peoples are

driven by “common sympathies” that overwhelm any nation’s sense of
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superiority over another.’® This liberal take on nationalism is captured in
Bertrand Russell’s reflection about his own thinking on the relationship
between those two isms: “I grew up as an ardent believer in optimistic lib-
eralism. I both hoped and expected to see throughout the world a gradual
spread of parliamentary democracy, personal liberty, and freedom for the
countries that were at that time subject to European Powers, including Brit-
ain. I hoped that everybody would in time see the wisdom of Cobden’s ar-
guments for Free Trade, and that nationalism might gradually fade into a
universal humanism.”!

The final dimension of the argument that liberalism undermines nation-
alism and realism concerns the important concept of sovereignty. There is
no question the state plays a prominent role in political liberalism, even in
the writings of someone like Rawls, who focuses largely on peoples or na-
tions. Yet the state does not have a hard shell around it. Modern liberalism
appears to have a more relaxed attitude toward sovereignty than either na-
tionalism or realism. In the liberal story, state borders are soft and perme-
able, because rights transcend those boundaries, meaning not only that
people living in different countries have deep ties and common interests but
also that liberal states have the right and responsibility to intervene in other
countries’ affairs if they violate their citizens’ rights. Norms about individual
rights overshadow the norm of sovereignty in a world of liberal states.?

A vibrant international community of liberal states, which by definition
will be tolerant toward each other and deeply committed to settling their
disputes peacefully, will defang nationalism and largely eliminate security
competition and war. States will have little need for nuclear weapons. De-
terrence will be an irrelevant concept. Terrorism should be much less of a
problem, given that liberal democracies naturally enjoy significant legiti-
macy among their peoples. And those like-minded states should have little
difficulty coordinating their efforts to deal with any terrorist threats that do
arise. Thus the more liberal states there are, the better, and the ideal world

would be populated only with liberal states.?®
Protecting Liberalism at Home

A third reason liberals are attracted to regime change has to do with self-

preservation. As I noted in chapter 3, liberalism has a core vulnerability in
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that there are always, in any liberal society, some people who reject liberal-
ism and would overturn the political order if they could. A liberal state will
always have internal enemies, although the severity of the threat varies.
That problem is exacerbated when there are non-liberal countries that can
join forces with those domestic anti-liberals and increase the threat to the
liberal order. The problem is especially acute when there is a close ideo-
logical link between internal and external enemies. This threat gives liberal
states a powerful incentive to eliminate the external enemy by transform-
ing it into a liberal democracy. Of course, the problem would go away if all
states were liberal.

The international relations scholar John Owen maintains that this link
between internal and external enemies motivates not just liberal democra-
cies but all states to pursue “forcible regime promotion” in countries gov-
erned by rival ideologies. “Precisely because the threat is transnational,” he
writes, “the government can degrade it by attacking it abroad as well as at
home. By suppressing an enemy ideology abroad, it can remove a source of
moral and perhaps material support for enemy ideologues at home.”*
Both sides understand this logic, which gives each an added incentive to
knock off the other side’s regime as quickly as possible.

The bottom line is that liberal states have three reasons for adopting a
policy of regime change: protecting the rights of foreigners, facilitating
peace, and safeguarding liberalism at home. But such an ambitious strategy
is often out of reach. To pursue it, a state must be especially powerful and
have the wherewithal to topple foreign regimes, sometimes with military
force, at a reasonably low cost. It must also have the expertise and patience
to manage the difficult task of building a stable liberal democracy to re-
place the ousted regime. Modern liberalism, however, is deeply committed
to social engineering, not only for the purpose of fostering and protecting
individual rights, but also because the complexities of contemporary life
force states to be deeply involved in managing their societies. Many liberals
think of regime change as a feasible policy that will reap huge benefits.”

Although a state that pursues liberal hegemony will be mainly concerned
with protecting individual rights and spreading liberal democracy around
the world, it will also pursue two other noteworthy missions: building inter-

national institutions and advancing economic intercourse among states.
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These goals follow from the twin claims that international institutions and
economic interdependence promote peace. In chapter 7, I will examine
these theories at length, along with the claim that liberal democracies do
not fight against each other, with an emphasis on determining whether any
of them puts forward a compelling case. Here I will focus on explaining
how constructing institutions and facilitating an open international econ-
omy can be considered key elements of a liberal foreign policy.

In fact, both tasks complement that policy. International institutions are
essentially rules defining the rights and obligations that should guide
state behavior. States are expected to obey these rules even when they be-
lieve that doing so is not in their interest. In addition to placing a high pre-
mium on the rule of law and safeguarding rights, institutions are designed
to peacefully settle disputes between countries. All of these endeavors are
part of the liberal canon.

It is hardly surprising that a liberal foreign policy favors market-based
economies and calls for furthering international trade and investment. The
right to own and exchange property is one of the cardinal tenets of politi-
cal liberalism, and economic globalization provides abundant opportunity
for individuals to pursue their self-interest. Moreover, liberals are deter-
mined to use economics to limit the damage caused by political disagree-
ments. An open international economy, they believe, not only generates
prosperity—which is a good in itself that inclines people toward peace and
liberalism—but also makes states economically dependent on each other.
These trading and investment relationships are a strong disincentive to
fighting: Why would you go to war against a state on which your prosperity
depends?

I should say a few words about a mission to which I give scant attention
but which is occasionally identified with liberal foreign policy. Some liber-
als and others argue that states should promote global justice by adopting
redistributive policies that reduce the sharp economic inequalities among
states. They should, as one advocate puts it, “seek to influence the global
distribution of resources and wealth” to advantage poorer countries.!® This
goal complements the liberal commitment to promoting equal opportunity
among individuals inside liberal states. No liberal state has ever shown

serious interest in helping other states gain economic advantages at its
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expense just to fight global injustice, and there is little reason to think

any ever will.”
Elites, the Public, and Liberal Hegemony

Finally, it is important to note that liberal hegemony is largely an elite-
driven policy. The foreign policy establishments in liberal states are generally
more internationalist than their publics, which tend to be more nationalist.
In particular, the foreign policy elites tend to be much more committed to
defending individual rights abroad than the average citizen. This is not to
say these publics do not have liberal instincts or to suggest that the elites
are not nationalists. But there is little doubt that foreign policy elites are
more interested in pursuing liberal goals abroad than are their broader
publics.

There are a variety of reasons for this phenomenon. For starters, liberal
elites tend to be better educated than the average citizen. They typically
spend years attending colleges and universities, which have become remark-
ably international in recent decades. Most campuses today contain large
numbers of foreign students as well as faculty born and raised in other
countries, and native-born students are also given the opportunity to study
abroad. The top colleges and universities have become thoroughly liberal
places where nationalist sentiments are seldom on display.

Furthermore, elites in modern societies often spend a good deal of time
hobnobbing with fellow elites from other countries. Academics, profession-
als, business leaders, journalists, policymakers, and think tankers all travel
abroad, meet their foreign counterparts, and often form close friendships
with them. Thus, the foreign policy elites in today’s world tend to be decid-
edly cosmopolitan. This is not to say they all match Samuel Huntington’s
caricature of the men and women at the World Economic Forum in Davos,
Switzerland, “who have little need for national loyalty” and see “national
boundaries as obstacles that are thankfully vanishing.”®® But some are not
far off.

Additionally, foreign policy is le domaine réservé of the state, generally car-
ried out without much public involvement. Of course, groups of citizens
can take strong positions on particular issues, organize protests, or press

their representatives to vote a certain way on foreign policy—related matters.
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But overall, the public’s direct involvement in day-to-day foreign policy is
limited. Elites run it, and they have a material interest in pursuing activist
policies like liberal hegemony. Trying to run the world generates numerous
high-level positions both inside and outside the government, whereas a
more restrictive foreign policy would generate less work. As Stephen Walt
puts it, liberal hegemony “is a full-employment strategy for the foreign pol-
icy establishment.”?

Taken together, these two benefits—liberal hegemony’s promise to pro-
tect individual rights around the world, prevent war, and thwart illiberal
elements on the home front, as well as its promise of interesting, conse-
quential, and well-paying job opportunities—help explain why liberal elites
are so deeply committed to an expansive foreign policy, even after it runs
into serious trouble.

Given that the foreign policy elite are so invested in pursuing liberal he-
gemony, it is hardly surprising that they have constructed a comprehensive
narrative outlining its purported benefits, which they disseminate through
think tank reports, public speeches, op-eds, and other forms of mass out-
reach. They fervently believe in this ambitious mission, which they envi-
sion as a noble one; and they do an excellent job of selling it to the public
at large and to the young men and women who aspire to join the foreign
policy establishment. As Walt notes, they are especially effective in market-
ing their message at the public policy schools that prepare future leaders
for public service.

In sum, a liberal foreign policy is mainly concerned with maximizing
the number of liberal democracies in the world. It is also concerned with
the ancillary tasks of building international institutions and promoting an
open international economy. But what are the prospects that a state will
adopt such a policy? And if it does, can it be successful?

Liberalism Prescribes Realism

No great power can pursue liberal hegemony when there is at least one
other great power in the system, which there typically is. As long as the
system is either bipolar or multipolar, a powerful state must act according

to realist principles. It cannot afford to privilege individual rights in its for-
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eign policy, because the world is too dangerous to let protecting the rights
of others come at the expense of one’s own security. In fact, liberalism prop-
erly understood says that rival great powers have little choice but to compete
for power so as to maximize their prospects for survival in a threatening
world. Liberalism only works if there is a higher authority, like the state,
that can maintain order, but there is no higher authority in the interna-
tional system. Once there is no night watchman, liberalism devolves into
realism.

I will begin by laying out realism’s core logic. My main goal is to show
why states compete for power, and sometimes fight wars, in the absence of
a world state. I will explain why liberalism depends on hierarchy and why it
effectively becomes realism in any world with two or more great powers.
Then I will explore what happens in those rare situations in which there is
a single great power in the system and that sole pole embraces liberal hege-

mony.
Realism 101

Realists maintain that international politics is a dangerous business and
that states compete for power because the more power a state has, the more
likely it is to survive. Sometimes that competition becomes so intense that
war breaks out. The driving force behind this aggression is the structure of
the international system, which gives states little choice but to pursue power
at each other’s expense.?’

The basic theory is built on five assumptions, which describe the system’s
basic architecture.?! First, states are the main actors on the world stage and
there is no centralized authority above them. International institutions like
the League of Nations or the United Nations are of secondary, if not tertiary,
importance because they have little coercive leverage over states. States are
like balls on a billiard table, though of varying size. Thus, the international
system is anarchic, which is not to say it is chaotic or disordered, only that
there is no ultimate arbiter.

The second and third assumptions deal with capabilities and intentions,
the two key factors states consider when assessing each other. All states
have some offensive military capability, although the great powers obvi-
ously have much more. Realists tend to focus on great powers because they
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have the biggest impact on international politics; but even among great
powers, some have more capability than others. The third assumption is
that states can never know for certain whether a potential rival’s intentions
are benign or hostile. They can sometimes make reasonable guesses, but
they can never be sure.??

The reason for this uncertainty is that intentions are in the heads of
policymakers and thus impossible to see or measure. Capabilities, on the
other hand, are usually visible and reasonably easy to gauge. During the
Cold War, for example, the United States could view and count the Soviet
inventory of tanks, attack submarines, and nuclear-armed missiles, but it
was impossible to see into the mind of Joseph Stalin or Nikita Khrushchev.
One might concede the Soviet case and counter that the United States has
surely known since at least the start of World War II that Britain has peace-
ful intentions toward it. There is no question that American policymakers
have long viewed Britain as a friendly country, but that is because of its ca-
pabilities: it was too weak to threaten the United States. It depended on
Washington to help protect it from Nazi Germany during World War IT and
the Soviet Union during the Cold War. If, over the past seventy-five years,
Britain had been three or four times more powerful than it actually was,
the United States would have worried greatly about its intentions, which
would have been difficult to discern. In such cases, intentions are inferred
from capabilities.

One might argue that policymakers can make their intentions clear through
their words, but talk is cheap. Leaders sometimes misrepresent their views or
simply lie. Even if one is confident that he knows another state’s present
intentions, it is impossible to know its future intentions. We have no idea
who will be running any country (including our own) in the years ahead,
and anyway those future leaders will be operating in circumstances that
differ, perhaps drastically, from the present ones. None of this is to say that
leaders have or will have malign intentions, only that you cannot know for
sure.

Fourth, survival is every state’s primary goal. States always have other
aims as well—one reason it is difficult to know their intentions—but sur-
vival must always take priority. If a state does not survive, it cannot pursue

any other goals. What exactly does survival mean? It obviously means the
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physical survival of the state. No state wants to be conquered and elimi-
nated the way Korea and Poland once were. It also means states want to
maintain their territorial integrity as well as their sovereignty. They do not
want another state to be able to dictate important aspects of their domestic
or foreign policy, as the Soviet Union did with the countries of Eastern Eu-
rope during the Cold War.

Fifth, states are rational actors. They have the ability to devise strategies
that maximize their prospects for survival. States, in other words, are in-
strumentally rational. Because international politics is a complicated busi-
ness, the strategies sometimes fail, even disastrously, but the point is that
they are consciously devised to advance some goal. The theory makes no
judgments on whether a state’s goals are rational, with the one exception of
survival.

None of these assumptions by itself portrays the competitive and dan-
gerous world usually associated with realism. It is when they are brought
together that trouble ensues. The five assumptions together tell us that
states exhibit three kinds of behavior. First, they tend to fear each other. The
level of fear varies, but there is always some residual fear among the great
powers, partly because no state can be sure another state will not have for-
midable offensive capabilities and hostile intentions. Think about the United
States looking at a rising China today, or Britain looking at a rising Germany
in the decades before World War I. American leaders cannot know China’s
future intentions with high certainty, just as British policymakers could not
be sure of Germany’s intentions before 1914. Such situations create fear
that trouble lies ahead. To compound matters, China will also fear that the
United States might have aggressive intentions toward it, just as Germany
distrusted Britain’s intentions before the Great War.

There is another reason states fear each other: if they get into trouble,
there is no higher authority they can turn to for help. When a threatened
state dials 911, there is nobody at the other end to answer the phone and send
help. Because of the anarchic structure of the international system, states
have a powerful sense there is always potential for serious trouble.

Given this 911 problem, states recognize that they operate in a self-help
system, where they must do all they can to provide for their own security.

They can always form alliances with other states, but they can never be
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completely sure those allies will be there for them in times of trouble. Even
close allies drift apart over time: states do not have permanent friends.?
Lord Palmerston told the British Parliament in 1848: “It is a narrow policy
to suppose that this country or that is to be marked out as the eternal ally or
the perpetual enemy of England. We have no eternal allies, and we have no
perpetual enemies. Our interests are eternal and perpetual, and those in-
terests it is our duty to follow.”?*

Finally, states understand that the best way to survive in an anarchic sys-
tem in which they can never be certain about the intentions of other states
is to be as powerful as possible relative to their competitors. States there-
fore aim to maximize the military assets they control and make sure other
states do not gain power at their expense, while also looking for opportuni-
ties to shift the balance of power in their favor. This zero-sum competition
for power, which sometimes leads to war, is what makes international poli-
tics a ruthless and treacherous business.

Being powerful does not guarantee survival, but it markedly increases a
state’s prospects of deterring potential attackers, and of winning the war in
the event deterrence fails. Having formidable fighting forces is also impor-
tant because circumstances might arise where a great power feels compelled
to initiate a war, either to enhance its security or for other reasons. The
ideal situation for any state is to be the hegemon, which effectively means
being the only great power in the system.? In that circumstance, no other
state has the military wherewithal to coerce or defeat the dominant power in
a war.

In short, great powers are trapped in an iron cage where they have little
choice but to compete for power, because power is the means to survival

in an anarchic system where conflict is an ever-present possibility.
Realism’s Wide-Ranging Relevance

Though closely identified with the state system that began to emerge in
Europe roughly five hundred years ago, realism can also be used to explain
international politics in antiquity and the Middle Ages. Thucydides, who
is widely regarded as the father of realism, wrote his history of the Pelo-
ponnesian War (431—401 BC) long before the first states began to appear in
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Europe during the early 1500s.2° Markus Fischer shows how realism explains
many important aspects of politics among the various political entities that
populated Europe during the Middle Ages.” Realism is a timeless theory,
simply because the international system has always been anarchic and
there has never been a way to discern the intentions of its constituent units
with certainty.

Realist logic also applies to other realms besides international politics. It
goes a long way toward explaining behavior in any situation where there is
a danger that the actors will use violence against each other, and there is no
higher authority to impose order and provide protection. The theory can be
used, for example, to explain the behavior of illegal drug dealers anywhere in
the world, as well as illicit transactions among alcohol bootleggers in the
United States during the era of Prohibition. Neither drug dealers nor boot-
leggers can call the police or go to court if they are cheated. Unsurprisingly,
they usually bring guns to the table when dealing with each other, and
violence, or the threat of it, is part of their daily lives.

Realist logic also applies in frontier areas that are outside the reach of
the state, because there is no 911 that an individual can call if she is threat-
ened with violence. In that setting, it makes good sense for people to be well
armed and to shoot first and ask questions later if someone comes toward
them in menacing ways. The growing reach of the various political enti-
ties that have populated the planet since the beginning of human history
seems to explain in good part why violence around the world has steadily
declined over time. As Steven Pinker notes, “The reduction of homicide by
government control is so obvious to anthropologists that they seldom docu-
ment it with numbers.”?

Finally, the story Thomas Hobbes tells in Leviathan is largely consistent
with structural realism. Individuals in the state of nature, which is an anar-
chic system, cannot know each other’s intentions, and they all have the capa-
bility to kill each other. That basic structure gives them powerful incentives
to fear each other, and sometimes even kill other people to enhance their
own survival prospects. For Hobbes, the key to preventing individuals from
killing each other is to create a powerful state—a leviathan—that can

impose order from above. Absent that state, “without a common power to
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keep them all in awe,” life in an anarchic world is “solitary, poore, nasty,
brutish, and short.”?°

Realism, Rights, and the International Community

Because states do whatever they deem necessary to guarantee their sur-
vival, rights are not an important part of the realist story. Realism certainly
has no room for the concept of inalienable rights, although states can reach
agreements that confer certain rights on all of them. In practice, however,
maximizing power will always take precedence over respecting those rights.
Great powers typically respect rights only when it is in their strategic inter-
est to do so, or when doing so is of little strategic consequence. They join
forces with autocrats when it suits their interests and overthrow demo-
cratically elected leaders if they are seen as threats.

One might think the realist story contains one inalienable right, the right
to survive. The survival assumption, after all, lies at realism’s core. But states
tend to think they alone have the right to survive. They do not apply the
right to other states. It is not that states are committed to threatening
the survival of rival states, but they will do just that if they deem it neces-
sary. Realism, unlike liberalism, is a particularist theory from top to bottom.
It has no story about natural rights.

For this reason, realists do not assign much importance to the so-called
international community, which is based on a deep respect for inalienable
rights. For them, that community is a rhetorical device that powerful states
use to sound high-minded when they are pursuing their interests, and that
weak states invoke when they have no other recourse. States may certainly
cooperate to form military alliances and create other kinds of international
institutions for their mutual benefit. But they do so for self-regarding rea-
sons, not because they think other countries share common values or
noble motives.

Given that liberalism and realism say such different things about indi-
vidual rights, how is it possible that liberalism is indistinguishable from
realism at the international level? The main reason is that liberalism needs
a higher authority or night watchman to work, and the international sys-
tem has none. There is no world state; there is only anarchy, leaving indi-

vidual countries little choice but to compete for power.
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Liberalism and International Anarchy

Political liberalism starts with the assumption that individuals find the
state of nature a dangerous and potentially deadly place, mainly because
those individuals invariably have irreconcilable differences over first princi-
ples. Liberals deal with this problem by arguing that everyone has an incon-
trovertible set of rights that should be respected by others and by promoting
the norms of peaceful conflict resolution and tolerance, which follow logi-
cally from their belief in universal rights. But rights and tolerance are not
enough to keep peace in the state of nature. The individual’s survival is still
at risk. The solution is a social contract, which results in a state that can
maintain order.

When political liberalism is applied to world politics, the focus shifts
from individuals to the interactions among states.’® When states, not indi-
viduals, are the unit of analysis, the same basic logic applies.

There is a marked similarity between states in the liberal story and states
in the realist story. The five key assumptions that underpin realism turn out
to apply equally to liberalism. Both theories assume that states operate in
international anarchy and that survival is their principal goal. Both recog-
nize that all states have some offensive military capability, and each assumes
that states are instrumentally rational actors. Furthermore, uncertainty
about intentions, which is a critically important assumption in realism, is
an essential feature of liberalism as well. Specifically, states can never be
sure that other states will not develop hostile plans for pursuing their goals,
especially if those goals, or first principles, are disputed.’!

Where liberalism differs from realism is in its emphasis on natural
rights, tolerance, and norms of peaceful conflict resolution, all of which are
supposed to provide the necessary ingredients for making the world more
peaceful. But that formula does not work according to liberalism’s own
logic, which says that these factors alone are not enough to cause and main-
tain peace. Individuals must also come together, leave the state of nature
behind, and create a state. They must move from anarchy to hierarchy. At
the international level, this means that political liberalism cannot work as
advertised unless there is a world state. As long as the international system

is anarchic, liberalism is no different from realism in that realm. Without a
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world state, despite all its talk about rights, tolerance, and settling disputes
peacefully, liberalism provides no way to move beyond balance-of-power
politics.

A few prominent liberal thinkers have actually made this point. John
Locke, for example, states it in synoptic form in The Second Treatise: “In a
commonwealth the members of it are distinct persons still in reference to
one another, and as such are governed by the laws of the society, yet, in ref-
erence to the rest of mankind, they make one body which is, as every mem-
ber of it before was, still in the state of nature with the rest of mankind.”
He adds that this commonwealth, “therefore, contains the power of war
and peace, leagues and alliances, and all the transactions with all persons
and communities” outside it.*? Stephen Holmes, a contemporary liberal,
makes essentially the same point when he writes: “Liberal rights are mean-
ingful only within the confines of pre-existing, territorially bounded states,
and only where there exists a rights-enforcing power. To the extent that no
enforcing power operates between states or across borders, liberal rights
are futile.”®® This point is also a central theme for G. Lowes Dickinson,
who introduced the term anarchy into the international relations litera-
ture, and in an important essay on liberalism and realism written by Deb-
orah Boucoyannis.**

International anarchy alone makes it strategically foolish for a state to
pursue a liberal foreign policy unless it is far more powerful than every other
state in the system. But there is another reason why such a policy makes little
sense. As I explained in the previous chapter, the liberal story oversells
rights. There is little evidence that most people think individual rights are
inalienable or that they matter greatly in daily political life. Rights do
matter to some extent, but liberals exaggerate their influence on politics,
which makes spreading democracy an especially difficult task.

As T also noted in the previous chapter, the importance people accord to
individual rights has direct implications for the norms of tolerance and
peaceful conflict resolution as well as for the role of the state. The less re-
gard there is for inalienable rights, the more difficult it is to foster tolerance
and persuade people to settle their disagreements peacefully, and the more
a powerful state is needed to maintain order. If the universalist strand of

liberalism is a less potent force than most liberals recognize, this makes it
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all the more important to have a formidable world state. The international
system, however, remains anarchic.

In sum, liberalism properly understood does not trump realism. Until
we have a world state, any clear-headed thinker who is deeply committed to
liberal principles should approach international politics like a realist. Liber-
alism can be a powerful force for good inside states, but not when states

are dealing with the wider world.*

Nationalism and the Limits of Social Engineering

The imperative to act according to realist dictates notwithstanding, a lib-
eral state will sometimes find itself so secure that it can embrace liberal
hegemony without having to worry about the balance of power. In a unipo-
lar world, the sole great power in the system does not have to fear another
great power threatening it, because there are none. Weaker liberal coun-
tries are free to join with the liberal unipole to try to spread democracy
around the globe. In the wake of the Cold War, the United States and its
West European allies, especially Britain, found themselves in just this be-
nign strategic situation, which allowed them to join together to pursue lib-
eral hegemony.

It is important to note that a unipole, liberal or not, can pursue strikingly
different foreign policies. Nuno Monteiro points out that the dominant
power has three basic choices: it can retreat from the world stage, knowing
that it is both powerful and secure; it can remain a central player in inter-
national politics and seek to maintain the status quo; or it can attempt to
change the status quo in ways favorable to itself.*® The structure of the in-
ternational system does not determine which strategy is optimal; that deci-
sion is largely a function of domestic politics. A powerful liberal democracy
that finds itself in unipolarity will reflexively pursue liberal hegemony, at
least initially, because remaking the world in its own image is baked into
its DNA and the costs will appear manageable.

A liberal great power operating in either bipolarity or multipolarity can-
not pursue liberal hegemony, because of the presence of other great pow-
ers. Nevertheless, it might occasionally ignore balance-of-power politics

when it should not and selectively pursue liberal policies. The likely outcome
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of this limited form of liberal interventionism is the same as when a uni-
pole pursues liberal hegemony: failure. Promoting individual rights and
turning other countries into liberal democracies is an exceedingly difficult
undertaking that rarely succeeds and often backfires.

One reason is that any country so targeted will have a deep-rooted cul-
ture that is hard to manipulate and reorder. Short of a social revolution, it
is difficult even for local elites to make fundamental changes in their own
societies. It is even harder for foreigners to come into a country they do not
know well and transform it into a liberal democracy, or even just get it to stop
abusing its citizens’ rights. This problem is compounded by most people’s
soft commitment to individual rights. In the midst of political turmoil, they
are more likely to be concerned with fostering stability. And then there is
the remarkably powerful force of nationalism, which further complicates
the task of spreading liberalism. I argued earlier that liberalism and nation-
alism could operate effectively together inside a state, although national-
ism is almost always dominant. Once the focus shifts to the international
system, nationalism tends to overwhelm liberalism at almost every turn.

Nationalism is in large part about identity. Individuals see the world
comprising a wide variety of different peoples and nations, and invariably
feel a special attachment to their own people. They usually feel far less con-
nected with foreign nationals. This is one reason most people are much
more inclined to treat their fellow nationals as equals deserving of rights
than they are to respect the rights of foreign nationals.” Outsiders are dis-
tinctly different in ways that matter to people, and sometimes they are
viewed with contempt, if not hatred. Life in the international system exac-
erbates this problem. Security competition and occasional war between
countries not only strengthen this sense of difference but also foster hyper-
nationalism. Even when outsiders are treated with respect, they are rarely
seen as equals.

There is substantial evidence of this kind of thinking in the United
States, the paradigmatic liberal country. For example, in his study of how
Americans think about rights, Austin Sarat found that they “do not per-
ceive the interrelatedness of their own freedom and the freedom of others;
they value their own freedom but not the freedom of others.”3® It is difficult

to get Americans to fight and die solely to protect the rights of other peoples,
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including the all-important right to life. The only instance where U.S.
troops engaged in combat for humanitarian purposes alone was in Moga-
dishu, Somalia, in 1993. After eighteen Americans were killed in battle,
President Clinton quickly withdrew all U.S. combat forces. He and his lieu-
tenants were so unnerved by what happened in Somalia that they refused
to commit troops the following year to stop the Rwandan genocide, even
though the mission would have involved few U.S. casualties.*

When foreigners murder Americans, it is of much more concern to the
average American than when those same foreigners murder each other or
people from other countries.”’ The outcry in the United States when the
Islamic State (ISIS) beheaded two American journalists in 2014 is one of
the events that persuaded President Obama to go to war against ISIS.*
Americans had been appalled by the widespread carnage and destruction
wrought by ISIS, but they cared more about the deaths of their fellow Amer-
icans. Meanwhile, Americans who murder foreigners, especially nonwhite
foreigners, are rarely treated as harshly as Americans who murder their
fellow citizens. For example, Lieutenant William Calley, who commanded
the U.S. soldiers involved in the infamous My Lai massacre in Vietnam in
March 1968, served only three and a half years under house arrest before
he was freed, and he enjoyed overwhelming support from the public after
his role was revealed in the media. Nobody else in his unit was convicted of
a criminal offense, even though somewhere between 350 and 500 civilians,
mostly women and children, were murdered.* Calley and those under his
command surely would not have received such benevolent treatment if
they had butchered that number of unarmed American civilians. As John
Mueller notes: “Although Americans are extremely sensitive to American
casualties, they seem to be remarkably insensitive to casualties suffered by
foreigners including essentially uninvolved—that is, innocent—civilians.”*
John Tirman, who has done a major study on this subject, concurs: “One of
the most remarkable aspects of American wars is how little we discuss the
victims who are not Americans.”* Of course, this kind of thinking is not
peculiar to the United States. All nations think this way, and it cuts directly
against liberalism’s universalist dimension.

This division of the world into distinct and often mutually suspicious

nations has significant consequences for the social engineering enterprise
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at the heart of a liberal foreign policy. Nationalism is all about self-
determination, and people who live in a nation-state will want to shape
their own politics without interference from an outside power. They will
not want foreigners telling them how to conduct their lives, even if the in-
tervening forces have noble intentions. In most cases, the target state will
fiercely resist the liberal crusaders, and this resistance may even take the
form of terrorism. Liberalism is not an easy sell in alien lands.

In addition to the difficulties the liberalizer faces inside the target coun-
try, it is likely to meet resistance from other states as well. Some countries
may have compelling reasons to check the liberalizer’s efforts to spread its
ideology. Most other countries will be motivated by realism because, unlike
the liberalizer, they do not face a permissive threat environment. They are
thus likely to worry that if the liberalizer succeeds in its efforts to turn
other countries into liberal democracies, it might gain new allies and shift
the balance of power in its favor. Russia, for example, was deeply suspi-
cious of the American-led effort to promote democracy in Eastern Europe
through the so-called color revolutions. The February 22, 2014, coup in
Ukraine, which the Americans helped facilitate and which toppled a pro-
Russian leader, precipitated a major crisis between Moscow and the West.*

There are also likely to be at least a few countries—Rawls calls them “out-
law states”—that oppose the spread of liberalism because they are deeply
hostile to liberalism in principle.* Rawls acknowledges that “many per-
sons” in the world reject liberalism. “For them,” he writes, “the social world
envisaged by political liberalism is a nightmare of social fragmentation and

747 All of these reasons mean that

false doctrines, if not positively evil.
spreading liberal democracy around the world is destined to fail much
more often than it succeeds.

What about the two ancillary missions that are part of a liberal foreign
policy: building international institutions and promoting an open inter-
national economy? These two missions are more likely to succeed because,
unlike democracy promotion, they are consistent with a realist foreign
policy as well as a liberal one.

Realists believe that institutions are important instruments of statecraft.
The United States, for example, relied heavily on the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO), the European Community, the International Monetary
Fund (IMF), the World Bank, and other institutions in waging the Cold
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War. Facilitating economic intercourse is generally consistent with realism.
Realists enthusiastically supported globalization during the Cold War, which
certainly worked to America’s advantage. The nub of the dispute between
liberals and realists regarding both institutions and economic interdepen-
dence has to do with whether they promote world peace. Liberals believe

they ameliorate conflict; realists do not.®

Modus Vivendi Liberalism: What If?

Up to this point, I have assumed that progressive liberalism dominates
modus vivendi liberalism. We have no reason to think this situation will
change. This suggests that there is hardly any chance modus vivendi liber-
alism will provide the template for a liberal state’s foreign policy.

But this conclusion may be too pessimistic. As I will argue in chapter §,
there is a chance (small, but not trivial) that the United States will move
toward a more restrained foreign policy in the wake of all the failures its
pursuit of liberal hegemony has produced. That more limited and wiser
strategy would be based on realist logic, coupled with an informed under-
standing of how nationalism affects the behavior of great powers. It would
bear a marked resemblance to a foreign policy based on modus vivendi lib-
eralism. A few words are therefore in order regarding what that liberal for-
eign policy would look like, not just because it overlaps with restraint but
also because it differs from liberal hegemony.

A liberal foreign policy centered on the modus vivendi variant would be
much less interventionist than one grounded on progressivism.* For sure,
it would privilege inalienable rights, which would generate incentives to
intervene abroad when the rights of foreigners are seriously threatened.
That interventionist impulse, however, would be offset by the fact that mo-
dus vivendi liberals are deeply opposed to social engineering, which they
do not like in principle and which they think fails more often than not.
Their belief that activist governments cannot do much good at home, much
less in foreign countries, leads modus vivendi liberals to reject the notion
that liberal states should promote regime change around the world so as to
help spread liberal democracy. Such a policy, after all, involves social engi-
neering on a grand scale. Instead, they emphasize the importance of pay-

ing heed to the principle of self-determination.
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Given this mind-set, modus vivendi liberals are reluctant to sanction
human rights interventions in another country unless there is wholesale
killing either by the government or by a rebel group. In those rare instances,
they would aim to deal with the problem as quickly as possible and then re-
turn home without getting bogged down trying to reorder the target state’s
politics. Of course, a quick exit is difficult. There is a powerful temptation
to stay and clean up the mess the intervention created, and then fix the
underlying political and social problems that compelled it in the first place.
Modus vivendi liberals understand this slippery slope, and it reinforces
their opposition to intervening abroad.

Modus vivendi liberals are inclined to reject an interventionist foreign
policy for another reason as well. Within their own country, they favor a
state that mainly keeps order and guarantees individual freedoms. They do
not want a powerful state interfering in their daily lives, which is one reason
they intensely dislike social engineering, especially for the purpose of fos-
tering positive rights. A liberal country with an interventionist foreign pol-
icy invariably ends up building a formidable state, which then is powerfully
inclined to interfere in civil society. Modus vivendi liberals deeply fear this
kind of national security state, so they favor a small military establishment
and a highly restrained foreign policy. Although they consider liberalism
the best political order, they prefer a live-and-let-live policy toward the rest of
the world, which is one reason they are called modus vivendi liberals.

Progressive liberalism, however, has been the dominant form of political
liberalism for well over a century now, and it is the driving force behind
liberal hegemony. Nevertheless, nationalism and realism have had a much
more profound influence in shaping international politics. Perhaps the best
way to capture just how powerful nationalism and realism are compared with
liberalism is to consider the remarkable transformation over the last five

hundred years in the basic architecture of the international system.

The Making of the Modern International System

There were no states in Europe before 1500. The region instead housed
a variety of political entities, including empires, city-states, duchies, princi-

palities, urban federations, and various religious organizations. Sovereignty
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in Europe was associated with many different kinds of political units.>® Nor
were there any states outside Europe.

The first states—England, France, and Spain—began to take form in the
early sixteenth century, and over the next three hundred years the dynastic
state became the principal political actor in Europe. After 1800, those dy-
nastic states slowly gave way to nation-states, and that political form eventu-
ally spread across the globe until today, the international system is made up
almost exclusively of nation-states. As David Armitage notes, “The great po-
litical fact of global history in the last 500 years is the emergence of a world
of states from a world of empires. That fact—more than the expansion of
democracy, more than nationalism, more than the language of rights, more
even than globalization—fundamentally defines the political universe we
all inhabit.”!

This extraordinary change, from a heterogeneous world system to a ho-
mogeneous one, obviously had many causes. The two main driving forces,
however, were nationalism and realism, which interacted in important ways
to help create the modern state system. The emphasis each of those isms
places on the state and survival links them in ways that promoted the prolif-
eration of nation-states.>?

Realism and the Rise of the Modern State

A good way to understand how nationalism and realism have combined
to shape the international system is to begin with an explanation of how
the preoccupation with survival, which is at the core of balance-of-power
politics, helped create nation-states and spread that political form around
the world. Before there were states, the political entities that populated Eu-
rope engaged in almost constant security competition, which sometimes
led to war.>® The states that began to emerge in the early sixteenth century
were, of course, deeply immersed in that pit of never-ending conflict. All of
the political units in Europe cared greatly about their survival, as they faced
an ever-present danger of being erased from the map.

Staying alive in that cutthroat world largely depended on military perfor-
mance, where, unsurprisingly, the most powerful actors tended to prevail.
Charles Tilly famously tells the story of how the state proved superior to all

other organizational forms at building military power and winning wars.>*
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Military success depends in good part on having money to finance an army
and a navy as well as enough people to fill out a large and effective fighting
force. But those resources have to be extracted from the population, which
means it is better to have a large population than a small one. States proved
to be superior to all other political forms at extracting resources from the resi-
dent population and translating them into military might. Hence the state
ultimately ran its competitors out of the European system, because the
others could not build sufficient military power to compete with the state on
the battlefield. Survival came to depend on having a state.

This logic deeply informs Machiavelli's The Prince. At the time he was
writing, in the early sixteenth century, Italy was not a unified state. The
Italian peninsula was populated with small city-states that fought among
themselves and often fell prey to Austrian and French aggression. “This
barbarian domination,” he wrote, “stinks to everyone” and had brought
Italy into a state of “slavery and disgrace.” He thought the taproot of the
problem was that Italy was divided: “For I do not believe that divisions ever
do any good; on the contrary, when the enemy approaches, of necessity di-
vided cities are immediately lost, because the weaker party always joins the
external forces and the other will not be able to rule.”

Machiavelli understood that the best way to fix this problem would be to
transcend Italy’s city-state system and create a single Italian state that could
stand up to Austria and France and keep them at bay. The brutal and frank
advice he offered to some future Italian prince was principally aimed at
helping that leader unify Italy and “redeem her from these barbarous cru-
elties and insults.”*® Italians would have to imitate their larger and more
powerful neighbors and create a state of their own if they hoped to survive.
This unification, however, did not happen until 1870.

Machiavelli wrote at a time when the dynastic state was just emerging in
Europe. While that early version of the state was good for extracting re-
sources from its population, it elicited little loyalty from the people living
within its borders. Sovereignty was lodged in the crown, not in the popula-
tion, which is why Machiavelli addressed a prince and instructed him on
how to manipulate his people. That situation changed drastically in the
wake of the French Revolution (1789), when France transformed itself into

Europe’s first nation-state. The arrival of nationalism in France meant that
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many French people began to feel a powerful allegiance to their state and
were even willing to fight and die for it. Nationalism was a huge force mul-
tiplier that allowed Revolutionary and Napoleonic France to create a re-
markably powerful mass army that overran most of Europe. Twenty-three
years (1792-1815) and six great power coalitions were required to defeat it.”

The other European states eventually realized that if they hoped to survive
in the European arena, they had little choice but to imitate France and be-
come nation-states. Prussia’s actions during the Napoleonic Wars provide a
clear example of this phenomenon. After Napoleon’s forces decisively de-
feated the Prussian army in battles at Jena and Auerstedt in October 18006,
Prussia’s leaders realized that overcoming their fear of nationalism and us-
ing it to turn their army into a much more formidable fighting force was
their only hope for getting out from under Napoleon’s yoke. They took the
necessary steps, and Prussia subsequently played an important role in help-
ing to defeat Napoleon’s armies and end his reign of relentless aggression.>®

By the early twentieth century, every state in Europe was effectively a
nation-state. Sovereignty no longer resided in the crown but was lodged in
the people.> The logic of power politics, with its emphasis on survival, had
been critical in helping the dynastic state best its competitors, and then in

helping the nation-state put the dynastic state out of business.
Nations and States

Nationalism also played a crucial role in making the present-day interna-
tional system. Much of this story has been told in chapter 4, so just a brief
synopsis is necessary here. For a variety of reasons that lie outside the scope
of this book, nations began to appear in Europe and North America in the
latter half of the eighteenth century, when dynastic states were the dominant
political unit. What makes nations so special is that they are the highest form
of social group in the contemporary world. They function as survival vehicles
that allow their members to work together to secure the basic necessities of
life. But nations also worry about their survival, since they operate in a world
of rival nations that might have incentives to harm them.

The best way for a nation to guarantee its survival is to have its own state,
which is not to say nations are condemned to ruin if they do not control a
state. But it certainly maximizes their prospects of survival. Thus, from the
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start, nations had an irresistible incentive to have their own state, which
eventually led to the rise of nation-states. Moreover, given that those states
operate in international anarchy, each nation wanted its own state to be
especially powerful, so as to guarantee the nation’s long-term survival. In
essence, nationalism reinforced basic realist logic, which by itself was
shaping the modern world in profound ways.

This logic also applies outside Europe, where many of imperialism’s
victims were deeply concerned about their culture’s long-term survival.
Over time, it became clear to the subject peoples that the best way to deal
with this threat was to rise up, break away from the empires that controlled
them, and establish their own states. This process played out in numerous
places during the twentieth century and explains in good part why the sun
eventually set on all of the European empires, as well as why the world is
now entirely populated with sovereign nation-states.

Not only do nations want their own state, but states also have powerful
incentives to make sure their people constitute a nation. As discussed above,
states gravitate to nationalism because it has become an indispensable
source of military power. But central governments also cultivate their own
nation-states for reasons unrelated to security. Not only does it make good
economic sense to have a national culture with a common language and
educational system, it also makes sense administratively. It is much easier
to run a country whose citizens are part of a standardized culture and also
feel a strong bond with the state. States want nations and nations want states,
and the result is that nation-states have become the dominant political
form on the planet.

One way to see the brute power of nationalism is to consider what hap-
pens when it comes up against other universal ideologies besides liberalism.
Marxism, for example, has some striking similarities with liberalism. As
John Gray puts it: “Both were enlightened ideologies that looked forward to
a universal civilization.”®® Class analysis is the driving force behind Marx’s
universalism: he and his followers maintain that social classes transcend
national groups and state borders. Most importantly, they argue that a power-
ful bond exists among the working classes in different countries, created by
capitalist exploitation. This line of thinking led some Marxists to believe that

the workers across Europe would not take up arms against each other at the
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start of World War 1. Of course, they were wrong. Those workers fought and
died in huge numbers for their respective nation-states.

The Soviet Union was the quintessential communist country in the
twentieth century. But it contained many distinct nations, which remained
firmly intact despite government efforts to weaken them, and nationalism
ultimately played a key role in the unraveling of the Soviet Union.®! Further-
more, as Benedict Anderson notes, “Since the end of World War II every
successful revolution has defined itself in national terms,” including those
in Marxist countries like China and Vietnam. Anderson also emphasizes
there are a number of cases where communist countries fought wars with
each other, and “none of the belligerents has made more than the most
perfunctory attempts to justify the bloodshed in terms of a recognizable
Marxist theoretical perspective.” Those wars were not supposed to happen,
according to Marxist theory, but they did. Anderson goes on to quote the
eminent Marxist scholar Tom Nairn, who argues that “the theory of nation-
alism represents Marxism’s great historical failure.”®?

The bottom line is that the contemporary nation-state system is largely
the product of the interplay between nationalism and balance-of-power poli-
tics, both of which privilege the state and are motivated by concerns about
survival. Liberalism has certainly played a role in creating the modern

world, but its influence has been secondary at best.

Is a World State Possible?

You might agree with my case against political liberalism as a foreign
policy but argue that the solution is obvious: we need a world state. Some
scholars argue that we are moving toward a world state, in large part because
nation-states cannot deal with many of the economic, regulatory, security,
and environmental challenges the world now faces. Once that new political
order is in place, realism will no longer matter, the dark side of nationalism
will be put under wraps,® and the world state will have a liberal political
system.

Realism would be neutralized because the international system would
no longer be anarchic; it would be hierarchic.®* Balance-of-power logic does

not apply under hierarchy, because there is a night watchman to protect
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weaker states. International politics would be transformed into domestic
politics on a grand scale, leaving liberalism free to blossom. Most people
around the globe would surely retain some allegiance to their present na-
tion, but none of those nations, by definition, would have its own state.
There would be only one super-sized state, and people everywhere would
presumably have some sort of universal identity linked with that state, which
would override, or at least dampen, their long-standing nationalisms. But
even if that proved not to be the case, the tiberstate would work to keep those
rival nations from fighting.

There is not going to be a world state anytime soon. For starters, there is
virtually no chance that any nation with its own state will voluntarily give it
up. And it is hard to imagine that those nations clamoring for a state will
abandon that aspiration. Nations are obsessed with self-determination and
thus unlikely to be willing to put their fate in the hands of a superstate over
which they have at best limited control.

One might argue that globalization is causing nations to converge
toward some universal culture that can serve as the foundation of a world
state. There is little evidence to support this belief, and abundant evidence
that even in the age of the Internet, deeply rooted cultures remain distinct
in ways that are widely recognized and often celebrated. Furthermore, gen-
erating a universal culture would mean getting most of humankind to
reach broad agreement on what constitutes the good life. Given that it is
impossible to achieve such a consensus, there is no prospect of a universal
culture, meaning that there will likely be no viable world state with a liberal
political system.

The other conceivable route to a world state is via conquest. One espe-
cially powerful nation-state would have to take the offensive and subjugate
the other countries. This is also not going to happen. The planet is simply
too big for one country to conquer all or even most of it, especially when you
consider the difficulty of projecting military power across oceans. The con-
queror would face fierce resistance from its potential subject peoples, who
would have powerful incentives to ally with each other to contain and ulti-
mately destroy the aggressor. The United States, the most powerful state in
recorded history, has never even hinted at using force to create an American-

dominated world state. The reason is simple: it is an impossible task.
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If my analysis is wrong and a world state becomes a reality, it would
probably not be a liberal state. Not only is liberalism foreign to many coun-
tries, it is also time-consuming and difficult to grow in new places. To keep
all the centrifugal forces within that world state at bay—and there would be
many—the center would have to rule with an iron fist. Even then it might
not be able to prevent major outbreaks of violence. This is one reason why
many liberals have little enthusiasm for a world state. Both Kant and Rawls,
for example, opposed the idea because they thought it would be either des-

potic or, as Rawls put it, “a fragile empire torn by frequent civil war.”®

Anarchy Is Here to Stay

If we have no world state in our future, it means international anarchy is
here to stay, and the great powers have little choice but to act according to
realist dictates. Survival demands no less. At times, however, a favorable bal-
ance of power will allow a state to pursue liberal hegemony, in which case
failure is likely. Liberalism has many virtues as a political system, but when
it is applied to international politics, the resulting policies do not succeed.

We can take this criticism of liberalism a step further and argue that
pursuing liberal hegemony imposes huge costs—not only on the liberal
state but also on the target state. Moreover, a powerful state acting accord-
ing to liberal dictates is likely to end up fostering instability around the
world. A liberal foreign policy, in other words, is likely not only to fail but
also to backfire.
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Liberalism as a Source of Trouble

THE COSTS OF LIBERAL HEGEMONY BEGIN with the endless wars a liberal
state ends up fighting to protect human rights and spread liberal democ-
racy around the world. Once unleashed on the world stage, a liberal uni-
pole soon becomes addicted to war.

This militarism arises from five factors. First, democratizing the globe is
a vast mission that provides abundant opportunities to fight. Second, liberal
policymakers believe they have the right, the responsibility, and the know-
how to use military force to achieve their goals. Third, they often approach
their task with missionary zeal. Fourth, pursuing liberal hegemony under-
cuts diplomacy, making it harder to settle disputes with other countries
peacefully. Fifth, that ambitious strategy also undermines the notion of
sovereignty, a core norm of international politics that is intended to limit
interstate war.

The presence of a powerful state prone to fighting war after war in-
creases the amount of conflict in the international system, creating insta-
bility. These armed conflicts usually end up failing, sometimes disastrously,
and mainly at the expense of the state purportedly being rescued by the
liberal goliath. One might think liberal elites would learn from their fail-
ures and become averse to using military force abroad, but that seldom
happens.

Liberal hegemony promotes instability in other ways as well. Formidable

liberal democracies also tend to embrace ambitious policies short of war that

152
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often backfire and poison relations between them and the target countries.
For example, they often interfere in the politics of other countries. They are
also inclined when engaging diplomatically with an authoritarian country to
disregard its interests and think they know what is best for it. Finally, liber-
alism abroad tends to undermine liberalism at home, because a militaristic
foreign policy invariably fosters a powerful national security state prone to
violating its citizens’ civil liberties.

My argument is that a country that embraces liberal hegemony ends up
doing more harm than good to itself as well as other countries, especially
those it intends to help. I will illustrate this argument by focusing on Amer-
ican foreign policy since Bill Clinton was elected to the White House in
November 1992. With the end of the Cold War in 1989 and the collapse of
the Soviet Union in 1991, the United States emerged as by far the most
powerful country on the planet. Unsurprisingly, the Clinton administra-
tion embraced liberal hegemony from the start, and the policy remained
firmly intact through the Bush and Obama administrations.

Not surprisingly, the United States has been involved in numerous wars
during this period and has failed to achieve meaningful success in almost
all of those conflicts. Washington has also played a central role in destabi-
lizing the greater Middle East, to the great detriment of the people living
there. Liberal Britain, which has acted as Washington’s faithful sidekick in
these wars, also bears some share of the blame for the trouble the United
States has helped cause. American policymakers also played the key role
in producing a major crisis with Russia over Ukraine. At this writing, that
crisis shows no signs of abating and is hardly in America’s interest, let
alone Ukraine’s. Back in the United States, Americans’ civil liberties have

been eroded by an increasingly powerful national security state.

Liberal Militarism

Because liberals so often speak about the evils of war and the importance
of moving beyond power politics to create a peaceful world, it might seem
odd to describe them as militarists. But many are militarists, deeply com-
mitted to a remarkably ambitious foreign policy agenda and not shy about

using military force to advance it.!
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One of liberalism’s core missions is to protect people whose rights are
being seriously violated. The urge to intervene in other countries is especially
powerful when large numbers of those foreigners are being killed. This
undertaking is clearly reflected in Responsibility to Protect (R2P), a norm that
grew out of the failure of the so-called international community to prevent
the Rwandan genocide in 1994 and the Srebrenica massacre in 1995.2 R2P
mandates that states have a responsibility not only to protect their own
populations from serious human rights violations like ethnic cleansing
and mass murder, but also to protect people in other countries from these
crimes. In essence, nations are told to be on the lookout for major human
rights abuses around the globe and, when they arise, to move quickly to
stop them. A powerful liberal state with the military wherewithal to inter-
vene in such circumstances is strongly encouraged to go to war to protect
the victims.

This task of defending individual rights easily morphs into the more am-
bitious strategy of removing the source of the problem by actively promot-
ing liberal democracy in other countries. Liberal states, by definition, are
committed to protecting their citizens’ rights, and this strategy, so the argu-
ment goes, will also lead to a more peaceful world and help protect liberal
democracy from its internal enemies. Liberalism is also said to facilitate
economic prosperity, which not only is a positive end in itself but also con-
tributes to peace. In short, spreading liberalism is thought to make the
world safer, more peaceful, and more prosperous.

As we can see from countless comments by American liberals, propo-
nents of this worldview tend to be deeply committed to it. In the midst of
World War I, for example, Elihu Root, who had been both secretary of state
and secretary of war under President Theodore Roosevelt, stated, “To be
safe democracy must kill its enemy when it can and where it can. The world
cannot be half democratic and half autocratic.” In the midst of the Vietnam
War, Secretary of State Dean Rusk declared that the “United States cannot
be secure until the total international environment is ideologically safe.” As
Christopher Layne notes, “These are not isolated comments. . . . American
statesmen have frequently expressed this view.”?

This missionary zeal is hardly limited to policymakers. John Rawls, for

example, writes, “It is characteristic of liberal and decent peoples that they
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seek a world in which all peoples have a well-ordered regime. . . . Their long-
range aim is to bring all societies eventually to honor the Law of Peoples
and to become full members in good standing of the society of well-ordered
peoples.” This ambitious agenda does not axiomatically lead to war, and
Rawls is careful to make clear that he is not advocating armed crusades to
spread liberal democracy across the planet.® Still, there is no question that
war is often seen as a viable and even attractive option for promoting liberal-
ism. This penchant for employing force to achieve liberal goals is reflected
in the writings of John Owen, a prominent liberal interventionist, who com-
ments that “liberal ideas cause liberal democracies to tend away from war
with one another, and . . . the same ideas prod these states into war with il-
liberal states.” Moreover, he writes, “all individuals share an interest in
peace, and should want war only as an instrument to bring about peace.”®
The Bush Doctrine, developed during 2002 and used to justify the
March 2003 invasion of Iraq, is probably the best example of this kind of
liberal interventionism. In the wake of the 9/11 attacks, the Bush adminis-
tration concluded that to win what it termed the “global war on terror” it
must not only defeat al Qaeda but also confront Iran, Iraq, and Syria. The
regimes in these so-called rogue states were assumed to be closely tied to
terrorist organizations like al Qaeda and were bent on acquiring nuclear
weapons, which they might even give to terrorists.” In short, they were mor-
tal enemies of the United States. Bush proposed to use military might to
turn those countries and others across the Middle East into liberal democra-
cies. He put the point succinctly in early 2003, just before the United States
attacked Iraq: “By the resolve and purpose of America, and of our friends
and allies, we will make this an age of progress and liberty. Free people will
set the course of history, and free people will keep the peace of the world.”®
There is no question that President Bush and his lieutenants were also
motivated to topple Saddam Hussein from power because he was a brutal
dictator who trampled on the rights of his citizens. But that was a long-
standing problem that, by itself, could not cause the United States to get rid
of Hussein and replace him with a democratically elected leader. What
drove the United States to invade Iraq was the perceived need to deal with
the proliferation and terrorism. And the best way to do that, the Bush team

thought, was to turn all the countries in the greater Middle East into liberal
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democracies. This would make the region a giant zone of peace and take
both problems off the table. “The world has a clear interest in the spread of
democratic values,” the president said, “because stable and free nations do
not breed the ideologies of murder. They encourage the peaceful pursuit of
a better life.”®

These actions show all the earmarks of liberal hegemony. Liberals with
a formidable military at their disposal are strongly inclined to fight wars
not only to protect individual rights in other countries but also to spread
liberal democracy, which they see as the best way to safeguard rights and
protect against important security threats. Given that our planet has no
shortage of autocracies, serious human rights violators, or countries that
present a military threat, a powerful country like the United States, left
free to pursue liberal hegemony, is likely to end up in a perpetual state

of war.

Liberalism Makes Diplomacy Harder

Another factor that helps militarize the liberal unipole is that liberal he-
gemony makes diplomacy with authoritarian states more difficult, further
increasing the likelihood of war. Diplomacy is a bargaining process between
two or more states that have conflicting views on an issue that matters to all
of them. The aim is to produce an agreement that settles the dispute peace-
fully. To achieve success, each party must make some concessions, although
they need not be symmetrical. This is why Henry Kissinger maintains that
diplomacy “is the art of restraining the exercise of power.”' It is not nec-
essary that each side treat the other as an equal. But for diplomacy to work,
even bitter foes have to show some respect for each other.

War and diplomacy are distinct instruments of statecraft—each is an
alternative to the other. One relies on dialogue and negotiations to settle
disputes, while the other employs military force. Diplomacy is generally
considered the safer and less expensive option: as Winston Churchill said at
the White House in 1954, “Jaw-jaw is always better than war-war.”! Never-
theless, diplomacy and war often work in tandem. For example, diplomacy
is usually more effective when backed up by the threat of military force.

And it is often employed during wars to find a way of ending the fighting.
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Still, the aim of “big stick diplomacy” is to either avoid or terminate a war.
If a state facing a hostile rival abjures diplomacy, war becomes more likely
and harder to terminate once it starts.

Liberal democracies have little difficulty conducting diplomacy with il-
liberal states when they are acting according to realist dictates, which is
most of the time. In those circumstances, liberal democracies do whatever
is necessary to maximize their survival prospects, and that includes negoti-
ating with authoritarian leaders. They sometimes even support or form al-
liances with murderous dictators, as the United Stated did in World War 11
when it worked with Joseph Stalin to defeat Nazi Germany, or when it coop-
erated with Mao Zedong after 1972 to contain the Soviet Union. Occasion-
ally they even overthrow democratic regimes they perceive as hostile. Liberal
democracies go to great lengths to disguise such behavior with liberal rhe-
toric, but in fact they are acting contrary to their own principles. Such is the
influence of realpolitik.

Diplomacy gets shortchanged, however, when a unipolar state is able to
push aside balance-of-power logic and adopt a liberal foreign policy. Such a
state is strongly inclined to eschew diplomacy with its illiberal foes, for
reasons that by now should be familiar. Although tolerance is a core princi-
ple of liberalism, it tends to get pushed aside when a liberal state confronts
a rival that violates its citizens’ rights. After all, rights are inalienable. Since
authoritarian states regularly shortchange—and sometimes trample on—
the rights of their people, liberal states freed from the shackles of realism
are likely to treat them as deeply flawed polities not worthy of diplomatic
engagement.

Countries pursuing liberal hegemony often develop a deep-seated anti-
pathy toward illiberal states. They tend to see the international system as
consisting of good and evil states, with little room for compromise between
the two sides. This view creates a powerful incentive to eliminate authori-
tarian states by whatever means necessary whenever the opportunity pres-
ents itself. One consequence of this loathing is that liberal states find it
hard to engage in limited wars with illiberal foes and instead are inclined to
pursue decisive victories against them. Unconditional surrender becomes
the order of the day, as it is virtually impossible to countenance compro-
mising with evil.”2 Of course, nationalism, which usually generates hatred
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between states at war with each other, reinforces this tendency for wars to
escalate to their extreme.

This eliminationist mentality is perhaps best reflected in Woodrow Wil-
son’s thinking about how to deal with Germany and the other defeated pow-
ers after World War 1. Since peace could not be achieved by an “arrangement
or compromise or adjustment of interests,” he argued, there could not be
“any kind of bargain or compromise with the governments of the Central
Empires.” Wilson associated compromise with balance-of-power politics,
what he contemptuously called the “old order of international politics,” and
which he felt had to be “utterly destroyed.” The goal had to be “the over-
coming of evil, by the defeat once [and] for all of the sinister forces that in-
terrupt peace and render it impossible.” In late 1919 he said of the Treaty of
Versailles, “I hear that this treaty is very hard on Germany. When an indi-
vidual has committed a criminal act, the punishment is hard, but the pun-
ishment is not unjust. This nation permitted itself, through unscrupulous
governors, to commit a criminal act against mankind, and it is to undergo
the punishment.”®

The bottom line is that when a liberal democracy is free to act abroad ac-
cording to its foundational principles, it finds it difficult to engage in diplo-
macy with an illiberal opponent, increasing the likelihood that the two sides
will attempt to settle their differences violently. Liberal intolerance, some-
times accompanied by liberal loathing, leads a liberal unipole freed from

balance-of-power politics into endless wars.

Liberalism and Sovereignty

There is a final reason why states pursuing liberal hegemony become
warlike: liberalism undermines sovereignty. Respect for sovereignty is the
most significant norm in international politics, and its purpose is to mini-
mize war and facilitate peaceful relations among states. Consider, for ex-
ample, the United Nations Charter. The first sentence of Article I states
that the goal of the United Nations is “to maintain international peace and
security.” The first sentence of Article II says that “the Organization is
based on the principle of the sovereign equality of all its members.”
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Sovereignty means that states have the ultimate authority over what hap-
pens inside their borders, and that foreign powers have no right to inter-
fere in their politics.* All states are equal in this regard, which means that
weak as well as powerful countries are supposed to be free to make their
own policies, domestic and foreign, without outside influence from other
states. This notion of state sovereignty, which has become the cornerstone
of international law, means that countries are not supposed to invade each
other, at least not without permission from the United Nations Security
Council.

There is no question, however, that norms have a limited impact on state
behavior. Sovereignty has been violated many times.” As any realist can
tell you, when matters of vital security are at play, states will do what they
think is in their self-interest, regardless of whether it violates prevailing
norms or the written rules of international institutions.’® Nonetheless, al-
most all leaders care about legitimacy and thus pay careful attention to well-
established norms, as they do not want to be seen by other states as wantonly
disregarding rules that enjoy widespread respect and support. This is espe-
cially true of sovereignty because of its centrality to international politics. In
at least some cases where policymakers are not sure whether invading an-
other country makes good strategic sense, the norm of sovereignty is likely
to influence the final decision.

Sovereignty began to emerge as a norm when states first started forming
in Europe in the early 1500s, but it did not achieve prominence until the
Treaty of Westphalia, which helped bring an end to the incredibly bloody
Thirty Years’ War of 1618-48," which by some estimates killed one-third of
Germany’s population.’® Much of the conflict in Europe during that era
was motivated by religious differences. Catholic and Protestant countries
invaded each other with the hope of converting the target state. The norm
of sovereignty was designed to put an end to this behavior by ruling such
armed interventions out of court. Sovereignty may have helped put an end
to those deadly religious wars, but it did not stop the European states from
engaging in balance-of-power politics, which led them to violate the norm
whenever they thought their vital interests were at stake. Nor was the con-
cept of sovereignty meant to apply outside Europe, an exception that left



160 LIBERALISM AS A SOURCE OF TROUBLE

the European great powers free to build empires throughout the world. So
sovereignty had little effect on the behavior of European states for roughly
two hundred years after the Peace of Westphalia."”

With the growth of nationalism—in Europe during the nineteenth century
and in the colonial empires during the twentieth century—sovereignty be-
came a more meaningful concept. Nationalism, which is all about self-
determination, says that the people living inside a state’s borders have the
right to determine their own fate, and no outside power has the right to
impose its views on another nation-state. Sovereignty is thus inextricably
bound up with the nation as well as the state. In essence, nationalist logic
reinforced Westphalian sovereignty. But nationalism had its greatest im-
pact on sovereignty outside Europe, where it helped facilitate decoloniza-
tion in the twentieth century by focusing great attention on the principles
of self-determination and nonintervention.?’ In effect, it helped delegiti-
mize empire. It is no surprise that the countries that were once victims of
European imperialism staunchly support the concept of sovereignty today.

The influence of sovereignty was probably at its height in the late 198o0s,
as the Cold War was coming to an end. States all around the globe em-
braced it, and it definitely resonated with the Eastern European countries
trying to free themselves from the Soviet yoke. And once the Cold War
ended, many of the republics that comprised the Soviet Union began talk-
ing about gaining their own sovereignty, which they eventually did. But the
norm was eroding by the mid-199o0s, mainly because the United States
took to interfering in the politics of other countries even more than it had
in the past. Not only did the sole pole have a truly impressive military that
could project power all over the globe, but as a liberal state it had the motive
to interfere in other countries’ affairs. Britain and most of the countries in
Western Europe were eager to help Washington pursue its ambitious for-
eign policy agenda.

Liberalism, of course, is all about meddling in other countries’ politics,
whether the aim is protecting the rights of foreigners or seeking to spread
liberal democracy. In essence, liberalism and sovereignty are fundamentally
at odds with each other. This point is hardly controversial among either
policymakers or scholars. In April 1999, for example, British prime minister
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Tony Blair said, in a highly publicized speech in Chicago: “On the eve of a
new Millennium we are now in a new world. . . . The most pressing for-
eign policy problem we face is to identify the circumstances in which we
should get actively involved in other people’s conflicts. Non-interference
has long been considered an important principle of international order.
And it is not one we would want to jettison too readily. One state should not
feel it has the right to change the political system of another or foment
subversion or seize pieces of territory to which it feels it should have some
claim. But the principle of non-interference must be qualified in important
respects.”?!

Five years later, in March 2004, as he was trying to justify the Iraq war,
Blair referred back to his Chicago speech: “So, for me, before September
1rth, I was already reaching for a different philosophy in international rela-
tions from a traditional one that has held sway since the treaty of Westpha-
lia in 1648; namely that a country’s internal affairs are for it and you don’t
interfere unless it threatens you, or breaches a treaty, or triggers an obliga-
tion of alliance.””? In May 2000, the German foreign minister Joschka
Fischer told a Berlin audience: “The core concept of Europe after 1945 was
and still is a rejection of the European balance-of-power principle and the
hegemonic ambitions of individual states that emerged after the Peace of
Westphalia in 1648, a rejection that took the form of a closer meshing of
vital interests and the transfer of nation-state sovereign rights to supra-
national European institutions.”?® This theme has resonated widely in the
academic world, as reflected in books with titles such as Beyond Westpha-
lia? State Sovereignty and International Intervention and The End of Sover-
eignty? The Politics of a Shrinking and Fragmenting World.2*

Given its power and its deep-seated commitment to liberal principles, the
United States has spearheaded the post—Cold War assault on sovereignty.
Of course, it jealously guards its own sovereignty.?> While Washington has
occasionally acted unilaterally, it usually has gone to considerable lengths
to involve other countries in its interventions so that it can claim that the
“International community” has legitimized its actions. One consequence of
undermining sovereignty, however, has been to make it easier for American

leaders to launch wars against other countries. The erosion of sovereignty is
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one more reason a powerful state with a liberal foreign policy ends up
fighting never-ending wars and fostering militarism at home.

Instability and Costly Failures

Liberal hegemony also brings other costs. For starters, even though its
aim is to make the world more peaceful, it creates greater instability in the
system. In other words, there are likely to be more rather than fewer wars.
This outcome is hardly surprising, given the liberal state’s relative power
and inherent bellicosity. Furthermore, when a great power is free to pursue
a liberal foreign policy, it invariably ends up causing serious trouble—for
itself, for its allies, for its target states, and for uninvolved states that end

up caught in the crossfire.
Antagonizing the Major Powers

A liberal unipole is unlikely to use military power to protect individual
rights or foster regime change in a major power, mainly because the costs
are too high. Nevertheless, it is likely to interfere in that country’s politics
in other ways. Its tactics might include relying on nongovernmental organ-
izations (NGOs) to support certain institutions and politicians inside the
target state; linking aid, membership in international institutions, and trade
to the major power’s human rights record; and shaming the target state by
publicly reporting its human rights violations. This approach is unlikely to
work, however, because the major power invariably views the liberal pow-
er’s behavior as illegitimate interference in its internal affairs. It will think
its sovereignty is being violated, causing the policy to backfire and poison-
ing relations between the two countries.

This pattern of behavior appears in recent U.S. actions toward both China
and Russia. Washington has been pushing to promote human rights and
liberal democracy more generally in China since the government cracked
down on protestors in Tiananmen Square in 1989. It has been doing the
same in Russia since that state was created in 1991, although American
policymakers have become especially concerned about rights there since
the early 2000s, when Vladimir Putin became president. American leaders
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often tell Chinese and Russian audiences that their countries need to be-
come more like the United States.

In the Russian case, Americans have focused not just on Russia but also
on its immediate neighbors. Washington vigorously promoted so-called
color revolutions in Georgia (Rose Revolution), Ukraine (Orange Revolu-
tion), and elsewhere, in the hope of turning them into liberal democracies.
Those countries, of course, are of great strategic importance to Moscow
because they share borders with Russia. The United States has also hinted
that it would like to encourage a color revolution in Russia itself. For ex-
ample, the head of the National Endowment for Democracy, which is
funded by the U.S. government and dedicated to promoting regime change
around the world, warned Putin in a September 2013 op-ed in the Washing-
ton Post that his days in office might be numbered.?

When Michael McFaul was the American ambassador in Moscow, from
January 2012 to February 2014, he made clear by both actions and words
his long-standing commitment to promoting democracy in Russia. Pre-
dictably, the Russian political establishment recoiled at McFaul’s behavior,
which helped poison relations between Moscow and Washington. As he
acknowledges, his activities led the Russian press to describe him as “an
agent sent by Obama to lead another color revolution.”” And who can blame
them? Americans abhor the idea of foreign interference in their politics, as
the huge controversy about Russian involvement in the 2016 U.S. presi-
dential election makes clear. When they find themselves the target nation,
Americans become deeply committed to the principle of self-determination.
Not surprisingly, so do the Russians.

Chinese leaders are no different when it comes to guarding their own
sovereignty. They resent the frequent American harangues about human
rights, which they see as part of a hidden agenda whose ultimate goal is
regime change. Their suspicions of America’s intentions run so deep that
when there are pro-democracy protests in Hong Kong, Chinese leaders are
sure the United States is behind them, even when there is no evidence to
support that belief.?® The Chinese have responded to American criticism
about human rights by issuing an annual human rights report of their own

in which they severely criticize the U.S. record.? In short, Washington’s
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efforts to push Beijing to liberalize have worsened relations between the
two countries, just as they did with Russia. At the same time, neither coun-
try has made any improvement on human rights, and there is no evidence
either one will become a liberal democracy anytime soon.

There are significant limits on how much social engineering the United
States can do inside major powers like China and Russia. It certainly cannot
invade to stop human rights violations or promote regime change. It cannot
achieve much with economic sanctions and other diplomatic tools, partly
because major powers are not that vulnerable to coercion, but also because
they usually can retaliate. Weaker states, which lack the material capabilities
to defend themselves, make easier targets. Not surprisingly, great powers
that go down the liberal hegemony road do their most serious social engi-
neering in weak states, thinking the costs will be low and the benefits great.

Even Weak States Are Tough Nuts to Crack

Yet interventions in minor powers often fail too. The American effort to
topple authoritarian rulers in the greater Middle East and replace them
with democratic regimes, which began in earnest after 9 /11 and continued
throughout both the Bush and Obama administrations, is a textbook case
of the limits of social engineering. The United States has taken aim at five
countries: Afghanistan, Egypt, Iraq, Libya, and Syria. It used its own military
to help topple the regimes in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya but did not do so
in Egypt or Syria. Nevertheless, regime change worked twice in Egypt, al-
though not for the better. In Syria, it helped produce a bloody and disas-
trous civil war.

In each case, American policymakers thought they could put in place a
stable democracy that would be friendly to the United States and help it
deal with serious problems like nuclear proliferation and terrorism. It is
quite striking how much confidence Washington’s leaders had in their
capacity to transform the politics of those five countries, and the region more
generally. But they failed every time, bringing killing and destruction to
the greater Middle East and committing the United States to what appear to
be endless wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria.

The United States went to war against Afghanistan in mid-October 2001,
about one month after the /11 attacks. By early December, it appeared that
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the American military had won a spectacular victory. The Taliban was routed
and a leader who seemed committed to democracy, Hamid Karzai, was in-
stalled in Kabul. That apparent success led the Bush administration to
think it could produce the same outcome in Iraq, and eventually in the re-
gion’s other countries as well. This was the genesis of the Bush Doctrine.
The United States invaded Iraq in March 2003 and quickly removed Sad-
dam Hussein from power, making it look as though Washington had found
the magic formula for transforming the region into a sea of stable democ-
racies. But by late summer, Iraq had descended into civil war, and the
American military was beginning to face a major insurgency.

While the Bush administration was preoccupied with Iraq, which was
spinning out of control by 2004, the Taliban began to come back from the
dead. Afghanistan too found itself consumed by civil war. To make sure the
Taliban and its allies did not topple the Karzai government and once again
take control, the United States moved large numbers of troops into that
country. It was now fighting major conflicts in both Afghanistan and Iraq.
Contrary to earlier expectations, Washington had not found the way to pac-
ify the greater Middle East and instead was trying to rescue the situation in
two countries.

Both wars, however, now look like lost causes. The Obama administra-
tion pulled all American fighting forces out of Iraq in December 2011, leav-
ing behind a broken country that quickly fell into a civil war between the
Shia-dominated government in Baghdad and ISIS, a formidable group of
militant Sunnis the Bush administration helped create by toppling Saddam
and precipitating a civil war between Iraq’s Shias and Sunnis. ISIS was
initially so successful on the battlefield in Iraq and Syria that it claimed its
own de facto state, which the United States went to war against in Au-
gust 2014, albeit mainly with airpower.*® Moreover, the Iraqi Kurds, who do
not want to be part of a unified Iraq, have created their own de facto state in
the north. Given the apparent strength of the Iraqi Kurds and Sunnis, cou-
pled with the weakness of the Baghdad government, the Iraq that existed in
2003 is no more. Still, the United States is back in the fight in that frac-
tured and wrecked country.

One month after taking office in January 2009, President Obama an-

nounced that he would send an additional 17,000 troops to Afghanistan on
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top of the 36,000 who were already there. Later that year, he decided to
commit 30,000 more. At the same time, Obama promised that those forces
would not stay indefinitely and would be completely out of Afghanistan by
the time he left office in January 20r17.3! That plan went awry because the
Taliban stood its ground and even conquered more territory as the Ameri-
can forces were drawn down. Moreover, the army commanded by the pro-
American regime in Kabul proved incapable of standing up to the Taliban
unaided, and ISIS is now a growing force in the country. There were 8,400
U.S. troops remaining in Afghanistan when Obama departed the White
House,*? and President Trump is under pressure from his commanders there
to increase U.S. troop levels in what has become the longest war in Ameri-
can history.

Whatever policy the Trump administration pursues in Afghanistan, there
is no chance it will defeat the Taliban and turn that country into a stable
democracy. The best it can do is delay the day that the Taliban, which now
controls roughly 30 percent of the country, regains control of the rest. In
short, the United States is destined to lose in Afghanistan, despite the Her-
culean efforts of the American military and having invested more money
in its reconstruction than was committed to Europe with the Marshall Plan
in the aftermath of World War I1.3

Libya represents another failed effort to alter a weak state’s politics. In
March 2011, the United States and its European allies launched an air cam-
paign aimed at toppling Colonel Muammar Gaddafi from power. The Lib-
yan leader was dealing with a formidable insurrection, and the Western
powers used the false pretext that he was about to engage in mass murder to
help end his rule. In July, more than thirty countries recognized the rebel-
led National Transitional Council as the legitimate government of Libya.
Gaddafi was murdered in October 2011, and Libya has since been consumed
by a bloody civil war with no end in sight. There is no reason to think it will
become a stable democracy in the near future.?*

At the time the United States was upending the Gaddafi regime in
Libya, protests broke out in Syria against its authoritarian ruler, Bashar
al-Assad. The government overreacted and used violence to suppress the
protests, helping to turn that conflict into a deadly civil war that continues

today. But the United States also played a central role in escalating the con-
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flict, although it did not intervene directly.®® In August 2011, a few months
after the trouble started, the Obama administration sided with the anti-
government forces and demanded that Assad step down from power.>® After
he refused, Washington joined forces with Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey
in an effort to topple him. The United States provided support to “moderate”
rebel groups, for whom the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and the Penta-
gon ultimately spent more than $1.5 billion on weaponry and training.”’

The strategy has failed completely. Assad is still in power, more than
four hundred thousand people (many of them civilians) have died in Syr-
ia’s civil war, and almost half of the population has been forced to flee
their homes.*® But even if the Assad government had fallen, a radical insur-
gent group like the Nusra Front, which is affiliated with al Qaeda, almost
certainly would have replaced it. If that group or any other like-minded
group were to come to power, it would almost certainly embark on a bloody
rampage against the many members and supporters of the Assad regime.
Moreover, the new regime would be deeply hostile to the United States. The
Syrian government is not likely to fall, however, because Russia, Iran,
and Hezbollah have directly intervened to keep Assad in power. The civil
war will probably drag on for several years, wreaking more havoc and
destruction.

There is another terrible consequence of the Syrian conflict. Huge num-
bers of Syrians have fled their homeland and are trying to settle in Europe,
joined by refugees from the ongoing conflicts in Afghanistan, Iraq, and
Libya. Most European countries welcomed these exiles at first, but the num-
bers eventually grew so large that some countries, as well as the European
Union (EU) itself, erected significant barriers to keep them out. These
moves are contrary to Europe’s cherished principle of open borders as well
as its enlightened policies on asylum. The huge influx of refugees is fuel-
ing the growth of Europe’s far-right political parties, which are committed
to keeping immigrants and refugees out of their countries. In short, the war
in Syria, which the United States helped start, has the potential to do seri-
ous damage to the EU in addition to the horrendous costs it has inflicted on
the Syrian people.

Finally, there is the case of Egypt, where protests broke out against Presi-

dent Hosni Mubarak in January 2011. As these protests gained momentum,
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the Obama administration stepped in and helped oust the Egyptian leader
from power.*> Obama welcomed Egypt’'s move toward democracy and sup-
ported the newly elected government that came to power in June 2012, even
though the Muslim Brotherhood was in charge. But after one year in office,
President Mohamed Morsi, a member of the Brotherhood, was being
pressed hard by the Egyptian military and much of the public to resign.
The Obama administration, never enthusiastic about Morsi, stepped
into this messy situation and gently hinted that it was time for the Egyp-
tian leader to go, which helped facilitate his overthrow.** He was replaced
by General Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, a military strongman in the Mubarak tra-
dition.

In taking this step, the United States helped foster a coup against a demo-
cratically elected leader who was not a threat to the United States. The new
Egyptian dictator then turned against the Brotherhood and its supporters,
killing over one thousand people and sentencing Morsi to death, although
he remains in jail at this writing. The Obama administration lamely tried
to prevent this bloody crackdown but failed. It was not willing to withhold
the entire $1.5 billion the United States gives Egypt each year, even though
American law mandates that all foreign aid be cut to any country “whose
duly elected head of government is deposed by military coup or decree.”*

Washington’s performance in Afghanistan, Egypt, Iraq, Libya, and Syria
has been dismal. Not only has the United States failed to protect human
rights and promote liberal democracy in those countries, it has played a
major role in spreading death and disorder across the greater Middle East.*?
Terrorism is a much greater problem in the region today, and the Iran nu-
clear deal notwithstanding, the incentives for countries around the world
to either acquire or keep their nuclear weapons have increased in the face
of America’s policy of forcible regime change. Policymakers in countries
that have serious differences with the United States surely remember that
Colonel Gaddafi gave up his programs to create weapons of mass destruc-
tion in December 2003 on the promise that Washington would not try to
remove him from power.* Eight years later, the Obama administration
played a key role in removing him from power; soon thereafter he was
murdered. It is likely he would still rule Libya today if he had possessed a

nuclear deterrent.
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The Limits and Perils of Social Engineering

This abysmal record of failure should have been foreseen. Doing large-
scale social engineering in any society, including one’s own, is an enor-
mously complicated task. What is amazing is that so many American
policymakers and pundits were confident they could fundamentally alter
the political landscape in a host of Middle Eastern countries and turn them
into democracies. The United States was intervening in countries it knew
astonishingly little about—few government officials even spoke Arabic or
knew that Sunni and Shia were different branches of Islam—and its viola-
tion of those states’ right of self-determination was bound to generate re-
sentment. Furthermore, the countries were all riven with factions and were
likely to be in turmoil once the government was brought down. Doing social
engineering in a foreign country while fighting to control it is a wickedly
hard task.

The problem is particularly acute when the United States invades an-
other country, because the American military forces occupying that country
inevitably end up tasked with the nation- and state-building necessary to
produce a functioning liberal democracy. In the age of nationalism, however,
occupation almost always breeds an insurgency, as the United States dis-
covered long ago in the Philippines and later in Vietnam, long before it
entered Afghanistan and Iraq. The occupier must then engage in counter-
insurgency, which means fighting a long and bloody military campaign
with high odds of failure. The difficulty of winning at counterinsurgency is
clearly reflected in the December 2006 edition of the U.S. Army and
Marine Corps Counterinsurgency Field Manual 3-24. It not only warns that
“insurgencies are protracted by nature” but also cautions that “political and
military leaders and planners should never underestimate [their] scale and
complexity.”*

It is clear from the historical record that the effort to impose democracy
on another country usually fails.* Andrew Enterline and ]. Michael Greig,
for example, examined forty-three cases of imposed democratic regimes
between 1800 and 1994 and found that nearly 63 percent failed. Jeffrey
Pickering and Mark Peceny, who investigated the democratizing conse-

quences of interventions by liberal states from 1946 to 1996, conclude that
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“liberal intervention ... has only very rarely played a role in democrati-
zation since 1945.”% As Alexander Downes and Jonathan Monten point
out, imposing democracy on another country is likely to work “if favorable
internal preconditions are present. These conditions, unfortunately, are
relatively rare in countries where the costs of intervention are low.”* Great
powers like the United States, however, do not invade to attempt regime
change unless the costs are low, which means the necessary preconditions
for liberal democracy will not be present.

Predictably, the United States has a rich history of failing to impose de-
mocracy on other countries. New York University professors Bruce Bueno
de Mesquita and George Downs report that between World War II and 2004,
“the United States intervened more than 35 times in developing countries
around the world. . . . In only one case—Colombia after the American de-
cision in 1989 to engage in the war on drugs—did a full-fledged, stable
democracy . .. emerge within 10 years. That's a success rate of less than
3%.”¥ Pickering and Peceny find only one case—Panama after the removal
of Manuel Noriega—in which American intervention clearly resulted in the
emergence of a consolidated democracy.”® William Easterly and two col-
leagues at New York University looked at how U.S. and Soviet interventions
during the Cold War affected the prospects for a liberal form of government,
and found that “superpower interventions are followed by significant de-
clines in democracy, and that the substantive effects are large.”>!

One might argue that events in Eastern Europe circa 1989 provide an
encouraging precedent. But that claim is wrong. Democracy sprouted in
that region when communism collapsed and the ruling autocrats fell from
power, but these cases have little relevance to what the United States has
been trying to do in the greater Middle East. Democracy was not imposed
on the countries of Eastern Europe. It was homegrown in every instance,
and the countries already possessed many of the necessary preconditions
for democratization. There is no question the United States has helped
nurture these nascent democracies, but these are not cases of Washington
successfully exporting popular rule to foreign lands, which is what the Bush
Doctrine was all about.>?

It is not impossible for the United States to impose liberal democracy

abroad. But successes are the exception, not the rule, and they usually oc-
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cur in countries with a particular set of internal characteristics. It helps
greatly, for example, if the target state is ethnically and religiously homoge-
neous and has a strong central government, reasonably high levels of pros-
perity, and some experience with democracy. Post—-World War II Germany
and Japan, which are often held up as evidence that the United States can
export liberal democracy to the Middle East, fit these criteria. But they are
highly unusual.

The Costs of Ignoring Geopolitics

Putting aside the difficulty of interfering successfully in other countries’
domestic politics, there is an additional problem that has more to do with
realism than nationalism. When a powerful country pursues liberal hege-
mony, it runs the risk that other states will follow the dictates of realpolitik.
This greatly increases the likelihood of miscalculation, which could lead to a
crisis or even a war. For example, a liberal state might genuinely believe that
its policy is benign or even noble, while another state, operating according
to realist principles, might view the same policy as threatening. The liberal
state, simply because it acts under a different ism, would probably fail to
understand this.

What makes this situation so dangerous for a liberal great power is that
most states, most of the time, follow balance-of-power logic. Liberal great
powers typically act this way as well, especially toward other great powers.
But occasionally they are free to embrace liberal hegemony. Should they
forget that they are still operating in a largely realist world, they may cause a
lot of trouble for themselves and other states. The ongoing crisis over
Ukraine is a case in point. According to the prevailing wisdom in the West,
this problem is largely the result of Russian aggression. President Vladimir
Putin, the argument goes, is bent on creating a greater Russia akin to the
former Soviet Union, which means controlling the governments in its “near
abroad”—its neighboring states—including Ukraine, the Baltic states, and
possibly other Eastern European countries. The coup against Ukrainian pres-
ident Viktor Yanukovych on February 22, 2014, provided Putin with a pretext
for annexing Crimea and starting a war in eastern Ukraine.

This account is false. The United States and its European allies are mainly

responsible for the crisis.>® The taproot of the trouble is NATO expansion,
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the central element in a larger strategy to move all of Eastern Europe, in-
cluding Ukraine, out of Russia’s orbit and integrate it into the West. One
might think this policy is a classic deterrence strategy aimed at containing
a potentially aggressive Russia, but it is not.>* The West’s strategy was based
mainly on liberal principles, and its chief architects did not think Moscow
should have seen it as threatening.>> The aim was to integrate Ukraine into
the “security community” that had developed in western Europe during the
Cold War and had been moving eastward since its conclusion. But the Rus-
sians were using a realist playbook. The major crisis that resulted left many
Western leaders feeling blindsided.

Taking Aim at Ukraine

The strategy for making Ukraine part of the West consists of three linked
components: NATO enlargement, EU expansion, and the Orange Revolution,
which aimed at fostering democracy and Western values in Ukraine and
thus presumably produce pro-Western leaders in Kiev. From Moscow’s per-
spective, the most threatening aspect of that strategy is NATO’s movement
eastward.

When the Cold War was ending, the Soviet Union made it clear that it
favored keeping the U.S. military in Europe and maintaining NATO. The
Soviet leaders understood that this arrangement had kept Germany paci-
fied since World War II and would continue doing so after the country re-
unified and became much more powerful. But Moscow was deeply opposed
to NATO enlargement. The Russians believed their Western counterparts
understood their fears and that the alliance would not expand toward the
Soviet Union.>® But the Clinton administration thought otherwise and in
the 1990s began pushing NATO expansion.

The first extension, in 1999, brought Poland, Hungary, and the Czech
Republic into the alliance. The second tranche, which occurred in 2004,
included Bulgaria, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, and the three Baltic coun-
tries. Russian leaders complained bitterly from the start. Boris Yeltsin, for
example, said during NATO’s 1995 bombing campaign against Serbia:
“This is the first sign of what could happen when NATO comes right up to
the Russian Federation’s borders. . . . The flame of war could burst out across

57

the whole of Europe.””” The Russians, however, were too weak to derail
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either expansion. Moreover, save for the tiny Baltic countries, none of
NATO’s new members shared a border with Russia.

The real trouble began at the NATO summit in Bucharest in April 2008,
when Ukraine’s and Georgia’s membership came up for discussion. France
and Germany were opposed out of fear that admitting them would unduly
antagonize Russia, but the Bush administration was committed to bring-
ing these countries into NATO. The outcome of this standoff was that NATO
did not initiate the process necessary to bring Ukraine and Georgia into the
alliance, but the summit’s final declaration included the news that “NATO
welcomes Ukraine’s and Georgia’s Euro Atlantic aspirations for member-
ship in NATO. We agreed today that these countries will become members
of NATO.”*® Moscow reacted immediately and angrily. Russia’s deputy for-
eign minister warned that “Georgia’s and Ukraine’s membership in the alli-
ance is a huge strategic mistake which would have most serious consequences
for pan-European security.” Putin maintained that admitting those two coun-
tries would represent a “direct threat” to Russia. One Russian newspaper re-
ported that Putin, speaking directly to Bush, “very transparently hinted that if
Ukraine was accepted into NATO, it would cease to exist.”

Any doubts about Russia’s determination to prevent Ukraine and Geor-
gia from joining NATO should have been dispelled by the Russia-Georgia
war in August 2008. Georgian president Mikheil Saakashvili, who was
deeply committed to bringing his country into NATO, decided after the
Budapest summit to reincorporate two separatist regions, Abkhazia and
South Ossetia, which together make up about 20 percent of Georgia’s terri-
tory. NATO membership required that these outstanding territorial dis-
putes be resolved, but Putin was not about to let that happen. He preferred
to keep Georgia weak and divided and decided to humiliate Saakashvili.®
After fighting broke out between Georgia and the Ossetian separatists,
Russia invaded Georgia under the pretense of a “humanitarian interven-
tion” and gained control over Abkhazia and South Ossetia. The West did
little in response, leaving Saakashvili in the lurch. Russia had made its
point, yet NATO refused to give up on bringing Ukraine and Georgia into
the alliance.

Integrating Ukraine into the West also involved the EU, which like NATO
had been expanding eastward since the Cold War ended. Austria, Finland,
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and Sweden joined the EU in 1995, and eight Central and Eastern Euro-
pean countries (Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Po-
land, Slovakia, and Slovenia) joined in May 2004 along with Cyprus and
Malta. Bulgaria and Romania joined in 2007. In May 2009, just over a year
after NATO announced Ukraine would become a member, the EU unveiled
its Eastern Partnership initiative, which it described as “an ambitious new
chapter in the EU’s relations with its Eastern neighbors.” Its aim was to
foster prosperity and stability in Eastern European countries and promote
“far reaching integration into the EU economy.”®! Russian leaders, not sur-
prisingly, viewed the Eastern Partnership as hostile to their country’s inter-
ests. The Russian foreign minister, Sergei Lavrov, complained that the EU
was trying to create a “sphere of influence” in Eastern Europe and hinted
that it was engaging in “blackmail.”® In fact, Moscow sees EU expansion
as a stalking horse for NATO enlargement.®® EU leaders dismiss these
claims and argue that Russia too would benefit from the Eastern Partner-
ship.

The final tool for peeling Ukraine away from Russia was the effort to
promote the Orange Revolution. The United States and its European allies
are deeply committed to fostering social and political change in countries
formerly under Soviet control. They aim to spread Western values and pro-
mote liberal democracy, which means supporting pro-Western individuals
and organizations in those countries—efforts that are funded by official
government agencies as well as NGOs.** Of course, Russian leaders worry
about social engineering in Ukraine, not just because of what it means for
Ukraine but also because they think Russia might be the next target.

NATO enlargement, EU expansion, and democracy promotion are a
close-knit package of policies designed to integrate Ukraine into the West
without antagonizing Russia. But they inadvertently turned Moscow into

an enemy, leading directly to the Ukraine crisis.
The Immediate Causes

The crisis began in late November 2013, when President Yanukovych
rejected a major economic deal he had been negotiating with the EU and
decided instead to accept a Russian counteroffer. That decision led to
protests against the government that escalated over the following three
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months. Two protestors were killed on January 22, 2014, and about one
hundred more died in mid-February. Western emissaries, hurriedly flown
to Kiev to resolve the crisis, struck a deal on February 21 that would have
allowed Yanukovych to stay in power until new elections were held some-
time before year’s end. But the protestors demanded that he leave office
immediately, and he fled to Russia the next day.®®

The new government in Kiev was thoroughly pro-Western and anti-
Russian. Moreover, it contained four members who could legitimately be
labeled neofascists. Most importantly, the U.S. government backed the
coup, although the full extent of its involvement is unknown. Victoria Nu-
land, the assistant secretary of state for European and Eurasian Affairs, and
Senator John McCain (R-AZ), for example, participated in anti-government
demonstrations, while the U.S. ambassador in Kiev proclaimed after the
coup that it was “a day for the history books.”®® A leaked transcript of a
phone conversation revealed that Nuland advocated regime change and
wanted Arseniy Yatsenyuk, who was pro-Western, to become prime min-
ister in the new government, which he did. It is hardly surprising that
Russians of all persuasions think Western provocateurs, especially the
CIA, helped overthrow Yanukovych.

For Putin, the time to act had arrived. Shortly after the February 22 coup,
he set the forces in motion to take Crimea from Ukraine and incorporate it
into Russia. This was not difficult given that Russia already had thousands
of troops at its naval base in the Crimean port of Sevastopol. Those forces
were augmented with additional troops from Russia, many of them not in
uniform. Crimea was an easy target because roughly 60 percent of the
people living there were ethnic Russians, and most preferred to become part
of Russia.

Putin also put massive pressure on the Kiev government to discourage it
from siding with the West against Moscow. He made it clear that he would
wreck Ukraine as a functioning society before allowing a Western strong-
hold to exist on Russia’s doorstep. Toward that end, he has supported the
Russian separatists in eastern Ukraine with weapons and covert troops,
helping to push the country into civil war. He has also maintained substan-
tial ground forces on Russia’s border with Ukraine and threatened to

invade if Kiev cracks down on the rebels. Finally, he has raised the price of
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gas Russia sells to Ukraine, demanded immediate remittance of overdue
payments, and at one point even cut off the supply of gas to Ukraine. As
he did with Georgia, Putin is playing hardball with Ukraine, and he has the
means to subvert the country indefinitely if it does not abandon its plans to
join the West.

Liberal Blinders

Anyone with a rudimentary understanding of geopolitics should have
seen this coming. The West was moving into Russia’s backyard and threat-
ening its core strategic interests. A huge expanse of flat land that Napole-
onic France, Imperial Germany, and Nazi Germany have all crossed to strike
at Russia itself, Ukraine serves as an enormously important strategic buf-
fer to Russia. No Russian leader would tolerate a former enemy’s military
alliance moving into Ukraine. Nor would any Russian leader stand idly by
while the West helped install a government in Kiev that was determined to
join that alliance.

Washington may not like Moscow’s position, but it should understand
the logic behind it. Great powers are always sensitive to threats near their
home territory. The United States, for instance, under the Monroe Doc-
trine does not tolerate distant great powers deploying military forces any-
where in the Western Hemisphere, much less on its borders. Imagine the
outrage in Washington if China built an impressive alliance and tried to
install governments in Canada and Mexico that wanted to join. Logic aside,
Russian leaders have told their Western counterparts many times that they
will not tolerate NATO expansion into Ukraine and Georgia, or any effort to
turn those countries against Russia—a message the 2008 Russia-Georgia
War should have made crystal clear.

Western officials contend that they tried hard to assuage Russian fears
and that Moscow should have understood NATO has no hostile intentions
toward Russia. In addition to denying that its expansion was aimed at con-
taining Russia, the alliance had not permanently deployed military forces
on the territory of any new member state. In 2002, hoping to foster coop-
eration with Moscow, it even created a body called the NATO-Russia Coun-
cil. To further mollify Russia, the United States announced in 2009 that its

new missile defense system would be deployed on warships in European
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waters, at least initially, not on Czech or Polish territory. None of these
measures worked; Russia remained steadfastly opposed to NATO enlarge-
ment, especially into Ukraine and Georgia. And it is the Russians, not the
West, who ultimately get to decide what counts as a threat to them.

Western elites were surprised by events in Ukraine because most of
them have a flawed understanding of international politics. They believe
that realism and geopolitics have little relevance in the twenty-first century
and that a “Europe whole and free” can be constructed entirely on the basis
of liberal principles. These principles include the rule of law, economic in-
terdependence, and democratization. The United States is well suited to
lead the creation of this new world, goes the story, because it is a benign
hegemon that does not threaten Russia or any other country.

This grand scheme to turn Europe into a giant security community went
awry over Ukraine, but the seeds of this disaster were sown in the mid-
1990s, when the Clinton administration began pushing for NATO expan-
sion.” Pundits and policymakers advanced a variety of arguments for and
against enlargement, but they never reached a consensus. Most Eastern
European émigrés in the United States and their relatives strongly sup-
ported expansion because they wanted NATO protection for countries like
Poland and Hungary. A few realists favored the policy because they thought
it was still necessary to contain Russia. But most realists opposed expan-
sion because they thought a declining power with an aging population and
a one-dimensional economy did not need to be contained, and they feared
that enlargement would strongly motivate Moscow to cause trouble. The
legendary U.S. diplomat and strategic thinker George Kennan said in a
1998 interview, shortly after the Senate approved the first round of NATO
expansion, that “I think the Russians will gradually react quite adversely
and it will affect their policies. I think it is a tragic mistake. There was no
reason for this whatsoever. No one was threatening anyone else.”®

Most liberals, including many key members of the Clinton administra-
tion, favored enlargement. They believed the end of the Cold War had
transformed international politics, and in the new post-national order, the
realist logic that had guided state behavior for centuries no longer applied.
In this new world, the United States was not only the “indispensable na-

tion,” to quote Secretary of State Madeleine Albright, but also a force for
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good that should not strike fear in the heart of any rational leader. A Voice
of America reporter commented in February 2004 that “most analysts
agree the enlargement of NATO and the EU should not pose a long-term
threat to Russian interests. They point out that having stable and secure
neighbors may increase stability and prosperity in Russia, as well as help
overcome old Cold War fears and encourage former Soviet satellites to en-
gage Russia in a more positive, cooperative way.”®

By the late 1990s, the liberals within the Clinton administration had
won the battle for NATO expansion. They then had little difficulty convinc-
ing their European allies to support enlargement. Given the EU’s success
during the 1990s, in fact, Western European elites may have been even
more wedded than the Americans to the notion that geopolitics no longer
matter and that an all-inclusive liberal order could maintain long-term
peace in Europe. The common aim of the United States and its liberal Eu-
ropean allies as the twentieth century ended was to promote democracy
in the countries of Eastern Europe, increase economic interdependence
among them, and embed them in international institutions. The ultimate
goal was to make the entire continent look like Western Europe.

Liberals came to dominate the discourse about European security so
thoroughly during the first decade of the twenty-first century that further
NATO expansion faced little opposition in the West from realists or anyone
else, even after the alliance had effectively adopted an open-door policy re-
garding future membership.”® The liberal worldview dominated the think-
ing of both the Bush and Obama administrations. In a March 2014 speech
about the Ukraine crisis, for example, President Obama talked repeatedly
about “the ideals” that motivate Western policy and how those ideals “have
often been threatened by an older, more traditional view of power.” Secre-
tary of State John Kerry’s response to the Russian annexation of Crimea
reflected the same perspective: “You just don’t in the twenty-first century
behave in nineteenth-century fashion by invading another country on
completely trumped up pretext.””!

In sum, Russia and the West have been operating with different hand-
books. Putin and his compatriots have been thinking and acting like realists,
while Western leaders have adhered to textbook liberal ideas about interna-

tional politics. The result is that the United States and its allies unwittingly
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provoked a major crisis that shows no sign of ending, in large part because
liberal democracies find it so difficult to engage in diplomacy with authori-

tarian states.

Liberalism Abroad Undermines Liberalism at Home

States that pursue liberal hegemony invariably damage the fabric of lib-
eralism inside their own borders. The main reason is straightforward: a
country pursuing this ambitious strategy abroad has little choice but to cre-
ate a powerful national security bureaucracy to fight its endless wars and
monitor and shape the world in its own image. But a formidable national
security state almost always threatens liberal values and institutions at home.
The Founding Fathers understood this problem well: as James Madison
observed, “No nation can preserve its freedom in the midst of continual
warfare.””

Militarized liberal states must rely on secrecy and must even deceive
their own people when the country’s interest requires it, which turns out to
be surprisingly often in the eyes of their national security operatives. This
same instinct gives way to violating individual rights and undermining the
rule of law when those operatives deem it essential for making a liberal for-
eign policy work. Liberal states that fight frequent wars also routinely end
up treating their adversaries with ruthless policies that conflict with their
own laws and liberal values.”

The United States has waged seven wars since the Cold War ended and
has been at war continuously since the month after 9/11, and the wars
show no sign of stopping. All of this conflict has made the formidable na-
tional security state that existed in 1991, when the Soviet Union collapsed,

even more powerful today.
Secrecy and Deception

At the domestic level, transparency is indispensable if liberal democra-
cies are to function effectively. It not only allows voters to make informed
decisions but also allows the media and outside experts to assess govern-
ment policies and participate in a workable marketplace of ideas. It is an

essential ingredient of any successful liberal democracy. It helps citizens
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hold policymakers accountable when they make mistakes or engage in
criminal behavior. Secrecy, by definition, is all about limiting transparency,
which means too much of it can easily undermine a liberal democratic
regime.

There is no question that every country’s foreign policy requires some
secrecy. For a liberal democracy, however, it is imperative to minimize the
amount of secrecy and maximize the amount of transparency. But pursuing
liberal hegemony has the opposite effect, in part because any country that
does so is powerfully motivated to limit the amount of information that
adversaries have about its policies, strategies, and weaponry. Sometimes it
makes sense to hide information even from allies. The more ambitious a
country’s foreign policy, the more reason it has to hide secrets from friends
and foes alike. Liberal states also like secrecy because it helps protect lead-
ers from criticism at home, making it easier to pursue policies that might
be controversial. It is hard for journalists and academics to criticize a policy,
and perhaps ultimately check it, if they know nothing about it. Finally, poli-
cymakers want to avoid accountability if their chosen policy goes awry or if
pursuing it leads them to break the law. The best way to accomplish this is
to keep the public in the dark.

The deep affection for secrecy shown by both the Bush and Obama ad-
ministrations is not surprising in light of their illegal or at least question-
able surveillance of American citizens, which they tried to hide from the
public, Congress, and the courts.”* This is one reason President Obama
was so determined to punish Bradley Manning and Edward Snowden, and
more generally why he went to war with unprecedented fervor against re-
porters and whistleblowers.”> He also went to great lengths to disguise how
deeply involved the United States was in the Syrian civil war, and to divulge
as little information as possible about drone strikes. Obama was given to
claiming that he ran “the most transparent administration in history.””® If
true, the credit should go to the reporters and whistleblowers who defied
his deep commitment to government secrecy.

Another harmful consequence of a highly interventionist foreign policy
is that it gives leaders numerous occasions to lie, or at least distort the
truth, when trying to motivate the public to support military action abroad.
This behavior was clearly on display during World War I, when the Wilson
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administration unleashed a comprehensive propaganda campaign to stir
up public sentiment in support of the fight against Imperial Germany. In-
flating the Soviet threat was commonplace during the Cold War, and the
George W. Bush administration waged a highly effective deception cam-
paign in the run-up to the 2003 Iraq war.

Deception campaigns involve three kinds of behavior: lying, spinning,
and concealment. Lying is where a policymaker makes a statement that he
knows to be false in the hope that others will think it is true. Spinning, a
more common form of deception, is where a leader tells a story that em-
phasizes certain facts and either deemphasizes or omits other facts, for the
purpose of selling or defending some policy. No attempt is made to render
a fully accurate account. Spinning, in other words, involves exaggeration
and distortion but not prevarication. Concealment is withholding informa-
tion from the public that might undermine or weaken a favored policy.
Obviously, this form of deception is most closely related to secrecy.”

Liberal states with ambitious foreign policy agendas are prone to engage
in deception campaigns, because inspiring people to fight and die in a war
is not easy. Individuals, like states, are deeply motivated to survive. It is
especially challenging to sell liberal wars because they are ultimately not
about fighting off threats to a country’s survival but about protecting the
rights of foreigners or spreading liberal democracy. Getting people to fight
and die for these liberal goals is not an easy sell. Leaders are always tempted
to deceive their publics to get them on board for wars of choice.”

Governments also deceive their publics when they are trying to hide il-
legal or constitutionally suspect activities. For example, James Clapper, the
director of national intelligence, appeared before Congress on March 12,
2013, and was asked: “Does the NSA [National Security Agency] collect any
type of data at all on millions or hundreds of millions of Americans?” He
answered no. It quickly became apparent that he was lying, which he was
forced to admit to Congress in June: “My response was clearly erroneous—
for which T apologize.” Later, he said he responded to that question in the
“least untruthful” manner possible. Although lying to Congress is a felony,
Clapper was not charged and was not fired from his job.”

Pervasive obfuscation inevitably creates a poisonous culture of dishonesty,

which gravely damages any body politic but especially a liberal democracy.
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Not only does lying make it difficult for citizens to make informed choices
about candidates and issues, it also undermines policymaking. If govern-
ment officials cannot trust each other, the transaction costs of doing busi-
ness are greatly increased. Furthermore, in a world where distorting or
hiding the truth is commonplace, the rule of law is severely weakened. Any
legal system, to work effectively, demands public honesty and trust. Finally,
if lying becomes pervasive in a liberal democracy, it may alienate the public
to the point where it loses faith in that political order and becomes open to
authoritarian rule.

Eroding Civil Liberties

A liberal democracy that is constantly preparing for and fighting wars, as
well as extolling the benefits of using force, is likely to end up violating the
individual rights and rule of law that are at the heart of a liberal society. In
times of national emergency such as war, leaders may think they have good
reasons to stifle criticism of their policies by curtailing freedom of speech
and freedom of the press. They are apt to have deep concerns about an
enemy within, which might include disloyal citizens or even aliens. Fear is
the order of the day. The atmosphere of suspicion invariably leads to re-
stricting individual rights and monitoring citizens in illiberal ways, often
with wide public support.

Leaders do not act this way because they are evil. Given the trade-off be-
tween security and civil liberties in dire times, or what are perceived to be
dire times, policymakers almost always choose security. A country’s highest
goal has to be its survival, because if it does not survive, it cannot pursue any
other goals. The ample evidence of this kind of behavior in American history
includes Lincoln’s illiberal policies during the U.S. Civil War, the silencing of
anti-war voices during World War I, the infamous “Red Scare” immediately
after that conflict, the imprisonment of Japanese American citizens in World
War II, and McCarthyism in the late 1940s and early 1950s.

Given the exaggerated fear of foreign threats that has permeated the
American foreign policy establishment since g/11, it is unsurprising that
both Presidents Bush and Obama pursued policies that diminished civil
liberties at home. Three examples are in order, the first of which involves

the right to privacy as it relates to the Fourth Amendment’s warrant re-
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quirements. Generally speaking, the government cannot gather informa-
tion on American citizens without a judge’s authorization. Normally, to
obtain a search warrant, investigators must show there is probable cause to
think an individual is engaging in illegal activity. Even when the govern-
ment thinks someone is dangerous or behaving unlawfully, it ordinarily
cannot act without judicial approval.

There is little doubt the Bush administration was engaged in warrantless
surveillance of American citizens from shortly after g /11 until January 2007.8
We also know, thanks to Edward Snowden, that the government, mainly the
NSA, also searches and stores vast amounts of emails and text-based mes-
sages.! While limited by law to monitoring international communications
for foreign intelligence purposes, the NSA nevertheless collected domestic
communications between American citizens. The government also regu-
larly collects telephone records of millions of Americans and keeps track of
“telephony metadata” that includes the phone numbers of parties to a call,
its duration, location, and time. It is hard to disagree with Senator Ron
Wyden’s (D-OR) comment that “the government’s authority to collect in-
formation on law-abiding American citizens is essentially limitless.”82

To do this surveillance, the government often gets a warrant from a se-
cret court known as the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Court (or FISA
court). But this process has significant transparency and credibility prob-
lems. The FISA court is a virtual rubber stamp:®} between 1979 and 2012,
it received almost thirty-four thousand requests to conduct electronic sur-
veillance within the United States and denied eleven.8 Moreover, it is virtu-
ally impossible to challenge FISA court rulings, not only because they are
secret but because no one but the government is a party to the proceedings.
And when FISA evidence is used in federal criminal prosecutions, neither
the defendant nor his attorney can obtain access to the warrant application
if the attorney general certifies, as he routinely does, that disclosure would
endanger national security.®> When a federal appeals court ruled that the
NSA’s collection of bulk data was illegal, the Obama administration in-
structed the FISA court to ignore the ruling.8

The second example of policies that undermine civil liberties concerns
due process, which lies at the very core of America’s constitutional protec-
tions and is the backbone of the rule of law. It is no exaggeration to say that
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as it applies to so-called enemy combatants in the global war on terror, the
traditional notion of due process has become laughable. In January 2002,
when the United States began sweeping up suspected terrorists in Afghani-
stan and elsewhere after 9/11, the Bush administration created a virtual gu-
lag at Guantanamo Bay and strongly resisted the detainees’ efforts to obtain
due process. Since it was opened, 779 men have been imprisoned there.
President Obama vowed to close it but could not, and it remains a due pro-
cess quagmire. Of the 41 individuals still imprisoned at Guantanamo as of
January 2017, 5 have been cleared for release but remain imprisoned, which
has been a common pattern at the prison. Twenty-six prisoners cannot be
prosecuted, because of insufficient evidence; but the government refuses to
release them because it considers them security threats.®” This arbitrary and
unprecedented policy of indefinite detention blatantly violates most com-
monly held notions of due process.

Worse yet, the Bush administration devised the infamous policy of ex-
traordinary rendition, in which high-value prisoners were sent to countries
that cared little about human rights, like Egypt and Syria, to be tortured and
interrogated. It appears the CIA also tortured prisoners at its “black sites” in
Europe as well as at Bagram Air Base in Afghanistan and Abu Ghraib in
Iraq.®® This policy clearly violated American and international law, both of
which forbid torture. Not surprisingly, as Amrit Singh, who directs the proj-
ect on national security and counterterrorism at the Open Society Justice
Initiative, reported, “The secret detention program and the extraordinary
rendition program were highly classified, conducted outside the United
States, and designed to place detainee interrogations beyond the reach of
the law.”® Taken together, the policies of illegal detention and illegal torture
not only subvert the rule of law but conspire to prevent its restoration in the
future.

This disgraceful situation brings to mind yet a third example. Because
the Obama administration could neither prosecute nor release the detain-
ees at Guantanamo, it had little interest in capturing new prisoners and
subjecting them to indefinite detention. So Obama and his advisors appar-
ently decided instead to assassinate suspected enemy combatants wherever

they were found.*® While it is surely easier to kill suspects than bring them
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to Guantanamo and perpetuate its legal morass, the effects of this new
policy may be even more poisonous.

Drones, of course, play a central role in these assassinations. Obama had
a kill list known as the “disposition matrix,” and every Tuesday there was a
meeting in the White House—it was called “Terror Tuesday”—where the
next victims were selected.”? The extent to which the Obama administra-
tion bought into this strategy is reflected in the distribution of drone strikes
between November 2002, when they began, and May 2013. Micah Zenko
reports that there were “approximately 425 non-battlefield targeted killings
(more than g5 percent by drones). Roughly 50 took place during Mr. Bush’s
tenure, and 375 (and counting) under Mr. Obama’s.”®? As the journalist
Tom Engelhardt writes, “Once upon a time, off-the-books assassination
was generally a rare act of state that presidents could deny. Now, it is part of
everyday life in the White House and at the CIA. The president’s role as
assassin in chief has been all but publicly promoted as a political plus.”®?

This assassination strategy leaves hardly any room for due process
under the law. The CIA is even authorized to kill young men who are not
known to be terrorists but are merely exhibiting suspicious behavior, what-
ever that might be. It is also difficult to clearly identify targets from thou-
sands of feet above. Thus it is hardly surprising that there are many cases
where drones have killed innocent civilians. While it is hard to get firm
numbers, at least 10 to 15 percent of the victims appear to have been civil-
ians. A comment by former CIA director Michael Hayden in 2012 captures
just how misguided Obama’s assassination strategy was: “Right now, there
isn’'t a government on the planet that agrees with our legal rationale for
these operations, except for Afghanistan and maybe Israel.”* Individual
rights and the rule of law do not fare well in a country that maintains a
large and powerful military and is addicted to fighting wars.*

The High-Modernist Ideology

In Seeing Like a State, James Scott sets out to determine “why so many
well-intended schemes to improve the human condition have gone so trag-

ically awry.”®® His focus is on disastrous domestic programs like China’s
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Great Leap Forward (1958-62) and collectivization in Russia (1928-40).
But I believe Scott’s thesis can also be applied to international politics.”
One could argue that the chances of failure are even higher with liberal
hegemony, because it involves social engineering in a foreign country, not
at home.

Scott maintains that many of the great disasters in modern history are
caused by “great utopian social engineering schemes” that depend on a “high-
modernist ideology.” Liberal hegemony appears to qualify on both counts.
It calls for doing social engineering all across the globe, which is nothing if
not utopian. A high-modernist ideology, Scott says, “is best conceived as a
strong, one might even say muscle-bound, version of the self-confidence
about scientific and technical progress, the expansion of production, the
growing satisfaction of human needs, the mastery of nature (including
human nature), and, above all, the rational design of social order commen-
surate with the scientific understanding of natural laws.” Again, liberal he-
gemony, with its confidence in the virtues of liberal democracy and open
economic markets and its use of international institutions to purvey stan-
dard metrics that make states more legible, fits the bill well.

According to Scott, disastrous failure requires two additional ingredi-
ents: “an authoritarian state that is willing and able to use the full weight of
its coercive power to bring these high-modernist designs into being” and “a
prostrate civil society that lacks the capacity to resist these plans.” Liberal
democracies and authoritarian states represent fundamentally different po-
litical forms, but this distinction is largely moot in the international realm.
A powerful liberal state can be intensely single-minded and willing to co-
erce other countries when it thinks this is not only morally correct but also
good for its own security. When liberal democracies feel seriously threat-
ened, they are likely to declare a state of emergency, allowing themselves to
take on many of the features of an authoritarian state.

Moreover, civil society simply has no international equivalent. All the
talk one hears about the “international community,” which implies that the
citizens of the world might come together and stand up to a great power, is
ultimately empty rhetoric. The international community is prostrate from
the outset. There is little danger that popular opposition will stop a liberal
great power from trying to impose its high-modernist ideology on weaker
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states. Of course, the crusading state may run into opposition from other
states, but there will not be enough to prevent it from trying to fulfill its
ambition to make the world safe for liberal democracy.

All of Scott’s ingredients were firmly in place in the United States as the
dust was settling after 9/11. The Bush administration adopted a policy of
using the American military to topple regimes and bring democracy to the
greater Middle East, an area that had little experience with democracy. The
Bush Doctrine was a radical strategy that has no parallel in American his-
tory. President Obama, though more cautious than his predecessor, none-
theless continued Bush'’s policy of toppling illiberal regimes and trying to
promote democracy across the Middle East. Not only did both presidents
fail at almost every turn, their policies brought widespread killing and
devastation to the region.

We have seen that a liberal foreign policy is likely to fail and that the
costs of failure are high. Yet even those who recognize the risks sometimes
argue that the effort can be justified.



7
Liberal Theories of Peace

LIBERAL HEGEMONY IS BUILT AROUND three missions: increasing the num-
ber of liberal democracies in the world, facilitating an open economic order,
and building international institutions. The assumption is that achieving
these goals, especially the first one, is a formula for international peace. I
argued in the previous two chapters that such a policy is not only enor-
mously costly both at home and abroad but also likely to fail. States that
pursue a liberal foreign policy invariably find themselves worse off.

In this chapter I will examine liberal hegemony’s purported benefit: that
it will bring peace and wealth and effectively end problems like nuclear
proliferation and terrorism. One might argue that it makes sense to try to
realize those aims even if the costs are great, simply because the benefits
are even greater. To determine whether that might be true, I examine the
three main liberal theories of international politics—democratic peace
theory, economic interdependence theory, and liberal institutionalism—to
see how well each works. These three theories correspond with the three
principal missions of a liberal foreign policy. My bottom line is that none of
these theories provides a formula for peace. Not only is liberal hegemony
prone to costly failures, it would not bring us a world without war even if it
achieved its goals.

Each liberal theory takes dead aim at realism, which takes security com-
petition among the great powers and war to be a normal part of life in the

international system. Liberal theorists seek a compelling story that trumps
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realism and leads to a more peaceful world. But none of these liberal theo-
ries makes the case for world government, which might seem to make
sense given that political liberalism can work inside a country only when
there is a higher authority that maintains order. Instead, each theory as-
sumes that the existing state system is here to stay and that we need a
strategy for producing peace under international anarchy.

Furthermore, none of the three theories assumes that states no longer
have reasons to go to war. They are not positing a world such as Francis
Fukuyama describes in his famous 1989 article “The End of History?” In-
stead, each theory acknowledges that states sometimes have fundamental
political differences, which may cause them to consider military action. Yet
liberalism’s proponents maintain that other, more powerful factors cut
against realist logic and ultimately overwhelm it when there is a serious
possibility of war. States will sometimes be tempted, for one reason or an-
other, to unsheathe the sword; but one or more of the liberal logics will
outweigh that temptation, and there will be no war.

Democratic peace theory maintains that liberal democracies do not fight
wars with each other, but it does not predict any decrease in wars between
democracies and non-democracies. The principal explanation for peace
among liberal democracies is that their deep-seated respect for individual
rights, coupled with their emphasis on tolerance and peaceful conflict reso-
lution, overwhelms any rationale they might have to initiate a war. Other
accounts maintain that specific institutional and normative characteristics
of democracy, not liberal rights, prevent war between liberal democracies.

Economic interdependence theory grows out of the liberal emphasis on
the right to own and exchange property, which inexorably leads to promot-
ing investment and trade among states. The ensuing economic intercourse
not only leads to greater prosperity for the trading states but also makes
them dependent on each other for their prosperity. This economic inter-
dependence, the theory says, militates against war, simply because the costs
of fighting become unacceptable. In the end, concerns about prosperity
trump political as well as security considerations.

Liberal institutionalism stems from the importance liberals place on
acting according to well-established rules that stipulate the rights and obli-
gations of individuals. According to the theory, states voluntarily come



190 LIBERAL THEORIES OF PEACE

together and establish international institutions, which are effectively a set
of rules that states agree to obey even when they are tempted to disregard
them and act aggressively. When push comes to shove, a deep-seated com-
mitment to the rule of law will quash any temptation a state might have to
start a war.

These theories are well known in both the academic and policy worlds.
Liberal theorists and policymakers often bundle them together, arguing
that they complement each other and thus work in tandem to foster peace.
Kant, for example, maintained that the best way to maximize the prospects
for “perpetual peace” is to foster commerce, which makes war unprofitable;
promote republican constitutions; and create a confederation of republican
states, which would be an international institution.! More recently, two lib-
eral scholars, Bruce Russett and John Oneal, wrote a book whose title
captures their commitment to tying these theories together: Triangulating
Peace: Democracy, Interdependence, and International Organizations.? For
these scholars, each strand of liberalism reinforces the others to increase
the chances of peace. Two strands cause more peace than one, and all three
strands cause even more. Another prominent liberal theorist, Michael
Doyle, has a different take: he maintains that all three theories must work
together at once for liberalism to produce peace.? For Doyle, the liberal case
for peace collapses if just one of the theories either does not apply or does
not work as expected. For Russett and Oneal, however, all three theories
need to be knocked out to make a convincing case that liberalism does not
produce peace.

Liberal policymakers are also fond of packaging these theories together.
Consider how President Bill Clinton’s administration sold two of its most
important policies, NATO expansion and engagement with China. Deputy
Secretary of State Strobe Talbott argued in 1995 that embedding the coun-
tries of Eastern Europe in both NATO and the EU was the key to producing
stability in the region. “Enlargement of NATO,” he wrote, “would be a force
for the rule of law both within Europe’s new democracies and among them.”
Moreover, it would “promote and consolidate democratic and freemarket
values,” further contributing to peace.* At the same time, Secretary of State
Madeleine Albright claimed that the key to sustaining peaceful relations
with a rising China is to engage with it, not try to contain it the way the
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United States contained the Soviet Union during the Cold War. Engage-
ment would help democratize China, integrate it into the American-led
economic order, and lead to its membership in some of the world’s major
institutions. As a “responsible stakeholder” in the international system,
China would be highly motivated to maintain peaceful relations with other
countries.’

I take issue with the claim that these liberal theories offer a formula for a
peaceful world. Each theory is fatally flawed, and packaging them together
does not remedy the problem. To make my case, I will examine each theory
in detail, asking two questions. First, how well do its predictions fit the em-
pirical record? Is there good evidence that any of the liberal theories have
actually caused peace? Second, is the causal logic behind the theory sound?
Does the theory offer a compelling story about why peace breaks out?

But before assessing each theory in detail, I want to consider two features
that are common to all of them: scope conditions and claims about the
certainty of peace. The aim is to show that even if you accept these theories
on their own terms, they still do not provide a formula for leaving realism
behind. The problem is that the case for liberalism, including all three the-
ories, is structured in a way that makes it impossible to diminish the im-
portance that countries place on the survival motive, which sits at the core of

realism.

The Primacy of Survival

In the realist story, states worry about their survival above all else, and
this motivates them to pursue power at each other’s expense. To supersede
realism, therefore, a liberal theory must offer an alternative consideration
that figures more prominently in policymakers’ minds than survival. For
democratic peace theory, respect for individual rights, coupled with toler-
ance and norms of peaceful conflict resolution, dominates concerns about
survival. With economic interdependence theory, a deep-seated interest in
prosperity overshadows fears about survival; and liberal institutionalists
see adherence to rules as the key to alleviating those fears.

None of these factors, however, can eclipse concerns about survival and
take realist logic off the table. They come up short for two reasons, both of
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which involve limitations that are common to all the liberal theories. First,
they all have restricted scope, in that they do not apply unless the necessary
conditions are present. International institutions, for example, cannot pro-
mote peace if they do not exist, and there must be economic interdepen-
dence for prosperity to trump security. But these conditions do not always
exist. The world has never been populated with democracies alone, which
significantly restricts the scope of democratic peace theory. For theorists
like Doyle, who maintain that all three theories must be operative to achieve
peace, the range of relevant circumstances is even more restricted. Of
course, in the absence of institutions and economic interdependence, states
follow the dictates of realpolitik, just as democracies do when confronting
non-democracies.

Consider, for instance, that none of the liberal theories was relevant to
the superpower competition during the Cold War. The Soviet Union was
not a democracy, the two sides had little economic intercourse, and few
international institutions had both sides as members. Or think about how
most liberals talk about the prospects of China’s rising peacefully. China is
not a democracy today and shows little prospect of becoming one. One
rarely hears the argument that democratic peace theory can provide the
basis for peace in Asia. But one frequently hears that economic interdepen-
dence theory can explain why China’s rise will be peaceful. China’s econ-
omy is tied to the economies of its rivals, and this linkage means not only
that China and its trading partners depend on each other to keep prosper-
ing, but also that prosperity depends on their peaceful relations. A war in-
volving China would be tantamount to mutual assured destruction at the
economic level. Hence, economic interdependence will keep the peace in
Asia as China rises.

It is possible to hypothesize a world in which one or more of the liberal
theories apply universally, and one where none of them applies at all. But
those are not our world. In our world, those theories are likely to cover certain
situations but not others. Consider, for example, how democratic peace
theory would apply to a scenario in which the United States removes its
military forces from Europe and NATO disappears. There would then be
three major powers on the Continent: France, Germany, and Russia. Ac-
cording to the theory, France and Germany would not fight each other,
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because they are both liberal democracies and thus would not compete
with each other for power. But they would have a fundamentally different
relationship with non-democratic Russia: they would be guided by realist
logic, with its emphasis on the survival motive. In that situation, all three
countries would end up trying to maximize their positions in the global
balance of power.

Let us assume that Russia becomes a democracy. Democratic peace
theory would then apply to relations among all three major powers. Yet demo-
cratic Russia would have to fear a rising China, which is not a democracy, on
its southern border, and so would have to act according to balance-of-power
logic in its dealings with China. France and Germany do not share a border
with China, but they would still have to worry about a possible threat if China
became a superpower. As long as there is one powerful non-democracy in
the system, no democracy can escape from acting according to realist logic.
As Alexander Wendt notes, “One predator will best a hundred pacifists
because anarchy provides no guarantees. This argument is powerful in
part because it is so weak: rather than making the strong assumption that
all states are inherently power-seeking . . . it assumes that just one is power-
seeking and that the others have to follow suit because anarchy permits the
one to exploit them.”® This logic applies even though the democracies in
the system would still behave peacefully toward each other, at least accord-
ing to the theory.

A second and even more fundamental problem inherent in the three
liberal theories concerns what they say about the likelihood of peace. For
any of these theories to dominate realism, its proponents have to argue that
it makes war certain not to occur. It is not enough for them to argue that
their theories lead to enhanced interstate cooperation or make war much
less likely. One might think I am setting the bar too high. But as long as
there is some chance of war between any two states in the system, every
state has little choice but to privilege survival and act in accordance with
realist principles. Even if the likelihood of war is judged to be only 1 or
2 percent, states must think and act according to balance-of-power logic
because the dire consequences of losing a major war require them to worry
about their survival. This situation resembles nuclear deterrence. The like-

lihood that any nuclear-armed state would use those incredibly destructive
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weapons is low, but the consequences would be horrendous. This is what
makes nuclear weapons the ultimate deterrent.

There is no question that cooperation can ameliorate conflict. Yet it can
also increase the likelihood of war, since two states can cooperate to launch
a war against a third country, as the Germans and Soviets did against Poland
in 1939 or as Egypt and Syria did against Israel in 1973. Furthermore,
powerful states sometimes cooperate to exploit the resources of weaker re-
gions, as Britain and France did during World War I, when they arranged
via the Sykes-Picot agreement of 1916 to divide up much of the Middle
East between themselves. Cooperation and peace are certainly related, but
they are not the same thing. What liberal theorists must explain is not why
their theories produce more cooperation but why they eliminate the possi-
bility of war.

Hardly any liberal theorists argue that war is taken off the table when
their theories are operative. They make bold claims but do not rule out war
as a possibility. They sometimes emphasize enhanced cooperation among
states or say that war becomes highly unlikely. Democratic peace theorists,
who make the boldest claims, stress that democracies “seldom” or “rarely
fight each other.”” As Michael Doyle puts it, “No one should argue that such
wars are impossible; but preliminary evidence does appear to indicate that
there exists a significant predisposition against warfare between liberal
states.”® Peace, in other words, is not guaranteed. But moving the needle
toward peace, even substantially, is not enough. As long as war remains a
serious possibility, states have little choice but to put survival above all
other considerations, including rights, prosperity, and rules.

So far I have taken the liberal theories on their own terms and assumed

they work as advertised. It is time to examine that assumption.

Democratic Peace Theory

The words democratic peace theory imply that it offers a story about how
democracy, not liberalism, brings peace. But the title is a misnomer, because
the arguments underpinning democratic peace theory emphasize liberal-
ism as well as democracy. A number of scholars in this tradition even refer

to “liberal peace.” It would be more accurate to call it liberal-democratic
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peace theory. Moreover, liberal states are almost always democratic as well,
mainly because the centrality of freedom and inalienable rights clearly im-
plies that all citizens have the right to determine who governs them. As I
emphasized in the introduction, this is why I focus on liberal democracies,
not simply liberal states. Hence, I will examine both the democracy-based
and liberalism-based logics behind democratic peace theory.

Democratic peace theory was remarkably popular in the two decades
after the Cold War ended. Michael Doyle introduced it to the academic and
policy worlds in a pair of seminal articles published in 1983.° When the
superpower rivalry ended in 1989, it was widely believed that liberal de-
mocracy would steadily sweep across the globe, spreading peace every-
where. This perspective, of course, is the central theme in Fukuyama’s “The
End of History?” But time has not been kind to Fukuyama’s argument.
Authoritarianism has become a viable alternative, and there are few signs
that liberal democracy will conquer the globe anytime soon. Freedom House
maintains that the world’s share of democracies actually declined between
2006 and 2016, which naturally reduces the scope of the theory.®

Even if liberal democracy were on the march, however, it would not en-
hance the prospects for peace, because the theory is seriously flawed. Con-
sider its central finding. Some of its proponents argue that there has never
been a war between two democracies. But this is wrong: there are at least
four cases in the modern era where democracies waged war against each
other. Contrary to what democratic peace theorists say, Germany was a lib-
eral democracy during World War I (1914-18), and it fought against four
other liberal democracies: Britain, France, Italy, and the United States."! In
the Boer War (1899-1902) Britain fought against the South African Re-
public and the Orange Free State, both of which were democracies.!? The
Spanish-American War (1898) and the 1999 Kargil War between India and
Pakistan are also cases of democracies fighting each other.?

Other cases come close to qualifying as wars between democracies.™ The
American Civil War is usually not counted because it is considered a civil
war rather than an interstate war. One might argue, however, that the dis-
tinction is not meaningful here. The Confederacy was established on
February 4, 1861, but the war did not begin until April, by which time the

Confederacy was effectively a sovereign state. It is also worth noting that
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there have been a host of militarized disputes between democracies, in-
cluding some cases where fighting broke out and people died, but that fell
short of actual war.’® There are also many cases of democracies, especially
the United States, overthrowing democratically elected leaders in other
countries, a behavior that seems at odds with the claim that democracies
behave peacefully toward one another.

But let us get back to my four cases of actual wars between democracies.
One might concede that I am right yet still argue that this tiny number of
wars does not substantially challenge the theory. This conclusion would be
wrong, however, for reasons clearly laid out by the democratic peace theo-
rist James L. Ray: “Since wars between states are so rare statistically . . . the
existence of even a few wars between democratic states would wipe out
entirely the statistical and therefore arguably the substantive significance
of the difference in the historical rates of warfare between pairs of demo-
cratic states, on the one hand, and pairs of states in general, on the other.”
Those four wars between democracies, in other words, undermine the cen-
tral claim of democratic peace theorists.

The second major problem with democratic peace theory is that it offers
no good explanation for why liberal democracies should not fight each
other. Democratic peace theorists have put forward various explanations,
some of which focus on democratic institutions and norms and others that

emphasize liberal norms. But none are compelling.
Democratic Institutions and Peace

There are three institutional explanations for why liberal democracies do
not go to war with each other. The first emphasizes that publics are pacific
by nature, and if asked whether to initiate a war they will almost certainly
say no. Kant articulates this argument in Perpetual Peace: “If the consent of
the citizens is required in order to decide that war should be declared . . .
nothing is more natural than that they would be very cautious in com-
mencing such a poor game, decreeing for themselves all the calamities of
war.”V This argument was popular during the Cold War among neoconser-
vatives, who believed that liberal democracies were inclined to appease
authoritarian states because democratic peoples were not only soft but in-

fluential, because they could vote.'®
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The fatal flaw in this argument is that it proves too much. If the citizens
of a liberal democracy were so averse to war, they would be disinclined to
fight against non-democracies as well as democracies. They would not
want to fight any wars at all. It is clear from the historical record, however,
that this is not the case. The United States, for instance, has fought seven
wars since the Cold War ended, and it initiated all seven. During that pe-
riod it has been at war for two out of every three years. It is no exaggeration
to say that the United States is addicted to war. Moreover, Britain, another
liberal democracy, has been at America’s side throughout those wars. This
helps explain why democratic peace theorists do not argue that democra-
cies are generally more peaceful than non-democracies.

Several factors explain why democratic peoples sometimes favor starting
wars. For one, there are sometimes good strategic reasons for war and most
citizens will recognize them. Furthermore, democratic leaders are often
adept at convincing reticent publics that war is necessary, even when it is
not.” Sometimes not much convincing is necessary, because the people’s
nationalist fervor is so great that, if anything, they are pushing their leaders
to go to war, whether necessary or not.2’ Finally, it is wrong to assume that
the public axiomatically pays a big price when its country goes to war.
Wealthy countries often have a highly capitalized military, which means that
only a small slice of the population actually serves. Moreover, liberal democ-
racies are often adept at finding ways to minimize their casualties—for
example, by using drones against an adversary. As for the financial costs,
a state has many ways to pay for a war without seriously burdening its
public.?!

The second institutional explanation is that it is more difficult for gov-
ernment leaders to mobilize a democracy to start a war. This cumbersome
decision making is partly a function of the need to get public permission,
which is time-consuming given the public’s natural reluctance to fight wars
and risk death. The institutional obstacles built into democracies, like
checks and balances, slow down the process. These problems make it dif-
ficult not only to start a war but also to formulate and execute a smart for-
eign policy.

If these claims were true, again, democracies would not initiate wars

against non-democracies. But they do. There may be instances where
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democratic inefficiencies prevent governing elites from taking their coun-
try to war, although as I noted above, that will happen infrequently. More-
over, the institutional impediments that might thwart leaders bent on
starting a war usually count for little, because the decision to start a war is
often made during a serious crisis, in which the executive takes charge and
checks and balances, as well as individual rights, are subordinated to national
security concerns. In an extreme emergency, liberal democracies are fully
capable of reacting swiftly and decisively, and initiating a war if necessary.

Finally, some argue that “audience costs” are the key to explaining the
democratic peace.?? This claim rests on the belief that democratically
elected leaders are especially good at signaling their resolve in crises
because they can make public commitments to act in particular circum-
stances, which they are then obligated to follow through on. In other words,
they can tie their own hands. If they renege on their commitments, the
public will punish them by voting them out of office. Once a leader draws a
red line, the argument goes, his audience will hold his feet to the fire.
Two democracies can thus make it clear to each other what exactly they
would fight over, which allows them to avoid miscalculation and negotiate
a settlement.

The audience-costs story is intuitively attractive, but empirical studies
have shown that it has little explanatory power.?® There is hardly any evi-
dence that audience costs have worked as advertised in actual crises. More-
over, there are many reasons to question the theory’s underlying logic. For
example, leaders are usually wary about drawing red lines, preferring in-
stead to keep their threats vague so as to maximize their bargaining space.
In such cases, audience-costs logic does not even come into play. But even
if a leader draws a red line and then fails to follow through, the public is
unlikely to punish her if she ends the crisis on favorable terms. Moreover,
one should never underestimate political leaders’ ability to spin a story so
that it appears they did not renege on a commitment when they actually
did. And even if a leader gives a signal, there is no guarantee the other side
will read it correctly.

In sum, none of the mechanisms involving democratic institutions pro-
vides a satisfactory explanation for why democracies rarely fight wars with
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each other.?* Some prominent democratic peace theorists recognize the
limits of these institutional explanations and instead rely on normative ar-

guments linked to democracy and liberalism.?
The Normative Logics

There is substantial overlap between the normative logic that flows from
democracy and the one that flows from liberalism. Both emphasize four
key concepts: peaceful conflict resolution, respect for others, tolerance, and
trust. Democracy and liberalism, however, rivet on those concepts for dif-
ferent reasons, and each emphasizes some more than others.

The central feature of democracy is the electoral process, which is how
citizens settle their differences and determine whose vision of the political
order will prevail. This way of doing business has the effect of promoting
peaceful conflict resolution. “The basic norm of liberal democratic theory,”
Russett writes, is “that disputes can be resolved without force through demo-
cratic political processes.”?® Furthermore, he maintains that “the norms of
regulated political competition, compromise solutions to political conflicts,
and peaceful transfer of power are externalized by democracies in their
dealing with other national actors in world politics.” Most importantly,
“when two democracies come into a conflict of interest, they are able to
apply democratic norms in their interaction.””

In a world where even bitter disputes are routinely settled peacefully,
there is likely to be significant trust among the relevant actors, since they
do not have to worry that their opponents may employ violence against them.
There should also be a modicum of respect for those on the opposing side
in big political fights. The fact that everyone is willing to accept election
results surely means they are willing to tolerate the possibility their rivals
might win. And if they are going to pursue compromise solutions with
their opponents, both sides have to show some respect toward the other;
otherwise it would be difficult to find agreement. Thus, in addition to be-
ing wedded to settling their differences via elections, individuals living
in a democracy tend to be trustful, tolerant, and respectful of others.
These same beliefs, the argument goes, carry over to relations between

democracies.
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Unlike democracy, which emphasizes the importance of elections, liber-
alism tells a story of individual rights. Of course, this is by now familiar to
readers of this book. Political liberals maintain that rights and tolerance
work together to encourage people to respect each other, even when they
have fundamental disagreements, and to settle their differences peacefully.
There is hardly any place for violence in a liberal world.

Because individual rights are universal, liberal logic applies not just to
daily life inside liberal democracies but to interactions between them as
well. To quote Michael Doyle, “The basic postulate of liberal international
theory holds that states have the right to be free from foreign intervention.
Since morally autonomous citizens hold rights to liberty, the states that
represent them have the right to exercise political independence. Mutual
respect for these rights then becomes the touchstone of international lib-
eral theory.”?® Those inalienable rights include the right to life, which pre-
cludes liberal countries from initiating wars against each other since they
would be taking the lives of fellow liberals.

Tolerance, too, extends beyond borders when liberal states are dealing
with each other. Liberal countries should trust and respect each other and
never go to war to settle their differences. “These conventions of mutual
respect,” Doyle writes, “have formed a cooperative foundation for relations
among liberal democracies of a remarkably effective kind.”? Liberal norms,
in other words, explain the democratic peace. John Owen sums up the basic
argument: “Liberals believe that individuals everywhere are fundamentally
the same, and are best off pursuing self-preservation and material well-
being. Freedom is required for these pursuits, and peace is required for
freedom; coercion and violence are counter-productive. Thus all individu-
als share an interest in peace, and should want war only as an instrument
to bring about peace.”*

It should be clear that democracy and liberalism provide separate but
complementary logics that explain why liberal democracies do not fight
each other, even when they have a profound disagreement that provokes a
major crisis. Wars do not break out, according to democratic peace theory,
because these logics work either separately or in tandem to promote a for-
midable set of norms that favor peaceful conflict resolution, respect for the

other, tolerance, and trust.
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Why Norms Are Ineffectual

There are five problems with the claim that liberal democratic norms
are a powerful force for peace. As I argued in chapter 5, without a higher
authority to maintain order, liberalism cannot work as advertised. The rea-
son is simple: liberalism accepts that individuals will sometimes have pro-
found differences over first principles and also recognizes that respect for
rights and tolerance cannot guarantee that one side, or even both sides, will
not turn to violence. There is no assurance that conflicts will be resolved
peacefully. This is why virtually every liberal recognizes the need for a
state—including John Rawls, who is especially optimistic about the hexing
power of tolerance.

Democracy faces the same problem. It too is predicated on the assump-
tion that citizens will sometimes have fierce differences about core political
and social issues. Citizens in a democracy are heavily socialized to settle
their disputes at the ballot box, but that socialization has its limits, and
democracies always maintain formidable police forces to keep order. The
norm of peaceful conflict resolution alone cannot ensure peace in a democ-
racy; like liberalism, it requires a strong state to deal with people who feel
compelled to back up their views with violence.

Since there is no world state, there is no higher authority in the inter-
national system to which countries can turn when another state threatens
them. That simple fact of life, coupled with the fact that liberal democra-
cies are not always tolerant, respectful, and peaceful toward each other,
means they must worry about their survival even when dealing with other
liberal democracies. Once this logic is at play, they have no choice but to
engage in balance-of-power politics with each other.

Nationalism is another problem for claims about liberal democratic
norms. It is an enormously influential ideology that causes countries to
emphasize the differences among them. Each nation-state tends to think it
is superior to the others, and sometimes there is genuine hatred between
them. That animosity—what I call hypernationalism—exists because
nation-states sometimes differ profoundly on first principles, and some-
times engage in harsh security competition that leads to war. Liberal de-

mocracies are hardly immune from nationalism, which can undermine
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tolerance and mutual trust, and even cause them to resolve their disagree-
ments violently. Nor is there a deep-seated worldwide respect for the liberal
principle of inalienable rights, whose importance liberals often exaggerate.
Especially when it confronts nationalism, liberalism’s universalist dimen-
sion holds less sway than liberals assume.

Furthermore, there is considerable empirical evidence to contradict the
claim that liberal democratic norms are a potent force for peace. The United
States, for example, has a rich history of toppling democratically elected
governments, especially during the Cold War. The more prominent cases
include Iran in 1953, Guatemala in 1954, Brazil in 1964, and Chile in 1973.3!
Following the January 2006 Palestinian elections, in which Hamas de-
feated the U.S.-supported Fatah, the United States and Israel (another
democracy) moved to destabilize the new government and marginalize
Hamas. They treated Fatah as the legitimate representative of the Palestin-
ian people, even though it had lost the election.*? The United States, as we
saw, also played a role in toppling the democratically elected Muslim Brother-
hood in Egypt in 2013. “The record of American interventions in the de-
veloping world,” Sebastian Rosato notes, “suggests that democratic trust
and respect has often been subordinated to security and economic inter-
ests.”?

Perhaps the most damning evidence against the case for liberal democratic
norms is found in Christopher Layne’s careful examination of four cases
where a pair of liberal democracies marched to the brink of war, but one
side pulled back and ended the crisis. He carefully examines the decision-
making process in both Britain and the United States during the 1861 Trent
Affair and the Venezuelan Crisis of 1895—90, the Fashoda Crisis between
Britain and France in 1898, and the 1923 Ruhr Crisis involving France and
Germany, and convincingly argues that liberal norms had little to do with
settling these crises. There was substantial nationalist fervor on each side,
and all four outcomes were primarily determined by strategic calculations
involving the balance of power.3*

A final, albeit indirect, reason to doubt that liberal norms carry much
weight in international politics is that there is little evidence that liberal
democracies fight wars in especially virtuous ways. Given the emphasis

liberalism places on inalienable rights, one would expect liberal democra-
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cies to go to some lengths to avoid killing civilians, or at least do better than
authoritarian states. This is one of the central tenets of just war theory, a
quintessentially liberal theory that has individual rights at its core.®
Michael Doyle, for instance, urges that all sides in a conflict maintain “a
scrupulous respect for the laws of war.”3¢

But when Alexander Downes did his groundbreaking study of civilian
victimization in war, he found that “democracies are somewhat more likely
than nondemocracies to target civilians.”¥ John Tirman shows in his de-
tailed analysis of how the United States fights its wars that it has killed
millions of civilians, many on purpose.*® And although Geoffrey Wallace
shows autocracies are more likely than democracies to abuse prisoners of
war, he provides plenty of evidence that democracies mistreat their prison-
ers.’ The widespread use of torture by the United States in the wake of 9/11
is just one example. Both Downes and Wallace show that when states get
desperate in wartime, they quickly forget the enemy’s humanity and begin
to value rights far less than effective fighting. Liberal democracies are no
exception.

In short, the norms of liberal democracies provide no persuasive expla-
nation for why they would never fight against each other. There is neither a
compelling institutional story nor a normative story underpinning demo-
cratic peace theory.

Another reason to doubt this theory is the problem of backsliding. A de-
mocracy may always become an authoritarian state.”’ It has happened
many times, and as [ noted, Freedom House reports that in recent years
democracy has been in worldwide retreat. There is no guarantee democ-
racy will last forever even where it is well established.* If China were to
become a democracy in, say, the next ten years, we could not be highly
confident it would retain that political system over the long term. The
United States would have to be prepared for the eventuality that it might
not, which means that just to be safe, it would try to maximize its power
relative to China.

Liberal democracies tend to have more staying power than illiberal de-
mocracies, because the former are buttressed by liberal as well as demo-
cratic values—a formidable one-two punch. Still, there is no guarantee that

any liberal democracy will last. Remember that Weimar Germany, which
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was a liberal democracy, lasted a little over a decade before giving way in
1933 to one of the most aggressive and evil regimes in recorded history.
Thus, even in their relations with each other, liberal democracies must be
prepared for the possibility of backsliding, which means they should deal
with each other according to the dictates of realism.

Economic Interdependence Theory

According to economic interdependence theory, two countries that are
highly dependent on each other for their economic well-being will not go to
war even over intense political differences. They will avoid war even if there
are good strategic reasons for starting a fight, because a war would have di-
sastrous economic consequences for both sides. In essence, the economic
costs of war will outweigh the political benefits, including potential strategic
gains. The theory assumes that prosperity, not survival, is the number one
goal of states. Economic considerations, in other words, trump strategic
concerns.

The theory’s emphasis on prosperity is based largely on the belief that
publics demand that their leaders promote and protect their economic wel-
fare, and if those leaders fail to deliver, they will be thrown out of office.
There might even be significant unrest. This imperative to generate wealth
means no rational leader is likely to start a war. There are also apt to be in-
terest groups opposed to war because it might undermine their ability to
make money.* Some scholars argue, for example, that bankers are invari-
ably a powerful force for peace, because leaders who want to stay in power
are unlikely to risk crossing them. All of this is to say that in a world of eco-
nomically interdependent states, leaders have a marked aversion to conflict,
for fear it will endanger prosperity and thus their political careers. Even
security competition among these countries is likely to be moderate, not
just because leaders prefer to concentrate on maximizing their country’s
wealth but because an intense rivalry might inadvertently lead to war and
economic disaster.

Different scholars refine this basic logic in various ways. In its early in-
carnation, the theory described economic interdependence in terms of

trading relations among countries. Norman Angell’s name is famously at-
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tached to this perspective, even though he makes a somewhat different ar-
gument in his classic 1910 book The Great Illusion.*> More recently, Richard
Rosecrance argued for the pacifying effects of trade in his 1986 book The
Rise of the Trading State.** Erik Gartzke contends, however, that trade is the
wrong factor to look at when assessing economic interdependence, and in-
stead argues for focusing on capital markets.* “Integrated capital markets,”
he maintains, foster peaceful relations among states. Patrick McDonald, on
the other hand, claims that it is trade underpinned by “the presence of lib-
eral economic institutions . . . market-promoting institutions.” He stresses
that “the predominance of private property and competitive market struc-
tures within domestic economies . . . produce peace.”*

Not all economic interdependence theorists believe that trade and capital
flows thwart armed conflict. Stephen Brooks, for example, argues that the
key to peace in today’s globalized world is the fact that the production fa-
cilities of multinational corporations are dispersed all over the globe, which
means that virtually every major country is dependent on many other coun-
tries for the products it consumes. Thus no developed country can afford
to go to war for fear this would paralyze its multinational corporations and
ultimately its own economy. Finally, Dale Copeland, who is usually re-
garded as a realist, makes an argument that has both liberal and realist
strands.”® He maintains that when any two states expect the high levels of
trade between them to continue, the logic of basic economic interdepen-
dence will facilitate peaceful relations. But when they do not expect to sus-
tain that trade over time, realist logic kicks in and may push the two sides
toward war.

Finally, economic interdependence theorists sometimes argue that con-
quest does not pay in the modern world. Before the Industrial Revolution,
the economic benefits of territorial expansion were real, but today a country’s
economy hardly benefits from conquering another state. This is actually An-
gell's main point in The Great Illusion as well as an important theme in The
Rise of the Trading State. When we include this additional argument, the
overarching claim is that economic interdependence makes war prohibi-
tively costly, while conquest provides few benefits. I will focus mainly on the
argument that economic interdependence brings peace by driving up the

costs of war, which is the theory’s core assertion.
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The Limits of Economic Interdependence Theory

It would be wrong to say that economic interdependence does not matter
at all. There will surely be cases where it tips the balance away from war,
especially when the economic costs of fighting are great but the political
stakes are not. Nevertheless, in many circumstances it will not sway policy-
makers, and thus it does not come close to guaranteeing peace between
economically interdependent states. To render realpolitik irrelevant, that
guarantee is necessary.

Economic interdependence theory has three main problems. First, the
costs of going to war for economically interdependent countries are not al-
ways high, and often when they prove to be high, they are underestimated
before the fighting starts. Moreover, wars sometimes lead to economic
gains. Second, even when states recognize that there will be significant
costs, the political urge to go to war usually trumps economics, especially
when core security interests are at stake. Finally, there is little empirical
evidence that economic interdependence is a major force for international
peace.

Economically interdependent countries can sometimes fight wars while
avoiding significant economic costs. A country might take aim at a single ri-
val, come up with a clever military strategy, and win a quick and decisive
victory. Or it might pick a fight with a much weaker adversary that it de-
feats rapidly and easily. Most states go to war anticipating a swift triumph,
not that they always get it.* When they do, however, the economic costs
are often small.>® The costliest wars are protracted ones involving multiple
countries, such as the two World Wars. But again, most leaders do not take
their countries to war expecting that outcome.

Furthermore, nuclear weapons make it highly unlikely that contemporary
great powers will fight a major conventional conflict like World War I1. Wars
between them are likely to be limited in both means and goals. It is hard to
imagine, for example, that China and the United States would engage in
an all-out conventional war in Asia; but it is not difficult to envision them
fighting a limited conflict in the South China Sea or over Taiwan with the
thought that the economic costs of such a war could be kept manageable.
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There is also abundant evidence that states at war with each other do
not always break off economic relations. Sometimes they trade with the
enemy in wartime because each side believes it benefits from the contin-
ued intercourse. Jack Levy and Katherine Barbieri, two of the leading ex-
perts on this subject, write: “It is clear that trading with the enemy occurs
frequently enough to contradict the conventional wisdom that war will sys-
tematically and significantly disrupt trade between adversaries.” They add,
“Trading with the enemy occurs during all-out wars fought for national
independence or global dominance as well as during more limited mili-
tary encounters.”! In short, a country may fight a war against a rival with
which it remains economically interdependent and not threaten its own
prosperity.>

Finally, as Peter Liberman explains in his important book Does Conquest
Pay?, sometimes it does.”® For example, if China fought and won a war for
control of the South China Sea, it would end up owning the abundant natu-
ral resources on the sea floor that would surely help fuel Chinese economic
growth. States occasionally start wars with the expectation that victory will
bring economic and strategic benefits that outweigh the costs of under-

mining interdependence.
The Primacy of Politics over Economics

But even if one assumes significant costs of war between two econom-
ically interdependent states, war remains a real possibility. Proponents of
the theory disagree, because they believe the high cost of war will outweigh
the expected political benefits. They assume in effect that the principal goal
of states is prosperity, not survival. But this is wrong. Political calculations
often trump economic ones. This is certainly true when matters of national
security are at stake, because survival is ultimately more important than
prosperity. A country cannot prosper if it does not survive, but even coun-
tries impoverished by war can recover and become rich. Europe was quite
prosperous before 1914, yet World War I happened. Germany, which was
principally responsible for that conflict, was bent on preventing Russia from
growing more powerful and also wanted to establish its own hegemony in

Europe.>* Politics overwhelmed economics.
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One might argue that not every dispute involving security is a matter of
national survival. Not every crisis is the equivalent of the July crisis in 1914.
There is certainly truth in this claim, and it is one reason economic inter-
dependence logic sometimes works as advertised. But ultimately it is not a
compelling argument, largely because of what I call “want of a nail” logic.
States often worry that if they fail to address minor security problems, their
adversary will continue to take advantage and the balance of power will
eventually shift profoundly against them. It is better to nip the problem in
the bud than wait until survival really is at stake. The power of this view-
point is magnified by the degree to which survival matters for states.>

I should say a brief word about Copeland’s argument. He claims that
economic interdependence trumps realpolitik when there is the prospect
of future trade among rivals. This does not make sense. One problem is
that it is impossible to know for sure how long any mutual dependence will
last, and thus states have powerful incentives to prepare for its end. When
it stops, according to Copeland, those states are back in a realist world, and
it is always best to plan for that “rainy day” by following realist dictates be-
fore it arrives. Furthermore, as Copeland himself emphasizes, it is impos-
sible to know the future intentions of states.>® Ignorance about intentions
means that a state deeply committed to peace and prosperity today might
someday find reasons to start a war, despite the economic consequences.
Again, it is best to act according to rainy day logic.”’

Politics also wins out over prosperity when nationalism is at play. Consider
Beijing’s position on Taiwan. Chinese leaders have repeatedly emphasized
that they will go to war against Taiwan if it declares its independence, even
at the cost of damaging China’s economy. Chinese thinking about Taiwan is
deeply influenced by nationalism; almost everyone in China considers that
island sacred territory that must eventually be reintegrated into the main-
land.’® T should also note that history is littered with civil wars, and in al-
most every instance the combatants had been economically interdependent
before the fighting broke out. Nevertheless, political calculations proved more
influential.

To drive home the point that political and strategic factors often outweigh

economic ones, consider the effectiveness of economic sanctions. The his-
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torical record clearly shows that sanctions usually do not achieve their goal.
One reason they fail is that the target states can absorb enormous punish-
ment and still not bend to the coercer's demands.*® This toughness is
driven in good part by nationalism, which invariably causes the people in
the targeted state to rally around their leaders, not to revolt against them.
Britain and the United States discovered this in World War II, when their
bombing campaigns against German and Japanese cities failed to spur up-
risings by the target populations.® It is no surprise that the Russian people
have responded to the West’s sanctions on Russia over the Ukraine crisis
by rallying around Vladimir Putin.

The Ukraine crisis points up the other reason sanctions regularly fail in
the face of political or strategic calculations. For Russia, Ukraine is a core
strategic interest, and the West’s efforts to peel Ukraine away from Mos-
cow’s orbit and incorporate it into Western institutions is categorically un-
acceptable. From Putin’s perspective, the policy of the United States and
its European allies is a threat to Russia’s survival. This viewpoint moti-
vates Russia to go to enormous lengths to prevent Ukraine from joining
the West.®!

We should not be surprised that a theory that is undermined by both
balance-of-power logic and nationalism finds little support in the historical
record. For sure there are studies that claim economic interdependence
makes conflict less likely, although no proponent of the theory argues that
it effectively rules out war between countries whose economies are tied
closely together.? There are other studies, however, showing no effect one
way or the other.®* Some scholars even claim that it makes war more likely
because it has the potential in troubled economic times to fuel tensions
between trading partners.®* Consider, for example, how the crisis over the
euro is fueling nationalism in Europe. Iraq invaded Kuwait in August 1990,
despite their close economic ties, in part because Kuwait was violating
production limits set by the Organization of Petroleum Exporting States
(OPEC) and driving down Iraq’s oil profits.

In sum, there is no basis for believing that economic interdependence
makes a firm foundation for international peace, even if it may occasion-
ally serve as a brake on war.
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Liberal Institutionalism

Liberal institutionalism is probably the weakest of the three major liberal
theories.® Its chief proponents make modest claims about what interna-
tional institutions can actually do to bring peace, and the historical record
shows clearly that for any great power on the road to war, they are little more
than a speed bump. That includes liberal democracies like Britain and the
United States.

Institutions are the set of rules that describe how states should cooperate
and compete with each other. They prescribe acceptable forms of behavior
and proscribe unacceptable behavior. The rules are negotiated by states;
they are not imposed. The great powers dominate the writing of these rules
and pledge to obey them, even where they think it is not in their interest to
do so. In effect, countries voluntarily tie their hands when they join an in-
ternational institution. The rules are typically formalized in international
agreements and administered by organizations with their own personnel
and budgets. It is important to emphasize, however, that those organizations
per se do not compel states to obey the rules. International institutions are
not powerful bodies, which are independent of the states that comprise the
system, and they are not capable of forcing states to follow the rules. They
are not a form of world government. States themselves must choose to
obey the rules they created. Institutions, in short, call for the “decentralized
cooperation of individual sovereign states, without any effective mecha-
nism of command.”*

This emphasis on voluntary obedience also captures how international
law works, which tells us there is no meaningful difference between insti-
tutions and law at the international level. International institutions are
sometimes called “regimes,” and many scholars use those terms inter-
changeably. Thus the analysis here is as applicable to international law and
regimes as it is to international institutions.®”’

The Ultimate Goal: Cooperation among States

Liberal institutionalists rarely argue that international institutions are a
powerful force for peace. Instead, they make the less ambitious claim that

institutions help settle disputes peacefully by promoting interstate cooper-
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ation. This emphasis on cooperation is clearly evident in Robert Keohane’s
After Hegemony: Cooperation and Discord in the World Political Economy, prob-
ably the most influential work on international institutions.*® But as his title
indicates, Keohane concentrates on explaining how to enhance economic
cooperation among states. He says little about war and peace. Some liberal
institutionalists do deal directly with security issues, but they too mainly
talk about how those security institutions enhance cooperation.® This focus
on cooperation is found throughout the institutionalist literature, where
many of the key pieces have “cooperation” in the title, and where hardly
anyone elaborates on how cooperation causes peace.”

It is important to specify the particular circumstances in which institu-
tions foster cooperation. They work only when states have mutual interests
but cannot realize them because the structure of the situation gives them
incentives to take advantage of each other. An example of this problem is
the classic prisoner’s dilemma, where two individuals have a vested inter-
est in cooperating but cannot because each fears the other might take ad-
vantage of him. Instead, they try to exploit each other, which leaves them
both worse off than if they had made the deal. Collective action logic is an-
other instance where individuals have common interests but do not realize
them because there are powerful incentives for them to take advantage of
each other. Institutions, the argument goes, can help individuals in these
situations realize their common interests.

The theory has little relevance when states have conflicting interests and
neither side thinks it has much to gain from cooperation. In these circum-
stances, states will almost certainly aim to take advantage of each other,
and that will sometimes involve violence. In other words, if the differences
are profound and involve important issues, countries will think in terms of
winning and losing, which will invariably lead to intense security competi-
tion and sometimes war. International institutions have little influence on
state behavior in such conditions, mainly because the theory does not ad-
dress how institutions can resolve or even ameliorate deep conflicts between
great powers.”! It is thus not surprising that liberal institutionalists have
little to say about the causes of war and peace.

There is another way to show the limits of institutions. Some liberal in-

stitutionalists argue that international politics can be divided into two
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realms—opolitical economy and security—and that their theory applies
mainly to the former. Charles Lipson, for instance, writes that “significantly
different institutional arrangements are associated with international eco-
nomic and security issues.””> Moreover, the likelihood of cooperation in
these realms is markedly different. When economic relations are at stake,
“cooperation can be sustained among several self-interested states,” whereas
the prospects for cooperation are “more impoverished . ..in security
affairs.””

The same thinking is reflected in Keohane’s After Hegemony, where he
emphasizes that he is concentrating “on relations among the advanced
market-economy countries . . . the area where common interests are great-
est and where the benefits of international cooperation may be easiest to
realize.””* One example of this important distinction is the contrast be-
tween the United Nations’ ineffectiveness at resolving political disputes
between the great powers and the effectiveness of the International Mone-
tary Fund and the World Bank at facilitating economic cooperation among
the major powers. What this means in practice is that liberal institutional-
ists focus mainly on fostering cooperation in the economic and environ-
mental realms, because those are the domains where states are most likely
to need the help of institutions to realize their common interests. Liberal
institutionalists devote much less attention to security regimes.

One might argue that military alliances are security institutions, and they
certainly have an important effect on international politics. There is no
question that alliances are useful for coordinating the actions of the mem-
ber states in both peace and war, which makes their collective efforts more
efficient and effective. NATO is a case in point. It was hugely important dur-
ing the Cold War in helping the West deter Soviet ambitions in Europe. But
the alliance was among states with powerful incentives to cooperate in the
face of a common threat, not states that had fundamental disagreements.
Thus the general point stands: liberal institutionalists pay little attention to
questions about war and peace.

Some might say that John Ikenberry, probably the most prominent lib-
eral institutionalist besides Keohane, is an exception. He has developed a
theory that is truly international in scope and can explain how to achieve

cooperation in both the economic and security realms. In his seminal
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book After Victory: Institutions, Strategic Restraint, and the Rebuilding of
Order after Major Wars, he explains the circumstances under which states
can build international orders, which seems to imply an order that covers
the entire globe.”” Tkenberry is particularly interested in the international
order that came into being after World War II, for which the United States
was principally responsible. That order, of course, was heavily institution-
alized.

On close inspection, however, we see that Ikenberry’s story is all about
the Cold War order within the West, where the major countries had few
profound disputes. He pays little attention to the security competition be-
tween the United States and the Soviet Union. Nor does he say much about
the United Nations—a truly international institution, but almost useless
for managing superpower relations. In the end, Ikenberry is not dealing
with international order; he is dealing with economic and military relations
among the advanced industrial countries of the West. His focus is similar
to Keohane's in After Hegemony, and although they offer somewhat different
theories, neither explains what causes security competition and war or how
institutions prevent rival great powers from fighting each other.

The Anarchy Problem

It might seem surprising, but the major liberal institutionalist thinkers
do not claim, at least most of the time, to be offering a clear alternative to
realism. They seem to want to retain significant elements of realpolitik in
their arguments while yet going beyond it. Ikenberry, for example, writes
that his theory “draws upon both realist and liberal theoretical traditions,”
while Keohane writes that “we need to go beyond Realism, not discard it.””®
Helga Haftendorn, Keohane, and Celeste Wallander, the editors of a book
dealing directly with security institutions, write: “As we see it, security
studies, still dominated by realist thinking, will greatly benefit by incorpo-
rating institutionalist approaches.”” It is hard to understand how any theory
thatis based in good part on realist logic can possibly leave balance-of-power
politics behind. But let us put that matter aside and instead concentrate on
explaining why international institutions hold out little hope of significantly
enhancing the prospects for peace, even if they enhance the prospects for

cooperation.
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Liberal institutionalism is predicated on the belief that the main inhibi-
tor of international cooperation is the threat of cheating, which is largely a
consequence of intractable uncertainty. A state can never know what other
states will think and do in the future. Institutions, so the argument goes,
can ameliorate that problem in four ways.

First, they can increase the number of transactions among countries over
time. This iteration raises the cost of cheating by creating the prospect of
future gains through cooperation. The “shadow of the future” deters cheat-
ing today, since a state caught cheating jeopardizes its prospects of benefit-
ing from future cooperation. Iteration gives the victim the opportunity to
retaliate against the cheater: it facilitates a tit-for-tat strategy, which works
to prevent cheaters from getting away with their transgression. In addition to
punishing states that gain a reputation for cheating, it also rewards those
that develop a reputation for adherence to agreements.

Second, rules can tie together interactions between states in different
issue areas. The aim of issue linkage is to create greater interdependence
between states, which will make them more reluctant to cheat in one issue
area for fear that the victim, and perhaps other states, will retaliate in an-
other area. Like iteration, linkage raises the costs of double-dealing and
provides ways for victims to retaliate against the cheater.

Third, a system of rules can increase the amount of information available
to the participants in cooperative agreements, which permits close monitor-
ing. Raising the level of information discourages cheating by increasing the
likelihood cheaters will be caught. It also provides victims with early warn-
ing of possible cheating, enabling them to take protective measures before
they are badly hurt.

Finally, rules can reduce the transaction costs of individual agreements.
When institutions perform the tasks described above, states are able to de-
vote less effort to negotiating and monitoring agreements, and to hedging
against possible defections. By increasing the efficiency of international co-
operation, institutions make it more profitable and thus more attractive.

There is no question that the fear of a rival state breaking the rules,
either covertly or openly, is a central element in the realist story, and one
of the driving forces behind security competition and war.’® States are

deeply concerned about the balance of power because they can never be
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certain they will not fall victim to another state cheating. If they do, there
is no night watchman they can turn to for help. The key question for our
purposes is whether international institutions solve the cheating prob-
lem in any way that challenges basic realist logic. Almost certainly, they
do not.

The central problem, of course, is the absence of a higher authority that
can credibly threaten to punish states if they disobey the rules. Interna-
tional institutions are not autonomous actors that can force a state to obey
the rules when it thinks that doing so is not in its national interest. There
is no evidence of any institution coercing a great power into acting against
realist dictates. Instead, institutions depend on their member states to stick
to the rules, because they think it serves their long-term interests. In the
institutionalist story, member states have to police themselves.”

But we know from the historical record that states will cheat or disobey
when they think that adhering to the rules is not in their interest. Consider,
for example, that the United States—the quintessential liberal democratic
state—violated international law to initiate wars against Serbia in 1999 and
Iraq in 2003.%° In both cases, Washington failed to secure the required
United Nations Security Council resolution sanctioning those wars. Still,
the United States opted to ignore international law in both cases because it
felt there were strong moral and strategic imperatives for doing so. Natu-
rally, it was never punished. One could also point to instances when France
and Germany violated well-established EU rules because they believed
doing so was in their interest.®! They were not punished either. It is hard to
find a case where an international institution punished a great power in
any serious way for breaking the rules.

Given that states sometimes have fundamental differences and inter-
national institutions cannot meaningfully constrain them, those states rec-
ognize that they are operating in a self-help world where it makes eminently
good sense to control as large a share of global power as possible, regard-
less of whether they gain that control by following the rules. After all, if a
state obeys the law but sacrifices its security, who will come to its rescue if
it is attacked by a rival state? Probably nobody. This logic explains why lib-
eral institutionalism has so little to say about matters of war and peace, and

why it does not offer a serious challenge to realism.
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I would add a final word about cheating. Fear of cheating is generally
considered a more formidable obstacle to cooperation when security issues
are at stake:®? betrayal in such circumstances could bring a devastating mil-
itary defeat. This threat of “swift, decisive defection,” as Charles Lipson
writes, is simply not present in international economics. Given that “the
costs of betrayal” are potentially much graver in the military sphere, it is
hardly surprising that liberal institutionalism has little to say about security
affairs but much to say about economic and environmental cooperation. As
we saw, the other reason liberal institutionalism is relevant in the economic
realm is that states often have common interests that institutions can help
realize. In the security realm, where rival states often have fundamental dif-
ferences, institutions are largely irrelevant, save for alliances.

In sum, international institutions are useful tools of statecraft when states
have common interests and need help realizing them. They can facilitate
cooperation among states, although that cooperation is not always for peace-
ful ends. The more important point, however, is that there is no reason to

think institutions can push states away from war.

Why I Am a Realist

This discussion of the main liberal theories of international politics
brings me to the reason I am a realist and why I think states, especially great
powers, are strongly inclined to act according to balance-of-power logic.
Simply put, no country can ever be certain that a potential rival will hew to
liberal dictates during a serious dispute, especially given the powerful influ-
ence of nationalism. If that rival opts to start a war, there is no supreme au-
thority to rescue the target country from defeat. States operate in a self-help
world in which the best way to survive is to be as powerful as possible, even
if that requires pursuing ruthless policies. This is not a pretty story, but
there is no better alternative if survival is a country’s paramount goal.



8
The Case for Restraint

MY CENTRAL MISSION IN THIS BOOK has been to examine what happens
when a powerful state pursues liberal hegemony. That mission was moti-
vated, of course, by U.S. foreign policy in the post—Cold War era. But to under-
stand how liberalism works in international politics, it is necessary to
understand how it relates to nationalism and realism, both of which pro-
foundly affect the interactions among states. At its core, therefore, this
book is about the relationship among those three isms.

The analysis in the preceding chapters implies a number of recommen-
dations for the future conduct of American foreign policy. First, the United
States should jettison its grand ambitions of liberal hegemony. Not only is
this policy prone to failure, it tends to embroil the American military in
costly wars that it ultimately loses. Second, Washington should adopt a
more restrained foreign policy based on realism and a clear understanding
of how nationalism limits a great power’s room to maneuver. Although re-
alism is not a formula for perpetual peace, a foreign policy informed by
realism will mean fewer American wars and more diplomatic successes
than will a policy guided by liberalism. Nationalism works to make an ambi-
tious policy abroad even less necessary. In brief, the United States should
learn the virtue of restraint.

What is the likelihood that the United States will move away from liberal
hegemony and adopt a realist foreign policy? The answer to this question

depends on two closely related considerations: the future structure of the
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international system—or to put it in more concrete terms, the global distri-
bution of power—and the degree of agency or freedom liberal states have
in choosing a foreign policy.

A powerful state can pursue liberal hegemony only in a unipolar system
in which it need not worry about threats from other great powers. When
the world is bipolar or multipolar, on the other hand, great powers have
little choice but to act according to realist dictates, because of the presence
of rival great powers. There is good reason to think unipolarity is coming to
an end, mainly because of China’s impressive rise. If so, American policy-
makers will have to abandon liberal hegemony. But there is a serious down-
side: the United States will have to compete with a potential peer.

Perhaps China will run into significant economic problems and suffer a
precipitous slowdown in its growth, in which case the system will remain
unipolar. If that happens, it will be difficult for the United States to aban-
don liberal hegemony. A crusader impulse is deeply wired into liberal de-
mocracies, especially their elites, and it is difficult for them not to try to
remake the world in their own image. Liberal regimes, in other words, have
little agency when presented with the chance to embrace liberal hegemony.
Nevertheless, once it becomes clear that liberal hegemony leads to one pol-
icy failure after another, we may reasonably hope that the liberal unipole
will wise up and abandon that flawed strategy in favor of a more restrained
strategy based on realism and a sound appreciation of nationalism. Coun-
tries do sometimes learn from their mistakes.

The Folly of Liberalism Abroad

As I emphasized at the start of this book, I believe liberal democracy is
the best political order. It is not perfect, but it beats the competition by a
long shot. Yet in the realm of international politics, liberalism is a source of
endless trouble. Powerful states that embrace liberal hegemony invariably
get themselves into serious trouble both at home and abroad. Moreover,
they usually end up harming other countries, including the ones they
sought to help. Contrary to the conventional wisdom in the West, liberal-
ism is not a force for peace among states. Despite its numerous virtues as

a political system, it is a poor guide for foreign policy.
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The principal source of the problem is that liberalism has an activist
mentality woven into its core. The belief that all humans have a set of in-
alienable rights, and that protecting these rights should override other con-
cerns, creates a powerful incentive for liberal states to intervene when other
countries—as they do on a regular basis—violate their citizens’ rights. Some
liberals believe that illiberal states are by definition at war with their people.
This logic pushes liberal states to favor using force to turn autocracies into
liberal democracies, not only because doing so would ensure that individ-
ual rights are never again trampled in those countries, but also because
they believe liberal democracies do not fight wars with each other. Thus the
key to safeguarding human rights and bringing about world peace is to
build an international system consisting solely of liberal democracies. Lib-
eralism calls as well for building international institutions and cultivating
an open international economy, measures also thought to be conducive to
peace.

But liberalism has another important strand that should discourage lib-
eral democracies from interfering in other states’ politics, and certainly
from invading them. Most liberals maintain that it is impossible to reach a
universal consensus on first principles, and thus individuals should be as
free as possible to decide for themselves what constitutes the good life and
to live their lives accordingly. This fundamental belief is the reason for
liberalism’s great emphasis on tolerance, which is all about respecting the
rights of others to think and act in ways that one considers wrongheaded.

One might think this basic logic would also apply to international poli-
tics and so would incline liberal states to stay out of other states’ internal
affairs. Liberal powers, in this telling, should even respect the sovereignty
of illiberal states. But they do not, mainly because liberals actually believe
they know a great deal about what constitutes the good life, although they
do not acknowledge or maybe even recognize that fact. Liberalism effec-
tively mandates the creation and maintenance of liberal states across the
globe, because there is no way under an illiberal state that individual rights
can enjoy the prominence liberalism assigns them and the protection they
warrant. In effect, liberals are saying they have a universally valid and endur-
ing insight about what constitutes the good life: having a liberal state that
guarantees the inalienable rights of all its citizens. Given this conviction, it is
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not surprising that powerful liberal states adopt highly interventionist poli-
cies abroad.!

States pursuing liberal hegemony, however, run into serious trouble.
One reason is that support for individual rights does not run deep in most
countries, which means that turning an autocracy into a liberal democracy
is usually a colossal task. Liberal foreign policies also end up clashing
with nationalism and balance-of-power politics. Liberalism is no match for
either of those other isms when they clash, in large part because they are
more in line with human nature than liberalism is. Nationalism is an ex-
ceptionally influential political ideology that holds much greater sway than
liberalism. It is no accident that the international system is populated by
nation-states, not liberal democracies. Moreover, the great powers that
dominate the system typically follow realist principles, causing major prob-
lems for countries exporting liberal values.

In short, liberalism is a fool’s guide for powerful states operating on the
world stage. It would make eminently good sense for the United States to
abandon liberal hegemony, which has served it so poorly, and pursue a
more restrained policy abroad. In practice that means American policy-
makers should embrace realism.

Realism and Restraint

Most students of international politics associate realism with rivalry and
conflict. This, of course, is one reason realism is so unpopular in liberal
societies.? It is also disliked because realists consider war a legitimate tool
of statecraft that can be employed to either maintain the balance of power
or shift it in an advantageous way. Advocates of realpolitik downplay the
prospects for cooperation among states, moreover, because they think coun-
tries have to provide for their own security, given that they operate in a
world with no higher authority to protect them. To maximize their survival
prospects, those states have little choice but to compete for power, which
can be a ruthless and bloody business. Realism does not inspire a hopeful
outlook for the future.

Nevertheless, realists are generally less warlike than liberals, who have a

strong inclination to use force to promote international peace, even while
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they dismiss the argument that war is a legitimate instrument of statecraft.
This point is illustrated by Valerie Morkevi¢ius’s observation, in her compari-
son of the two bodies of theory, that most realists opposed the U.S. invasion
of Iraq in 2003, while America’s three most prominent just war theorists
(Jean Elshtain, James Turner Johnson, and Michael Walzer) “viewed the
war more positively.” She concludes that “conventional wisdom holds that
realists support the recourse to war more than just war theorists. I argue
that the opposite is true: just war theory produces a more bellicose orienta-
tion than realism.”?

Many realists actually believe that if states acted according to balance-of-
power logic, there would be hardly any wars between the great powers.
These “defensive realists” maintain that the structure of the international
system usually punishes aggressors and that the push toward war usually
comes from domestic political forces. Great powers, in other words, most
often go to war for non-realist reasons. This perspective is nicely captured
in the title of Charles Glaser’s important article “Realists as Optimists.”
Other prominent defensive realists include Jack Snyder, Stephen Van Evera,
and even Kenneth Waltz, who is sometimes mistakenly said to argue that
international anarchy causes states to act aggressively to gain power.’> Two
other realists, Sebastian Rosato and John Schuessler, advocate a realist for-
eign policy for the United States that they describe as a “recipe for security
without war.”®

The historian Marc Trachtenberg, who looks at the world from the per-
spective of a defensive realist, explicitly argues that following the dictates of
realism leads to a relatively peaceful world, while acting according to what
he calls “impractical idealism” leads to endless trouble. His reading of his-
tory tells him that “serious trouble developed only when states failed to act
in a way that made sense in power-political terms.” Conflict occurs when
states “squander [power] on moralistic, imperialistic, or ideological enter-
prises.” Realism, he maintains, is “at heart a theory of peace, and it is impor-
tant that it be recognized as such.” In brief, “power is not unstable.””

I do not share this sanguine understanding of realism. The structure of
the international system often forces great powers to engage in intense se-
curity competition and sometimes initiate wars. International politics is a

nasty and brutish business, and not just because misguided liberal ideas or
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other malevolent domestic political forces influence states’ foreign policies.
Great powers occasionally start wars for sound realist reasons.

Still, even if states act according to my harsher version of realism, they
are likely to fight fewer international wars than if they follow liberal princi-
ples. There are three reasons why even hard-nosed offensive realists like
me are less likely to advocate war than liberals. First, because great powers
operating under realist dictates are principally concerned with maximizing
their share of global power, there are only a limited number of regions
where they should be willing to risk a war. Those places include the great
power’s own neighborhood and distant areas that are either home to
another great power or the site of a critically important resource. For the
United States, three regions outside the Western Hemisphere are of vital
strategic importance today: Europe and East Asia, because that is where the
other great powers are located; and the Persian Gulf, because it is the main
source of an exceptionally important resource, oil.

This means the United States should not fight wars in Africa, Central
Asia, or areas of the Middle East that lie outside the Persian Gulf. During
the Cold War, for example, realists maintained that American policymakers
should avoid wars in the “Third World” or “Developing World” because it
was populated with minor powers that were of little strategic significance.?
Almost every realist opposed the Vietham War, because Vietnam’s fate held
little strategic consequence for the global balance of power.’

Liberals, on the other hand, tend to think of every area of the world as a
potential battlefield, because they are committed to protecting human rights
everywhere and spreading liberal democracy far and wide. They would nat-
urally prefer to achieve these goals peacefully, but they are usually willing to
countenance using military force if necessary. In short, while realists place
strict limits on where they are willing to employ force, liberals have no such
limits. For them, vital interests are everywhere.

Second, realists are inclined to be cautious about using force or even the
threat of force because they recognize that balance-of-power logic will com-
pel other states to contain aggressors, even if they are liberal democracies.
Of course, balancing does not always work, which is why wars sometimes

occur. Great powers are especially vigilant about their security, and when
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they feel threatened, they invariably take measures to protect themselves.
This wariness explains why Russian leaders have stubbornly opposed NATO
enlargement since the mid-199os and why most American realists opposed
it as well. Liberals, however, tend to dismiss balance-of-power logic as ir-
relevant in the twenty-first century. This kind of thinking helps to make
liberals less restrained than realists about using military force.

Third, realists are Clausewitzians in the sense they understand that
going to war takes a country into a realm of unintended consequences.!
Occasionally those consequences are disastrous. Virtually all realists appre-
ciate this basic fact of life because they study war closely and learn that
leaders who take their countries to war are sometimes surprised by the re-
sults.! The mere fact that it is hard to be certain about how a war will turn
out makes realists cautious about starting them, which is not to say war
never makes sense. Circumstances sometimes call for unsheathing the
sword. Liberals, on the other hand, are usually not serious students of war
at an intellectual level, probably because they are not inclined to treat war
as a normal instrument of statecraft. Clausewitz’'s On War is unlikely to be
on their reading lists. Thus they tend to have little appreciation of war’s
complexities and its potential for unwelcome outcomes.

To be clear, realism is not a recipe for peace. The theory portrays a world
where the possibility of war is part of the warp and woof of daily life. More-
over, realism dictates that the United States should seek to remain the
most powerful state on the planet. It should maintain hegemony in the
Western Hemisphere and make sure that no other great power dominates
its region of the world, thus becoming a peer competitor. Still, a foreign
policy based on realism is likely to be less warlike than one based on liber-
alism.

Finally, a proper understanding of how nationalism constrains great
powers, especially in their relations with minor powers, provides further
reason for the United States to adopt a policy of restraint. A brief analysis
of how American policymakers thought about interacting with smaller
powers during the Cold War shows that they not only failed to appreciate
how nationalism limits Washington’s ability to intervene in other states,
but also did not understand how that ism works to America’s advantage. If
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the United States had to run the Cold War all over again, or had to engage
in a similar security competition in the future, it would make good sense to

pursue containment in a markedly different way.!2

Nationalism and Restraint

For much of the Cold War, American leaders worried about who ruled
the minor powers in every region of the world. The great fear was that any
country governed by communists would help promote communism in
neighboring states, which, in turn, would cause additional states to follow
suit. The Soviet Union, of course, played a central role in this story. As a
great power committed to spreading communism across the globe via in-
stitutions like the Comintern, it was thought to have a relatively easy task.
Communism was a universalist ideology with broad appeal. With Soviet
sponsorship, more and more states would jump on that bandwagon until,
at some point, Moscow would dominate the international system. This
phenomenon was known as the domino theory."

The American response to this perceived threat was to do everything
possible to prevent minor powers from “going communist.” Washington
intervened in the politics of virtually every country whose politics showed
signs of moving leftward, which led the United States into hard-nosed
social engineering on a global scale. In practice, this approach meant
(1) giving money, weapons, and other resources to friendly governments
to keep them in power; (2) fostering coups against perceived foes, including
democratically elected rulers; and (3) intervening directly with American
troops.

This strategy was doomed to fail. Social engineering in any country, even
one’s own, is difficult. The problems are multifaceted and complex, resis-
tance is inevitable, and there are always unintended consequences, some
of them bad. The task is even more demanding when social engineering is
imposed from outside because nationalism, which is ever present, makes
the local population want to determine its own fate without foreigners
interfering in its politics. These interventions also fail because the interven-
ing power hardly ever understands the target country’s culture and politics.

In many cases, the foreigners do not even speak the local language. The
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problems are even worse when a country tries to use military force to alter
another country’s social and political landscape, as the United States has
rediscovered in Afghanistan and Iraq after previously discovering it in Viet-
nam during the Cold War. The ensuing violence will make the invading
country look like an oppressor, further complicating its efforts to promote
positive change.

This is not to deny that during the Cold War the United States some-
times successfully interfered in the politics of minor countries. But even
some of those successes came back to haunt American leaders. For exam-
ple, the 1953 coup in Iran that put the shah back in power gave the United
States an important ally for about twenty-five years. But it poisoned rela-
tions between Tehran and Washington after the shah was toppled in 1979
and Ayatollah Khomeini came to power. Indeed, memories of the 1953 coup
continue to mar relations today, more than sixty years later. And that was a
success! As Lindsey O’Rourke shows, most U.S. coup attempts did not even
achieve their short-term goals." American interventions could also prove
remarkably costly for the target states. The number of citizens of other
countries killed by the United States and its allies during the Cold War is
stunning.®®

Worst of all, these interventions were unnecessary. The domino theory
did not describe any serious threat: it assumed that universalist ideolo-
gies like Marxism would dominate local identities and desire for self-
determination. They do not. Proponents of the domino theory failed to
understand that nationalism is a far more powerful ideology than commu-
nism, just as it is far more powerful than liberalism. Nationalism is all about
self-determination. Nations want to control their own fates, and where sov-
ereignty is concerned their political leaders are jealous gods. They want to
do what they think is in their country’s interest and not be pushed around
by other states, even those with which they share an ideology. It is not sur-
prising that communist countries across Eastern Europe deeply resented
taking orders from Moscow during the Cold War. So did China. Nor is it an
accident that the Soviet Union disintegrated in good part because Ukraini-
ans, Azeris, Armenians, Georgians, Estonians, and many others wanted
independence. Minor powers are likely to pursue independent foreign

policies and resist the influence of the great powers unless it suits their
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interests, which it sometimes does but mostly does not. “Puppet states”
exist more often in name than in reality.

America’s Cold War policy of hyper involvement in the affairs of minor
powers was exactly the wrong strategy. Instead of trying to control their po-
litical orientation, Washington should have adopted a hands-off policy. The
ideological orientation of a country’s leaders matters little for working with
or against them. What matters is whether both sides’ interests are aligned.
In almost all of the Cold War cases where the United States had serious
dealings with minor powers, the smart strategy would have been to do little
to influence who came to power and concentrate instead on working with
whoever was in charge to promote America’s interests. In the face of a rig-
idly controlling communist ideology, this strategy might have accomplished
what decades of armed interventions could not: move popular sentiment to
favor America.

During the Cold War, in short, the United States should have been much
more open to seeking friendly relations with communist states, just as it
occasionally made sense to have unfriendly relations with democracies. In
fact, Washington did have good relations with a few communist countries
during the Cold War, because it made good strategic sense for both sides
to get along. Chinese-American relations are a case in point. The United
States and communist China were deeply antagonistic for the first twenty-
plus years of the Cold War, but that changed in the early 1970s, largely as a
consequence of the Sino-Soviet split, which meant that both Beijing and
Washington were hostile to the Soviet Union and thus well positioned to
join forces. The United States ended up working well with a communist
state that it had earlier identified as a fallen domino.

The case of Vietnam provides more evidence of the limits of universal
ideologies like communism and the power of national interests, which, of
course, are tightly bound up with nationalism. Ho Chi Minh, the Vietnam-
ese leader, was both a communist and a fervent nationalist. He was seri-
ously interested in befriending the United States after World War II, but
the Truman administration foolishly rejected his overtures because he was
a communist. America ended up fighting a long and brutal war against
Vietnam mainly because of misguided fears based on the domino theory.®

After the United States suffered a decisive defeat in that unnecessary war,
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communist Vietnam fought wars against communist Cambodia and com-
munist China. Moreover, once the Cold War ended, relations between
Hanoi and Washington improved significantly and today are better than
ever, mainly because both fear a rising China.

If the United States had not been deeply involved in the developing
world, might the Soviet Union have invaded a host of minor powers and
turned them into puppet states? Perhaps the Soviets might have attacked a
few smaller countries, but the result would not have been a steady string of
communist victories. On the contrary, the Soviets would have ended up in
one quagmire after another. Just look at what happened when the Soviet
military moved into Afghanistan in 1979. They were stuck for ten years
and ultimately suffered a humiliating defeat. U.S. interests would have
been well served if the Soviets had had more Afghanistans, just as Moscow
would have been well served if the United States had had more Vietnams.
Baiting and bleeding the other side was a smart strategy for both super-
powers."

Yet it is still difficult for American policymakers to think along these
lines. Most of them fail to appreciate the power of nationalism and instead
overestimate universal ideologies like communism and liberalism. Never-
theless, the historical record shows that the best strategy for a great power
dealing with minor powers is to avoid getting involved in their domestic
politics—and certainly not to invade and occupy them unless it is abso-
lutely necessary. Aggressive intervention is what great powers should try to
draw their rivals into doing. U.S. policymakers should keep this lesson in
mind if the Sino-American security competition continues to heat up.

A proper understanding of the relationship between liberalism, national-
ism, and realism suggests that even the mightiest powers on the planet—
including the United States—should pursue a foreign policy of restraint.
Any country that fails to understand that basic message and tries instead to

shape the world in its own image is likely to face unending trouble.

Where Is the United States Headed?

The American foreign policy establishment would surely resist any move

to abandon the pursuit of liberal hegemony and adopt a foreign policy based
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on realism. Both the Democratic and Republican parties are deeply wed-
ded to promoting liberalism abroad, even though that policy has been a
failure at almost every turn.!® Although the American public tends to favor
restraint, the governing elites pay little attention to public opinion—until
they have to—when formulating foreign policy.

Nevertheless, there is good reason to think this situation is about to
change, for reasons beyond the control of the foreign policy establishment.
It appears that the structure of the international system is moving toward
multipolarity, because of China’s striking rise and the resurrection of Rus-
sian power. This development is likely to bring realism back to the fore in
Washington, since it is impossible to pursue liberal hegemony when there
are other great powers in the international system. American policymakers
have not had to concern themselves with the global balance of power since
the Cold War ended and the Soviet Union collapsed, but the unipolar sys-
tem seems to have been short-lived, which means that the United States
will once again have to worry about other great powers. Indeed, the Trump
administration has made it clear, to quote Secretary of Defense James
Mattis, that “great power competition between nations is a reality once
again,” and “great power competition, not terrorism, is now the primary
focus of U.S. national security strategy.”?

In a world of three great powers, especially when one of them has Chi-
na’s potential military might, there is sure to be security competition and
maybe even war.”’ The United States will have little choice but to adopt a
realist foreign policy, simply because it must prevent China from becom-
ing a regional hegemon in Asia. That task will not be easy if China contin-
ues to grow economically and militarily. Still, liberalism will most likely
continue to influence U.S. policy abroad in small ways, as the impulse to
spread democracy is by now hardwired into the foreign policy establish-
ment’s DNA. Although great-power competition will prevent Washington
from fully embracing liberal hegemony, the temptation to pursue liberal
policies abroad will be ever present.

In addition to this lingering tendency to adopt liberal strategies on the
margins of a largely realist foreign policy, there is also the danger that U.S.
policymakers will not fully grasp that nationalism limits their ability to in-
tervene in other countries just as much as it limits their adversaries’ ability
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to conquer other states. They failed to understand the effects of national-
ism both during the Cold War and in the post-Cold War world, and there is
no assurance they will get it in the future. Even with the return of realism
and the demise of liberal hegemony, it will still be imperative to sound the
tocsins about the dangers of a liberal foreign policy and the importance of
understanding how nationalism limits great powers’ ability to act.

There is also an alternative scenario. The Chinese economy could en-
counter serious problems that markedly slow its growth over the long term,
while the American economy grows at a solid pace.?! In that situation, the
present power gap, which clearly favors the United States, would widen
even further and make it impossible for China to challenge American
power. One might wonder whether Russia is likely to pose a future chal-
lenge to the United States, even if China does not. America’s three princi-
pal great-power rivals from the twentieth century—Germany, Japan, and
Russia—are all depopulating and the United States is likely to become in-
creasingly powerful relative to each of them over the next few decades.?
China is the only country on the planet with the potential to challenge U.S.
power in a meaningful way, but if it does not realize that potential, the
United States will remain by far the most powerful state in the international
system. In other words, the system will not remain multipolar for long be-
fore reverting back to unipolarity.

In that event, American policymakers would be free to continue pursu-
ing liberal hegemony, since they would again have little reason to worry
about the U.S. position in the global balance of power. Even the further
foreign policy disasters that would surely follow would not endanger the
security of the United States because no other great power could threaten
it. Should this scenario pan out, is there any hope that Washington might
abandon liberal hegemony and adopt a foreign policy that emphasizes re-
straint rather than permanent war?

There is no question that it would be difficult to get the United States to
stop pursuing liberalism abroad, simply because liberal democracies re-
flexively want to create a world populated solely with liberal states. Barack
Obama’s experience is instructive here. During the 2008 presidential cam-
paign, he emphasized that he would end America’s involvement in the Af-

ghanistan and Iraq wars, avoid getting the United States tangled in new
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conflicts, and concentrate on nation-building at home instead of abroad.
But he failed to change the direction of U.S. foreign policy in any meaning-
ful way. American troops were still fighting in Afghanistan when he left
office, and he oversaw American involvement in regime change in Egypt,
Libya, and Syria. He removed U.S. troops from Iraq in 2011 but sent them
back in 2014 to wage war against ISIS, which had overrun large parts of
Iraq and Syria. It is clear from a series of wistful interviews he gave the At-
lantic before leaving office in January 2017 that he understood “the Wash-
ington playbook” was deeply flawed, yet he had operated according to its
rules and strategies.?> He was ultimately no match for the foreign policy
establishment.

Still, there is a glimmer of hope that a unipolar United States could be
persuaded to move away from liberal hegemony. Powerful liberal states
do have agency and are not doomed to follow a misguided strategy, even
though the pressure to do so is enormous.?* The main reason to think the
United States can move beyond liberal hegemony revolves around the dis-
tinction between the decision to adopt that strategy when the opportunity
first presents itself and the decision to forsake it after seeing the long-term
results. It is almost impossible to stop a liberal state, when it first gains
unipolar status, from embracing that extraordinarily ambitious policy. It
promises great benefits and its costs are not yet apparent. But once the
strategy has been tried and its flaws become clear, derailing it becomes
possible.

The 2016 presidential election shows that liberal hegemony is vulnera-
ble. Donald Trump challenged almost every aspect of the strategy, remind-
ing voters time after time that it had been bad for America. Mostimportantly,
he promised that if he were elected president, the United States would get
out of the business of spreading democracy around the world. He empha-
sized that his administration would have friendly relations with authoritar-
ian leaders, including Vladimir Putin, the current béte noire of the liberal
foreign policy establishment. He was also critical of international institu-
tions, going so far as to call NATO obsolete. And he advocated protectionist
policies that were at odds with the open international order the United
States had spearheaded since the end of World War II. Hillary Clinton,
meanwhile, vigorously defended liberal hegemony and left no doubt she
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favored the status quo. Although foreign policy was not the central issue in
the election, Trump’s opposition to liberal hegemony undoubtedly helped
him with many voters.

One might argue that Trump’s campaign rhetoric is irrelevant because
the foreign policy elites will tame him just as they tamed his predecessor.
After all, Obama challenged liberal hegemony when he was a candidate,
yet as president he was forced to stick to the Washington playbook. The
same will happen to Trump. Indeed, there is already some evidence that
efforts by the foreign policy establishment to tame Trump have at least
partly succeeded and that his initial policies show considerable continuity
with his predecessors’ policies.?

To help ensure that the United States does not go back to liberal hege-
mony, should neither China nor Russia prove a sufficient rival, it is essen-
tial to come up with a game plan that is independent of Donald Trump or
any particular successor. For starters, the best way to undermine liberal hege-
mony is to build a counter-elite that can make the case for a realist-based
foreign policy.?® The good news is that there is already a small and vocal core
of restrainers that can serve as the foundation for that select group.? Still it
is essential to win over others in the foreign policy establishment. That task
should be feasible because most people do learn, and it should be mani-
festly clear by now that doing social engineering on a global scale does not
work. We have run the experiment and it failed. People with the capacity to
learn should be open to at least considering an alternative foreign policy.
Although many members of the elite will no doubt want to stick with liberal
hegemony and try to implement it more successfully, its fundamental flaws
cannot be overcome.

The historical record provides reason to think that much of the foreign
policy establishment can be convinced of the virtues of realism and re-
straint. The United States, after all, has a rich tradition of elite-level restrain-
ers, as the journalist Stephen Kinzer makes clear in The New Flag, where
he describes the great debate that took place between American imperial-
ists and anti-imperialists at the close of the nineteenth century.?® Although
the expansionists carried the day, they barely won, and the restrainers re-
mained a formidable presence in debates about American foreign policy

throughout the twentieth century. Thus, as Kinzer notes: “Those of us who
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are trying to push America to a more prudent and restrained foreign policy
are standing on the shoulders of titans—great figures of American history
who first enunciated the view and to continue to make their argument is
something quintessentially American.”?

It is also crucial to win over young people who are likely to become part
of the foreign policy establishment. That should be possible because those
newcomers are not heavily invested in liberal hegemony and thus more
likely than their elders to be open to new ideas.

The first order of business for the counter-elite hoping to rein in Ameri-
can foreign policy is to build formidable institutions from which they can
make the case. This message should be aimed at the broader public as well
as politicians and policymakers. The public is an especially important
target because it is likely to be receptive to arguments for restraint. Most
Americans prefer to address problems at home rather than fight endless
wars and try to run the world. Unlike the foreign policy establishment, they
are not deeply committed to liberal hegemony, so it should be possible to
persuade many of them to abandon it. The best evidence of the public’s dis-
satisfaction with liberal hegemony is that the last three U.S. presidents all
gained the office by campaigning against it.*® Hillary Clinton, on the other
hand, defended liberal hegemony to the hilt in 2008 and again in 2016
and lost both times, first to Obama and then to Trump.

The central message that restrainers should drive home is that liberal
hegemony does not satisfy the principal criterion for assessing any foreign
policy: it is not in America’s national interest. In other words, selling a real-
ist foreign policy requires an appeal to nationalism, which means asking
Americans to think hard about what makes the most sense for them and
their fellow citizens. This is not a call for adopting a hard-edged national-
ism that demonizes other groups and countries. The emphasis instead is
on pursuing policies based almost exclusively on one criterion: what is best
for the American people? To make their case, restrainers should empha-
size three points. First, the United States is the most secure great power in
recorded history and thus does not need to interfere in the politics of every
country on the planet. It is a hegemon in the Western Hemisphere, and it
is separated from East Asia and Europe—the regions where other great
powers have historically been located—by two giant moats, the Atlantic
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and Pacific Oceans. It has thousands of nuclear weapons, and in the sce-
nario we are considering here, it is the only great power in the international
system.

Second, liberal hegemony simply does not work. It was tried for twenty-
five years and left a legacy of futile wars, failed diplomacy, and diminished
prestige.

Finally, liberal hegemony involves significant costs for the American
people, in both lives and money. The ongoing wars in Afghanistan and
Iraq are expected to cost more than $5 trillion.’! Surely if we were intent on
adding that much to America’s huge national debt, the money could have
been better spent on education, public health, transportation infrastructure,
and scientific research, just to name a few areas where additional invest-
ment would have made the United States a more prosperous and livable
country. Perhaps the greatest cost of liberal hegemony, however, is some-
thing else: the damage it does to the American political and social fabric.
Individual rights and the rule of law will not fare well in a country addicted
to fighting wars.

Restrainers will surely encounter the argument that appealing to Ameri-
can nationalism is selfish and that a powerful country like the United States
has the resources and the responsibility to help people in trouble around
the world. This argument might make sense if liberal hegemony worked
as advertised. But it does not. The people who have paid the greatest cost
for Washington’s failed policies in the post—Cold War period are foreigners
who had the misfortune of living in countries that American policymakers
targeted for regime change. Just look at the greater Middle East today,
which the United States, pursuing liberal hegemony, has helped turn into
a giant disaster zone. If Americans want to facilitate the spread of democ-
racy around the world, the best way to achieve that goal is to concentrate
on building a vibrant democracy at home that other states will want to
emulate.

The case for a realist-based foreign policy is straightforward and power-
ful, and it should be compelling to a large majority of Americans. But it is
still a tough sell, mainly because many in the foreign policy elite are deeply
committed to liberal hegemony and will go to enormous lengths to defend

it. Of course, the best way to put an end to liberal hegemony would be for



234 THE CASE FOR RESTRAINT

China to continue rising, thus ending unipolarity and making the question
moot. But then the United States would have to compete with a potential
peer competitor, a situation no great power wants to face. It would be pref-
erable to retain the unipolar world, even though it would tempt American
policymakers to stick with liberal hegemony. For that not to happen, Amer-
icans must understand the dangers of a liberal foreign policy and the vir-

tues of restraint. I hope this book will help that cause.
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