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Foreword

A World in Disarray concludes with the chapter “A Country in Disarray.”
The 2016 presidential campaign, which ended after this book was
completed, underscored this judgment by highlighting multiple divisions
within American society that are both long-standing and deep.

One result of the election is greater uncertainty over the future trajectory
of U.S. foreign policy. As the subtitle of this book suggests, support for the
old order has crumbled, the result of heightened economic anxiety at home
(often associated with globalization, free trade, and immigration) and
growing doubts about the costs and benefits associated with what the
United States has been doing abroad, including fighting several open-ended
wars in the Middle East and supporting allies in Europe and Asia. It is
significant that Donald Trump, the winning candidate, called for putting
America First.

The rest of the world has taken note. Assumptions about the willingness
of the United States to continue doing what it has been doing in the world
are being questioned as never before by friends, foes, and everyone in
between.

All this, along with an inbox best described as daunting in the quantity
and quality of the challenges filling it, is what awaits the forty-fifth
president, who, like his predecessors, will enjoy great latitude in matters of
national security. It is of course impossible to know what sort of foreign
policy will emerge from the United States and how other countries and
entities will react. Still, it is difficult not to take seriously the possibility that
one historical era is ending and another beginning.



O

Introduction

n June 23, 2016, a narrow majority of those British citizens who went
to the polls voted in favor of a referendum that called for an end to

their country’s membership in the European Union. Those voting for
“Brexit” may have wanted to voice their frustration with low levels of
economic growth, anger over immigration, fears of unemployment, or
unhappiness with a portion of their taxes going to an institution based in
Brussels that often seemed remote in order to support countries that often
seemed to be profligate. Some voters may simply have wanted to register a
protest against the politicians ruling the country. But whatever the motives,
the results were profound, affecting not just the future of the United
Kingdom and Europe but that of the United States and the entire world as
well.

If Brexit actually happens, depending on its terms it could lead to the
breakup of the United Kingdom and a partial unraveling of the EU. If this
was to occur, the historic project of European integration born in the wake
of the Second World War, an accomplishment that has brought
unprecedented prosperity and stability to a continent that had all too often
known war, would be placed at risk. Also at risk would be the so-called
special relationship between the United States and the United Kingdom,
often America’s closest and most important partner and ally in the world.

But even if Brexit or the worst of it is somehow avoided, that it garnered
the support it did in a country such as the United Kingdom tells us that there
are fewer givens in the world than many of us—indeed, most of us—
assumed. Populism and nationalism are on the rise. What we are witnessing
is a widespread rejection of globalization and international involvement
and, as a result, a questioning of long-standing postures and policies, from
openness to trade and immigrants to a willingness to maintain alliances and



overseas commitments. This questioning is by no means limited to Great
Britain; there are signs of it throughout Europe, in the United States, and
nearly everywhere else.

All this is a far cry from the optimism and confidence that were just as
widespread a quarter of a century before. One source of this mood was the
fall of the Berlin Wall on November 9, 1989 (11/9 of all days), an event that
heralded the peaceful and successful demise of the Cold War, the
unprecedented struggle between the United States and the Soviet Union that
had defined much of international relations for the four decades following
the end of the Second World War.

This was followed less than a year later by a remarkable coming
together of the world to turn back Saddam Hussein’s effort to conquer
Kuwait, something that would have had enormous consequences if it had
been allowed to stand. The administration of George Herbert Walker Bush,
the forty-first president of the United States, saw what Iraq had done and its
likely consequences not just in immediate and local terms but also
historically, as the opening event of the post–Cold War era. The president
and those around him (including me, then a special assistant to the president
and the principal adviser for the Middle East, Persian Gulf, and South Asia
on the National Security Council staff) saw developments as constituting a
precedent that could well give the new geopolitical era its character.
Depending on what was done in response to Saddam’s aggression and act of
conquest, the post–Cold War world could be one of international order or
disorder on a large scale.

It was thus for reasons both local and global, direct and indirect, that the
United States did what it did and in the way it did it. Toward that end, the
United States worked closely with the other fourteen members of the United
Nations Security Council to repudiate Iraq’s aggression and to establish and
subsequently enforce a sanctions regime designed to ensure that Iraq would
not benefit from its conquest and would pay an enormous price for it. A
large coalition of dozens of countries contributing in different ways was
built to make sure Iraqi aggression did not threaten Saudi Arabia and, when
diplomacy backed by sanctions failed to dislodge Iraq from Kuwait, to force
Iraq out of that country and to restore Kuwait’s independence and
government.1



The policy succeeded for the most part, and both Bush and his national
security adviser, Brent Scowcroft, spoke of their hope that the collective
effort to reverse Iraqi aggression and restore Kuwaiti sovereignty would set
a precedent for what would follow. This was something the president
highlighted in his September 1990 address to a joint session of Congress:

The crisis in the Persian Gulf, as grave as it is, also offers a rare
opportunity to move toward an historic period of cooperation. Out of
these troubled times . . . a new world order can emerge: a new era—
freer from the threat of terror, stronger in the pursuit of justice, and
more secure in the quest for peace. An era in which the nations of the
world, East and West, North and South, can prosper and live in
harmony. A hundred generations have searched for this elusive path
to peace, while a thousand wars raged across the span of human
endeavor. Today that new world is struggling to be born, a world
quite different from the one we’ve known. A world where the rule of
law supplants the rule of the jungle. A world in which nations
recognize the shared responsibility for freedom and justice. A world
where the strong respect the rights of the weak. This is the vision
that I shared with Soviet president Mikhail Gorbachev in Helsinki.
He and other leaders from Europe, the Gulf, and around the world
understand that how we manage this crisis today could shape the
future for generations to come.2

Now, some twenty-five years later, it is clear that no benign new world
order materialized. What exists in many parts of the world as well as in
various venues of international relations resembles more a new world
disorder. If there were a publicly traded stock called “World Order
Incorporated,” it would not have crashed, but it would have suffered a
correction, losing at least 10 percent of its value. The world might even be
entering bear market territory, something normally associated with a fall of
20 percent. What is worse, no rally is in sight; to the contrary, the trend is
one of declining order.

This is not to deny the existence of important examples of stability and
progress in the world, including an absence of great-power conflict, a



degree of international cooperation managing some of the challenges
associated with globalization, and considerable coordination among
governments and institutions in regard to many aspects of international
economic policy. There is as well the fact that more people than ever are
leading longer and healthier lives, that hundreds of millions of men,
women, and children have been lifted out of extreme poverty, and that more
people enjoy what can be termed a middle-class life than at any other time
in history. Indeed, there is a body of writing that argues just this: we are
better off than the apostles of doom and gloom would have you believe. Or
to paraphrase that old saw about Wagner’s music being better than it
sounds, the world is better than it looks.3

As attractive as this optimistic worldview might be, it doesn’t hold up.
To the contrary, it is difficult to argue that what took place with the end of
the Cold War and the defeat of Iraq constituted a historic turning point for
the better. Saddam Hussein’s thwarted attempt to use military force to
accomplish his foreign policy goals turned out to be anything but an
exception. With the advantage of a quarter century of hindsight, his
illegitimate challenge to the status quo looks more like a harbinger of what
was to come than the arrival of a new and more stable world. Indeed, it
would be naïve and even dangerous to ignore worrisome developments and
trends in the world, including increased rivalry among several of this era’s
major powers, the growing gap between global challenges and responses,
the reality of and the potential for conflict in several regions, and political
dysfunction and changes going on within many countries, including the
United States, that are likely to make it more difficult to design and
implement a foreign policy that can help the world contend with all the
threats to order.

As for the title of this book, I want to say before going any further that
the word “disarray” was chosen advisedly. I scoured the dictionary and
thesaurus alike and could not find another word or term that better captured
what exists. I say this to highlight that “anarchy” and “chaos” were rejected.
Neither applies to the world, although, as will be discussed, what is taking
place in the Middle East is too close for comfort. All that said, to speak of
there being a new world order is to indulge in fantasy. “Disarray” captures



both where we are and where we are heading in the world better than any
other word.

The questions that flow from this assessment are many and important.
Why and how did this happen? How did the world get from that moment of
optimism to where it is today? Was this journey inevitable or might things
have turned out differently? And where are we precisely? What about
today’s world should be thought of as simply the latest chapter in the long
march of history and what constitutes something fundamentally different?
To be sure, many things look bad, but how bad in fact are they? Might they
get worse? And of course there is the question of what, if anything, can and
should be done about them.

The purpose of A World in Disarray is to address these and related
questions. The book, as often seems to be the case in my experience, was
not planned. It began with a phone call in 2014 from Richard Dearlove, the
former head of MI6 (the UK external intelligence service, akin to the CIA)
and then the master of Pembroke College at the University of Cambridge.
He explained to me that the university had a lecture series and asked
whether I might be interested in being the “scholar-practitioner” during the
coming academic year. Any resistance on my part evaporated once I learned
the title: the Humanitas Visiting Professor of Statecraft and Diplomacy. It
was too good a name and opportunity to pass up.

I prepared and delivered three lectures in April 2015; each went on for
about an hour and was followed by some thirty minutes of questions and
answers. I also participated in a symposium in which three academics and
numerous others were given the opportunity to criticize what I had to say,
after which I was given the opportunity to criticize the criticisms. As is
often the case, the discipline of writing and speaking helped me to develop
ideas I had been working with and on for some time. The feedback of others
was icing on the cake—or what I hope is cake.

This book is substantially different from those lectures. In part this
reflects the different formats: what works as a talk tends not to work if
simply transcribed on paper. But the difference between what I had to say in
Cambridge and what I am putting forth in these pages also reflects the
evolution in my own thinking. There was more to the subject—much more,
actually—than I initially realized.



The lectures and subsequent writing did not take place in a vacuum,
much less against a backdrop of relative peace and prosperity. To the
contrary, 2015 and the first half of 2016 were a time of considerable
turbulence and difficulty in the world. The post–World War I order was
unraveling in much of the Middle East. Iran’s nuclear ambitions and the
growing reach of the Islamic State had put much of the region on edge.
Syria, Iraq, Yemen, and Libya all shared many of the characteristics of
failing or failed states. Syria in particular emerged as an example of what
could go wrong: hundreds of thousands of Syrians had lost their lives and
more than half the population had become internally displaced or refugees,
in the process threatening to overwhelm not just Syria’s neighbors but
Europe as well. In part as a result, the number of refugees and internally
displaced persons in the world swelled to more than sixty million. Russia
had seized Crimea for itself and was actively destabilizing eastern Ukraine;
it also demonstrated for the first time in decades a willingness and an ability
to act boldly in the Middle East. Greece and its various creditors were
having difficulty arriving at a formula by which new loans could be
extended; the risk was a crisis that would begin but not necessarily be
contained within Greece and the Eurozone. The prospect of Brexit raised
existential questions for the future of both the United Kingdom and Europe.
Seventy years after the end of the war in the Pacific, China was expanding
its claims in the South China Sea amid growing nationalism and tensions in
a region characterized by numerous territorial disputes and much historical
bitterness. Internally, Chinese authorities, fearing the political fallout of a
slowing economy, were cracking down politically and intervening in
currency and stock markets alike.

Slower economic growth was by no means limited to China; to the
contrary, it had become a worldwide reality, both a cause and a result of
lower energy and commodity prices. Central bankers could only do so much
in the absence of sound fiscal policy and serious structural reform. Many of
the most important countries in Latin America, including Argentina,
Mexico, and in particular Brazil, were mired in domestic political problems
that were undermining confidence in their respective governments and, as a
result, their economic performance. Three African countries were
contending with an outbreak of the Ebola virus; countries everywhere were
bracing for homegrown signs of the disease. Months later yet another



disease—the Zika virus—broke onto the world scene. Climate change was
outpacing global efforts to contend with it despite the efforts of Pope
Francis and others to galvanize more of an international response. It was far
from certain that the December 2015 climate conference in Paris, widely
described as a success, would lead to significant changes for the better in
either the behavior of individual countries or the scale of the problem.
Cyberspace was a new frontier of growing capabilities and threats but few
rules, with North Korea’s hacking of Sony in apparent retaliation for a film
that depicted the assassination of its young leader but one example. More
traditional terrorism was becoming commonplace not just in the Middle
East but far beyond, including Paris, Nice, Brussels, and San Bernardino,
California.

Making matters worse were developments at the national level. An
increasing number of governments were having difficulty dealing with the
domestic political consequences of slowing economic growth, reduced
levels of employment (or higher levels of unemployment), widespread
concerns over how retirement and health care were to be funded, and
increased inequality. Adding to the difficulty in some instances were
dysfunctional politics (related to parties, persons, or both) that made it more
difficult than ever to foster compromise around needed policies. Populism
and extremism gained ground in mature democracies and authoritarianism
in other countries. The result was the opposite of a virtuous cycle:
challenges stemming from globalization contributed to many of these
domestic developments, while these same developments made it more
difficult for governments to deal effectively with global challenges.

All this is what is visible. But below the surface are structural changes
that are also certain to have significant effects. States, long the dominant
building blocks of international relations, are losing some—and in select
cases much—of their sway to other entities. Power is more distributed in
more hands than at any time in history. The same holds for technology.
Decision making has come to be more decentralized. Globalization, with its
vast, fast flows of just about anything and everything real and imaginable
across borders, is a reality that governments often cannot monitor, much
less manage. The gap between the challenges generated by globalization
and the ability of a world to cope with them appears to be widening in a
number of critical domains. For its part, the United States remains the most



powerful entity in the world, but its share of global power is shrinking, as is
its ability to translate the considerable power it does have into influence,
trends that reflect internal political, social, demographic, cultural, and
economic developments within the United States as well as shifts in the
outside world. The result is a world in which centrifugal forces are gaining
the upper hand.

I am not alone in such thinking. It is instructive that the most senior
American military officer, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, started
off his foreword to the country’s new military strategy as follows: “Today’s
global security environment is the most unpredictable I have seen in 40
years of service. . . . [G]lobal disorder has significantly increased while
some of our comparative military advantage has begun to erode.”4 Half a
year later, in early 2016, the U.S. director of national intelligence stated,
“Emerging trends suggest that geopolitical competition among the major
powers is increasing in ways that challenge international norms and
institutions.”5 Just days earlier, Henry Kissinger had opined that “the
momentum of global upheaval has outstripped the capacities of
statesmanship.”6 Such pessimism grew exponentially in the aftermath of the
British vote to leave the EU. One British columnist put it this way: “Make
no mistake about it. Britain’s vote to leave the EU is the most damaging
blow ever inflicted on the liberal democratic international order created
under U.S. auspices after 1945. Pandora’s box is well and truly open.”7

Those looking for a partisan agenda in these pages will come away
disappointed. I take issue with many of the policies of recent Democratic
and Republican presidents alike. Quite simply, my motivation for writing
this book grows out of a judgment that the twenty-first century will prove
extremely difficult to manage, representing as it does a departure from the
almost four centuries of history—what is normally thought of as the modern
era—that came before it. I am deeply concerned about the potential
consequences. Mark Twain said that history may not repeat itself but it
rhymes. On occasion this is true. But my larger point is that the future is
less likely to rhyme with the past (much less suggest harmony) than it is to
strike a note that is qualitatively different and more often than not
discordant.



This book is divided into three parts. The first traces the history of
international relations from the rise of the modern state system in the mid-
seventeenth century through the two world wars of the twentieth century
and on to the end of the Cold War. The premise is that there was
considerable continuity in how the world worked during that stretch (think
of it as World Order 1.0) even though the history itself varied dramatically,
both for good and very much for ill.

The second part looks back at the last quarter century. The argument
here is that the past twenty-five years since the end of the Cold War
constitute a break with the past and that something very different is afoot in
the world. The analysis extends to the principal regions of the globe as well
as to the world as a whole. It attempts to depict not just where we are—the
state of the world—but also how we got there and what it portends.

The third and final section of the book is more prescriptive. It makes the
case that it is important to do everything possible to constrain great-power
competition so it does not come to resemble history’s norm. At the same
time, the world needs an updated operating system—call it World Order 2.0
—that takes into account new forces, challenges, and actors. U.S. foreign
policy, along with the foreign policies of many others, will need to adjust.
One critical element of this adjustment will be adopting a new approach to
sovereignty, one that embraces the obligations of governments as well as
their rights. Another component will require implementing a new approach
to multilateralism, one more flexible in terms of structure and more open as
regards participation than the relatively permanent and state-dominated
arrangements we have grown used to. Yet a third new element of foreign
policy will require accepting a more conditional approach to relationships
with other countries, one less fixed than is normally the case. A fourth and
final aspect of what the United States needs to do to succeed in the world is
to define national security in broader terms than is traditional, taking into
account to a much greater degree (and doing something about) what are
normally thought of as domestic challenges and problems. I realize that
such thinking represents a challenge to a good deal of what passes for
current orthodoxy, but these are no ordinary times. It will not be business as
usual in a world in disarray; as a result, it cannot be foreign policy as usual.



PART I



I

1. From War Through World War

t is tempting to begin this book with answers to the questions of what is
wrong with the world, why, and what to do about it, if for no other reason

than there is no shortage of material to consider. But it is better, and in fact
necessary, to take a step back, first, to understand how we arrived where we
are and, second, to discern what about this world is genuinely new and
different.

The best place to begin is with the concept of world order. For many
reasons, the concept, from its modern inception nearly four centuries ago to
the present, is central to this book. “Order” is one of those terms that is used
a great deal, but like a lot of popular terms, it is used differently by different
people and can obscure as much as illuminate. It is best used and
understood in a neutral, descriptive way, as a reflection of the nature of
international relations at any moment. It is a measure of the world’s
condition. It includes and reflects arrangements that promote peace and
prosperity and freedom as well as developments that do not. In short,
“order” is not the same as “orderly”; to the contrary, the term “order”
implicitly also reflects the degree of disorder that inevitably exists. One can
have world orders that are anything but stable or desirable.

The term is experiencing something of a revival. World Order is, among
other things, the title of a recent book by Henry Kissinger.1 Kissinger, the
preeminent foreign policy practitioner of the second half of the twentieth
century, is also one of the most influential writers not just on this subject
but on many aspects of diplomatic history and international relations. And
for these and related reasons I will come back to him more than once in the
course of this book. I want to begin, though, with another academic, an
Australian, Hedley Bull.

I came to know Hedley when I was a graduate student at Oxford in the
mid-1970s. We became friends, and his thinking and writing came to have a



major influence on me. Bull wrote in 1977 what I find to be the most
important contemporary book in the field of international relations, The
Anarchical Society. Its subtitle, appropriately enough, is A Study of Order in
World Politics.2

Bull writes about international systems and international society. It is a
distinction with a difference. An international system is simply what exists
at the international level absent any policy decisions, in that countries and
other entities along with various forces interact with and affect one another.
There is little or nothing in the way of choice or regulation or principles or
rules. An international society, by contrast, is something both different from
and very much more than a system. What distinguishes a system from a
society is that the latter reflects a degree of buy-in on the part of
participants, including an acceptance on their part of limits on either what is
sought or discouraged, how it is to be sought or discouraged, or both. It is
rules-based. These rules (or limits) are accepted by the members of the
society for the simple reason that they determine it is their best (or least
bad) course of action given the choices that are realistically available. Such
rules as there are can be enshrined in formal legal agreements or honored
tacitly and informally.

In the international sphere, the notion of “society” as described by Bull
has specific meaning. First, the principal “citizens” of this society are states,
a word used interchangeably here and elsewhere in these and other pages
with both “nation-states” and “countries.” Second, a founding principle of
this society is that states and the governments and leaders who oversee them
are essentially free to act as they wish within their own borders. How those
individuals come to occupy positions of authority, be it by birth, revolution,
elections, or some other way, matters not. Third, the members of this
international society respect and accept not just this freedom of action on
the part of others (in exchange for others in turn accepting that they can act
as they wish within their own borders) but also the existence of other
members of this society. States therefore seek to avoid war among
themselves. It is not far off to describe this approach to international
relations as being something of a “live and let live” cross-border
understanding.



But history is always more than just the narrative of consensus; it is also
at least as much a narrative of disagreement and friction. The mix of
success and failure, of order and disorder, is central to the work of Bull. As
suggested by the title of his book, history at any moment or in any era is the
result of the interaction between forces of society and anarchy, of order and
disorder. It is the balance between the two, between society and anarchy,
that determines the dominant character of any era.

This is a useful framing concept for approaching and understanding the
world. At any moment, it provides a snapshot of where things are. And if
enough snapshots are saved and strung together from days or months or
years before, it provides a moving picture of trends.

Before going any further, it is essential to make clear just what is
required for there to be order. Here I want to return to Henry Kissinger and
to an early book of his, A World Restored.3 The book was published some
sixty years ago and based upon Kissinger’s doctoral dissertation, something
that should probably give every graduate student more than a little pause.
Replete with vivid character portraits, it is a wonderfully written book, one
that darts back and forth between specific history and larger lessons.
Kissinger writes about the building of a new international order, about a
world that was in large part resurrected in the aftermath of revolution and
the Napoleonic Wars in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. It
is the history of an international, that is, European order that was recognized
at the Congress of Vienna—a gathering in 1814 and 1815 where, among
others, the foreign ministers of Great Britain, France, Prussia, Russia, and
Austria met to shape Europe’s future—and that survived for much of the
nineteenth century.

The Congress of Vienna is noteworthy as an early example of an effort
to promote peace and stability. The final product included any number of
territorial arrangements, land swaps, recognitions of rightful rulers, and
more. It is also noteworthy for what it did not do. While it did help bolster
Europe’s peace for several decades, it ultimately came undone amid the
emergence of revolutionary movements in or near several of the
participants, a changing balance of power that reflected both Prussia’s (and
later Germany’s) rise and the fading and ultimate disappearance of multiple



empires. This is worth highlighting as it is a reminder of how orders can
come to an end and in so doing become disorders.

It is useful to deconstruct the concept of order, to break it down into its
most essential elements. One critical element of order is the concept of
“legitimacy,” defined by Kissinger to mean “international agreement about
the nature of workable arrangements and about the permissible aims and
methods of foreign policy.”4 Used in this fashion, legitimacy is a big idea,
as it not just defines the rules of international relations—what is to be
sought and how, as well as how these rules are to be set and modified—but
also reflects the extent of their acceptance by actors with real power.

But just as essential to this notion of order, just as essential as this
concept of legitimacy, was something much less intellectual. Here again I
quote: “No order is safe without physical safeguards against aggression.”5

Thus Kissinger, writing sixty years ago about a very different world, made
clear that order depended both on there being rules and arrangements to
govern international relations and on a balance of power.

Bull and Kissinger have a good deal in common. Both were mostly
concerned with order between states, especially the major powers of a
particular era. Order reflects the degree to which those with substantial
power accept existing arrangements or rules for conducting international
relations, as well as the diplomatic mechanisms for setting and modifying
those rules. It also reflects the ability of those same powers to meet the
challenges of others who do not share their perspective. Disorder, as
explained by both Bull and Kissinger, reflects the ability of those who are
dissatisfied with existing arrangements to change them, including through
the use of violence. This emphasis is hardly surprising. After all, great-
power rivalry, great-power competition, and great-power conflict constitute
much of what we think of as history. This was certainly the case for the
twentieth century, which was defined by two world wars and a third that
mercifully remained largely cold.

Order can be understood in this way, reflecting efforts by states to
discourage the use of military force to achieve foreign policy aims. Tied to
this view is that order is a respect for sovereignty, defined as allowing
fellow states (and the governments and leaders in charge of them) to do
much as they please within their borders. This approximates what is best



understood as the classical view of order. The premise of this approach is
that the principal objective of the foreign policy of any government ought to
be influencing the foreign policy of other governments rather than the
nature of the society over which they preside. As will be discussed later,
this definition of order is not universally shared; to the contrary, it is too
much for those who do not accept existing borders and not enough for those
who worry most about what takes place within borders wherever they may
be drawn.

The classical notion of order described above is normally attributed to
the Treaty of Westphalia, the pact signed in 1648 that ended the Thirty
Years War, a part-religious, part-political struggle within and across borders
that raged across much of Europe for three decades. The treaty was
something of a breakthrough, in that disorder and conflict born of frequent
interference inside the borders of one’s neighbors had been the norm. The
Westphalian order is based on a balance of power involving independent
states that do not interfere in one another’s “internal business.”

The historian Peter Wilson, who wrote one of the finest books on the
Thirty Years War, put it this way: “Westphalia’s significance lies not in the
number of conflicts it tried to resolve, but in the methods and ideals it
applied . . . sovereign states interacting (formally) as equals within a
common secularized legal framework regardless of size, power or internal
configuration.”6

All this constituted a significant change in how the world operated.
Secular sovereign states had become preeminent; empires founded on
religious identity no longer dominated. Size or power didn’t necessarily
matter the most, as states (all being sovereign entities) had equal rights in
principle if not in practice. This approach to order may seem terribly narrow
through the lens of the second decade of the twenty-first century, and in
many ways it is. But in its time, in its day, in the first half of the seventeenth
century, this was an enormous breakthrough. Until then, there was little
order in the world other than that imposed by the strongest entity. War was a
frequent occurrence between and among this or that principality or state or
empire. The idea of trying to bring about a world in which there was not, to
use modern parlance, nonstop intervention in the internal affairs of others



was a major advance. And it helped set the stage for a considerable period
of relative stability in Europe.

As noted, the Congress of Vienna in the second decade of the nineteenth
century was convened to come up with a post-Napoleonic diplomatic
settlement.7 The leaders of the day were so traumatized by what had just
taken place that they operationalized the concepts of the Westphalian
model, resulting in the Concert of Europe. The concert, as the word
suggests, was an orchestration of how international relations in Europe
would be conducted given the mind-set of those involved at the time, about
how they would accept current borders and for the most part leave one
another alone within their territories.8 It encompassed frequent high-level
diplomatic consultation among representatives of the major powers. In the
words of one historian, the concert “had a deeply conservative sense of
mission. Based on respect for kings and hierarchy, it prioritized order over
equality, stability over justice.”9 It was hardly the only time in history when
a great shock—in this case, revolution in France and the fear it might spread
—changed collective behavior. And that is what happened. And for all the
problems of the nineteenth century, it compares well in many ways with the
century that followed.

Indeed, it was not until the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
that we witnessed wholesale breakdown of the Concert of Europe, and with
it the Westphalian order. (The midcentury Crimean War between Russia and
both Great Britain and France was a struggle more about who was to
control territory of the fading Ottoman Empire than about anything
fundamental.) What occurred were two dramatic developments. First, there
arose new nation-states (most prominently Prussia, the forerunner of
Germany) unwilling to accept the territorial and political status quo that had
developed. They rejected the legitimacy of existing international
arrangements. And they were strong enough to act. The balance of power
no longer precluded action or deterred them from acting. This last point
suggests the second development that so shaped the history of this period.
Many of the entities that had dominated the world for centuries were failing
and in some cases literally falling apart. This was true of Austria-Hungary,
Russia (soon to be ravaged by revolution), and the Ottoman Empire. The
United States was only decades out of its civil war and was focused on



continental expansion and industrialization. Europe seemed a long way off.
All these changes gathered momentum in the second half of the nineteenth
century and reached their climax when in the early part of the twentieth
century the world experienced the grim effects of a wholesale breakdown of
order.

Some of this history can be explained by the limits of the ability of
orders to endure in the absence of great diplomatic dexterity. The Congress
of Vienna, which led to the post-Napoleonic settlement and subsequently to
the Concert of Europe, succeeded in no small part because it involved
individuals of rare diplomatic skill. For this reason Castlereagh, Metternich,
and Talleyrand, respectively the ministers of Great Britain, Austria, and
France, remain significant historical figures.

An optimist would take a moment here to point out the power of human
agency, the quality of diplomats, to affect the course of events. This was
and remains true. One reason why the Concert of Europe got off the ground
and lasted for as long as it did was the ability of some of the people
involved in its creation. One factor, though, increasing the odds that a world
order will survive is that it not require talented statesmen, the supply of
which is likely to be insufficient. One has to assume that as often as not
individuals of mediocre or poor skills will enter into positions of
responsibility. When it comes to order, something robust and resilient is
preferable to dependence on diplomatic dexterity. Indeed, one explanation
for why order broke down in the early twentieth century is that Prussia,
forged by the extraordinarily talented Otto von Bismarck, came to be led by
individuals who inherited a powerful state but not the wisdom for managing
its relations with its neighbors.10

The bottom line is that diplomats can and do matter, but if countries
become fundamentally stronger and are willing to use that power, and if
other countries become qualitatively weaker and/or are less willing to use
the power they have, diplomats will be limited in their impact.
Technological innovations and uneven rates of absorbing them matter, as do
demographics, leadership, culture, policies, and fortune. The result of these
and other factors was a first half of the twentieth century that was
unprecedented in its disorder, and a second half characterized by



considerable order, however different in its origins and however
unexpected.

The unprecedented disorder is that of the twentieth century’s two world
wars, which were phenomenally expensive by any and every measure. But
the two situations were fundamentally different and offer very different
lessons for subsequent generations, including our own. Order broke down in
what became the First World War less by design than by happenstance.
There is something of a cottage industry of books on the origins of the war,
some placing the lion’s share of the blame on Imperial Germany, others on
military mobilizations that took on a life of their own, still others on
additional factors.11 But common to most of the books is a recognition that
the war did not have to happen, even if they are unable to agree on just why
it did. To be sure, there was a failure of deterrence and of diplomacy, and a
lack of communications mechanisms, but what makes the history so
frustrating even one hundred years later was the carelessness of it all. Even
with the benefit of considerable hindsight it is difficult to understand just
why the war came about and why it was fought. But it also holds some
important lessons for us today.

One is that orders are not automatic or self-sustaining even when they
are patently in the interests of all who benefit from them. History is filled
with examples of individuals and countries acting against their own self-
interest. World War I was obviously not in anyone’s interest, but it
happened all the same. Every protagonist lost far more than it gained. What
it shows is the limits to the balance of power, that even though there was a
rough balance in place (as the war demonstrated on a scale matched only by
its costs), military balance alone was not enough to keep the peace.

Another lesson is the limits of economic interdependence. Trade was
extensive and growing. Indeed, a whole school of thought grew up at the
time that argued that war would never happen on a large scale in Europe
because it made no economic sense. No one would start a war, it was
maintained, simply because too many people and firms were realizing too
much profit in the current trading and investment arrangements. Too many
countries were benefiting as a result. But war nevertheless broke out.12

What this teaches is that neither a balance of power nor economic
interdependence is a guarantee against conflict and disorder. To this I would



add one other point relating to World War I, which has to do with both the
fact that war occurred and the way it was fought. History also revealed the
limited effect of the body of thought that had grown up over the centuries,
essentially known as the laws or rules of war, about the moral or legal basis
for both going to war and conducting one.

Policymakers of the time largely ignored this body of thought despite its
deep roots in Christian theology. The existing guidelines stated that for a
war to be just, it needed to meet several criteria: it must be fought for a
worthy cause, have a high chance of success, be sponsored by a legitimate
authority, be undertaken only as a last resort, use no more force than was
necessary and proportionate, and be fought in a manner that respected the
welfare and rights of noncombatants.13 World War I failed to meet any of
these standards. Also largely ignored was the legal tradition that
emphasized the illegitimacy of war except in cases of self-defense. Narrow
political agendas reflecting nationalist sentiments and based on faulty
military projections prevailed. What is obvious is that there was and is a
fundamental difference between order as a concept and order as a reality.
What international society there was turned out to be both narrow and
shallow, lacking a mechanism for seeing that desired norms were honored
and enforced.

The Second World War could not have been more different in its origins.
Not surprisingly, the lessons to be learned are very different from those to
be drawn from the run-up to World War I. Germany and Japan embraced
goals in the 1930s that could not be accommodated within the existing
international order. Both had become hostage to political systems at home
that eliminated checks and balances on those wielding political power. Both
invested heavily in the means to wage war. Both did their part to upset the
balance of power that had developed. The result was that whereas World
War I was largely an accidental and avoidable war, World War II was
anything but.

Of course, there were other explanations for the war. This is nothing
new. All wars are “fought” at least three times. First, there is the debate
about whether to go to war and, in retrospect, its causes. Second, there is the
war itself, what takes place on battlefields. And third, there is the debate



about the lessons of the war and, quite often, the wisdom of what was done
in its aftermath.

This was the case with World War II. Already noted is the majority
perspective, which holds that Germany and Japan were largely responsible
for overturning an order they had come to view as illegitimate. But there are
other perspectives. John Maynard Keynes, the great economist who was
part of the British delegation to the Paris Peace Conference that formally
ended World War I, famously wrote a few years later about the impact of
the Treaty of Versailles and the failure to integrate Germany into global
arrangements.14 For him and others who shared his thinking, the seeds of
the Second World War were sown in the punitive peace that followed the
First. Even if too much can be made of this argument, it is true that
nationalism in Germany fed off the resentments that grew up around
Germany’s being forced to pay severe reparations, forfeit territory, and
accept stringent ceilings on what it could do in the military sphere.

There is also the argument that European and American actions (or lack
of them) were responsible for World War II. Here one could point to the
element of fecklessness, for want of a better word, represented by the
unrealistic hopes placed in the League of Nations, something made worse
by the breakdown in relations between the White House and the Senate and
the subsequent unwillingness of the United States to join and support the
new body. American retreat into isolationism and then hopes for an order
based upon concepts of legitimacy that were aspirational rather than shared
played their part as well. What comes to mind is the Kellogg-Briand Pact,
the international pact signed by governments in 1928 that committed them
to avoiding war as a means of settling disputes.15 And obviously the
arrangements of the day were not buttressed by a balance of power. To the
contrary, there was inadequate arming on the side of the Western
democracies coupled with the unsuccessful diplomacy of appeasement. The
great European democracies were depleted; they never really recovered
from World War I. For its part, the United States (which had paid a far
smaller price in the war) was weakened and distracted by the Great
Depression. And as was the case with the previous world war, trade and
mutually beneficial economic ties were not enough to discourage
governments from eschewing aggression that could threaten those ties.



And the result for the second time in the span of a generation was war—
the second great war of the twentieth century, one of breathtaking expanse
and expense in every way: militarily, economically, in human terms. But
unlike the First World War, it ended in a much more definitive way.

There was a clarity about the end of World War II. Of course there was
the unconditional defeat of both Germany and Japan, but even more
interesting was the fundamental difference in how they were treated
afterward by the victors. If the First World War was followed by a punitive
peace, the Second was followed by a transformational one. Both Germany
and Japan were integrated fully into Western institutions, but more
fundamentally, both were remade. The two defeated imperial powers were
occupied—by the United States, the Soviet Union, Great Britain, and
France in the case of Germany; by the United States in the case of Japan.
The occupying powers reformed the countries in their image, which
translated into democracy for all of Japan and in Germany as well but for
the part (which became East Germany) controlled by the USSR. Nearly
three-quarters of a century later, Germany and Japan stand out as among the
few successful examples of what today would be called regime change
followed by nation or state building.

It would be reassuring to be able to make the case that this approach to
the vanquished resulted from a considered assessment of what had failed
after the First World War, when Germany in particular was the subject of
harsh treatment. The humiliation and economic difficulties contributed to
bringing about an environment of radical populism and nationalism that
created a political opening for Adolf Hitler and his supporters. And to be
fair, there was some of this thinking, to avoid what might be termed
national recidivism on the part of either country that had demonstrated
authoritarian tendencies at home and bellicose ones abroad. Germany and
Japan, it was thought, needed to become fully functioning democratic
societies with meaningful political checks and balances to make sure
authoritarianism did not return. And only if that was done—only if there
came about a democratic internal order—could external stability be
ensured. The result was something of a departure from the Westphalian
notion of order, because rather than merely making sure that neither
defeated country would be allowed to possess the military means to harm
others, what was agreed to was an approach to order that recognized that



what goes on within a country’s borders matters not just to its own citizens
but to others. And what the victorious Allies thought they needed to do to
ensure that there would not be a World War III, as World War II had
followed World War I, was to remake their former adversaries, Germany
and Japan.

But one should not make too much of this. Unlike many contemporary
calls for spreading democracy, what was done in Germany and Japan after
their defeat was born more of realism than idealism. Indeed, the principal
reason why both Germany and Japan were treated differently after the
Second World War was the perceived exigencies of the emerging era, the
Cold War. The United States and what became known as the West needed a
strong, non-Communist Germany and Japan to anchor their efforts to resist
the spread and reach of Soviet power and influence in Europe and Asia.

Whatever the balance of motives, the experiment worked, possibly
because both societies were characterized by a respect for authority, an
educated citizenry, a clear divide between the political and the religious,
and experience with both civil society and a modern economy with broad
employment. The trajectories of Japan and Germany for the last three-
quarters of a century have been nothing short of remarkable. Both have
evolved into stable, fully functioning democracies with strong private
sectors; both became pillars of the U.S. alliance system, the United Nations,
and the global economy. Germany (when it was still West Germany) was
one of the founders of what evolved into the European Community and later
the European Union.



I

2. Cold War

t is one of the many ironies of history that a good part of what constituted
international order in the second half of the twentieth century was forged

with a nondemocratic, nonmarket society that was an adversary of the
United States, one that was dedicated to the objective of defeating it in a
global competition and that sought to bring about a world made up of
socialist or Communist countries that took their lead from Moscow. I am, of
course, referring to the Soviet Union.

It is worth exploring both the nature of the Cold War order and what it
was based on. Order of any sort was hardly guaranteed. Twice before in the
century, great-power competition had led to great-power conflict on a
horrendous scale. The United States and the Soviet Union had had an
uneasy relationship since the Russian Revolution in 1917. The tsar may
have been abhorrent to many Americans, but the ideology of Lenin and
Trotsky was to most even more troubling, leading to a small American
intervention in Russia’s civil war on behalf of the counterrevolutionary
“Whites.” Twenty-five years later, the wartime alliance was often a source
of friction as Stalin suspected that FDR’s and Churchill’s reluctance to open
a second front against Nazi Germany was in no small part motivated by
what Stalin saw as a desire to weaken Russia in anticipation of the postwar
competition to come. More to the point, to turn the old maxim on its head,
U.S.-Russian ties during the Second World War proved that the enemy of
your enemy is not necessarily your friend.

Actually, it was not long before the enemy of the previous enemy
became an enemy. As might be expected, there is a large literature on the
origins of the Cold War, some of which reflects a “revisionist” view that
places the onus on the United States.1 This is a minority view for good
reason. The lion’s share of the responsibility falls on the USSR, which in its
approach to Germany and Korea signaled its readiness to mount a global



challenge to the interests of the United States in Europe and Asia alike. But
even if one disagrees, what is also fair to say is that the Cold War was to
some extent inevitable given the divergent interests and ideologies
represented by the two major powers of the era.

This makes it all the more remarkable that the Cold War stayed mostly
cold and was conducted with a degree of responsibility that can only be
judged as both uncharacteristic and impressive. Why it played out as it did
is important to examine, as some of its lessons remain relevant. There was,
to begin with, a balance of military power. The respective alliance systems
of NATO and the Warsaw Pact made any war in Europe sure to be costly
and uncertain in outcome. This was true as well of areas beyond the two
formal alliances, including Asia. In addition, programs such as the Marshall
Plan were put in place by the United States to strengthen—not just
militarily, but economically and politically as well—potential targets of
Soviet-backed challenges. The United States extended alliances and aid
programs to countries on every continent, something that over time was
mirrored to a considerable degree by the Soviet Union. For most of the Cold
War, successive U.S. administrations paid little heed to the domestic nature
of the recipient; what mattered most was foreign policy orientation and
whether the government was judged to be sufficiently anti-Communist.

This balance was based not just upon orders of battle (military
inventories) and the building up of locals but also on a willingness to act
directly if it was determined military action was called for. (The basic
bargain of membership in the NATO alliance, one enshrined in Article 5 of
the North Atlantic Treaty, was that an attack on one constituted an attack on
all.) The first such test arrived early, in the spring of 1948, when the Soviet
Union blockaded West Berlin, which was surrounded on all sides by Soviet-
controlled and -occupied East Germany. (Under the post–World War II
settlement, Berlin was divided initially into four zones, overseen
respectively by the United States, France, Great Britain, and the USSR. The
three western zones, all part of the Federal Republic of Germany, or West
Germany, were later merged.) The answer was the Berlin airlift, which
provided enough food and fuel and other basics to enable the city and its
residents to survive until the Soviets backed down and lifted the blockade in
the spring of 1949.



Other tests followed. In June 1950, Soviet-supported troops from the
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, more commonly known as North
Korea, crossed the 38th parallel and invaded South Korea (technically the
Republic of Korea) in an effort to reunify the peninsula by force. North
Korea’s motives were nationalist and local, but the Soviets may also have
wanted to score an early Cold War win in Asia as well as bring about a
unified peninsula that could offset the potential emergence of a
reconstituted Japan in the American strategic orbit. It is possible, too, that
they believed (owing to an inadvertent public comment in early 1950 by
Secretary of State Dean Acheson that South Korea fell outside the U.S.
defense perimeter) that their aggression would not be directly countered.
This time it took a large, sustained American-led military intervention
carried out under UN auspices to frustrate Soviet and North Korean designs.
The U.S. effort was successful in saving South Korea’s independence and
restoring the 38th parallel as the effective border, but only at enormous
human and economic cost.2

A third major effort undertaken by the United States was in Southeast
Asia, above all in Vietnam. There, starting not long after the French
withdrawal from their colony in 1954 (in the wake of a military debacle
near the city of Dien Bien Phu) and continuing until the mid-1970s, the
United States poured in money, arms, advisers, and, when all else failed,
millions of troops to shore up a regime challenged from within by an
insurgency supported by North Vietnam and from the outside by North
Vietnamese regular forces and, indirectly, by others. My point here is not to
argue the correctness, much less the success, of all that was done, but rather
to underscore that one factor that helped maintain a form of order in a world
dominated by two superpower rivals was a willingness to act to maintain
local balances of power where they were seen to be threatened.

But such a willingness to act militarily was only one aspect of what
buttressed the Cold War order and quite possibly not the most critical. What
most reinforced the strength of the order was the shared realization on the
part of both the United States and the Soviet Union that any direct clash
between them could escalate into a nuclear exchange in which the costs
would dwarf any conceivable gains and in which there would and could be
no victor in any meaningful sense of the word. Nuclear weapons thus



buttressed the traditional, conventional balance of power. In Europe, this
role for nuclear weapons was explicit, in that NATO embraced a doctrine
that threatened to introduce nuclear weapons first (at a tactical or theater
level) in order to offset perceived conventional military shortcomings vis-à-
vis the Warsaw Pact. Elsewhere, the tie between nuclear weapons and what
might happen was more latent, namely, that each side could introduce them
into a situation if it determined that local interests and circumstances
warranted.

Expressed differently, nuclear weapons had the effect of dampening
down competition between the two dominant powers of their day because
leaders understood that a nuclear war would be disproportionately costly
regardless of the interests at stake. Behind that was the sinister genius of
mutually assured destruction (popularly known as MAD) and what was
known as second-strike capability, namely, the ability to absorb a nuclear
strike by the other side and still be in a position to retaliate on a scale that
would deter (assuming rationality was at work) the other side from acting in
the first place. Nuclear weapons, by eliminating the incentive to go first
because there was little or no advantage in so doing, constituted a big
innovation in the annals of order.

I should make clear that it was not nuclear weapons per se that had this
effect so much as the nature of the U.S. and Soviet arsenals and the larger
bilateral relationship. Nuclear weapons, like any technology or weapon, can
contribute to or detract from stability and order depending on numbers,
where and how they are deployed, controls instituted to prevent
unauthorized use, transparency, the nature of the governments involved, and
more. Indeed, and as will be discussed subsequently, nuclear weapons in
other contexts are anything but stabilizing and have the potential to add
significantly to prospects for disorder.

This is where arms control, in effect a specialized subset of diplomacy,
made its contribution. The United States and the Soviet Union negotiated,
signed, and entered into a number of agreements over the decades. The net
result was to bolster deterrence and stability. The SALT (Strategic Arms
Limitations Talks) and START (Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty)
agreements did their part by placing limits on the number of weapons each
side could deploy. Just as important were the details of the agreed-upon
limits, that is, how many bombers versus submarines versus missiles and



how many warheads on each, which provided a large degree of certainty
that no side could strike first and be confident the other could not retaliate
with devastating effect. Arms control also added a meaningful degree of
predictability so that decisions premised on incorrect and “worst possible
case” assumptions about what the other side was planning to do in the way
of developing and fielding additional weapons could largely be avoided.3

Deterrence was reinforced, though, not just by ceilings placed on
offense but by far more draconian limits set on defense. The Anti–Ballistic
Missile Treaty (ABM Treaty) was signed in 1972 and remained in force for
the duration of the Cold War.4 Under the pact, the two countries denied
themselves the ability to deploy certain kinds of systems that could in
principle (probably more than in practice given the state of technology not
just at the time but for decades after) threaten the ability of the other side’s
missiles (whether launched from land-based silos or submarines) to reach
their targets. This was the apogee of MAD. It is interesting to note that this
near-absolute ban on defenses did not apply to efforts to defend against
bombers or submarines carrying nuclear weapons (something that would
have been impossible given their role in conventional, nonnuclear warfare),
but nevertheless the constraints on missile defense proved to be the
cornerstone of nuclear deterrence and stability.

Further adding to stability were mechanisms (both unilateral and
negotiated) for monitoring the agreements so that there could be confidence
the terms were being respected. Transparency was critical, something
dramatically enhanced by satellites. Confidence was further bolstered by
separate accords that established rules of the road for the two militaries so
they could minimize the chances of incidents at sea or in space that could
escalate. Also introduced were dedicated communications links (so-called
hotlines) that leaders could access in times of crisis.

Diplomacy was not limited to arms control. There was normal
diplomatic interaction via embassies and consulates. The respective
ambassadors had access to the most senior levels of each other’s
governments, as did visiting ministers. There was more than a little trade,
cultural exchange, and tourism. And, most dramatically, there was regular
summitry involving the leaders of the two countries. In short, the United
States and the Soviet Union were great-power rivals, but their rivalry was



bounded and did not preclude many normal aspects of relations between
two countries.

Such normalcy was in part possible because the two sides also
demonstrated a degree of restraint in their approach to each other. In the
early years of the Cold War, and after the Soviet Union tested its first
nuclear weapons, there was talk in the United States of “rolling back”
Communism there. Rollback was in many ways the 1950s parlance for what
today is often called “regime change.” It was wisely rejected as both
infeasible (the United States lacked the means to bring it about) and
reckless, given that a threatened Soviet leadership could lash out militarily
in any number of places and ways.

Perhaps more significant, the United States was quite circumspect in
what it chose to do in (as opposed to say about) countries within the Soviet
empire. To be sure, no U.S. administration ever formally accepted the so-
called Brezhnev Doctrine (named for Leonid Brezhnev, the Soviet and
Communist Party leader who first articulated the notion) by which Moscow
asserted the “right” to use military force to maintain order, that is, fealty, in
any of its so-called political satellites in Eastern Europe. At the same time,
when there were domestic political uprisings against Soviet-backed
governments in Hungary in 1956, Czechoslovakia in 1968, and Poland in
1970, the United States did not intervene in any meaningful way on behalf
of those peoples trying to liberate themselves from the rule of Soviet-
backed governments. Again, this was a caution born out of concern that any
such intervention could lead to a direct clash with forces of the Soviet
Union, which presumably would have been deployed to protect what
Moscow saw as interests vital to its empire and, as a result, to itself.

This is not to say that either country ignored what was going on inside
the other. The United States under Presidents Jimmy Carter and Ronald
Reagan (and Congress before that) did raise human rights issues in the
Soviet Union, pressing among other things to have high-profile political
dissidents freed and for most Soviet Jews to be able to emigrate. And the
Soviet Union would regularly point to shortcomings in American society.
But these efforts were limited and did not assume a priority that threatened
what was seen as a more basic stake in maintaining order either at the
nuclear level or in critical regional disputes. Both fundamentally accepted
and respected the classic notion that governments enjoyed the sovereign



right to run their own societies as they saw fit. George Kennan’s doctrine of
containment, in which the United States directly and indirectly would find
ways to resist Soviet efforts to expand its presence or influence around the
world, held out the possibility that the Soviet Union, if sufficiently
frustrated in its attempts to spread its influence, might mellow or even fade
away with the passage of time, but this was more a distant hope than a
policy priority.5

Stability during the four decades of the Cold War also benefited from
the structural design of international relations at the time, namely,
bipolarity. It is less difficult to manage a world of two principal centers of
power than many. There are simply fewer independent actors and decision
makers with real impact. This is not to say that Great Britain and France
and others always did America’s bidding; they most assuredly did not. And
China’s resentment of and late-1960s split from the Soviet Union is a matter
of record. Still, the world of the Cold War was to a significant degree a
stable “duopoly” in which changes tended to take place within the structure
of an international system dominated by two powers. This is worth noting if
only because today’s world could hardly be more different in that it is
neither fixed nor so concentrated in its distribution of power.

Geopolitical restraint was also a hallmark of the Cold War order.
Informal rules of the road evolved between Washington and Moscow over
the decades about permissible and unacceptable behaviors. One such rule
involved a healthy respect for each other’s backyards. The term “spheres of
influence” is controversial for good reason, as such spheres suggest that the
interests of some countries take precedence over the rights of their weaker
neighbors. But such spheres can be and to some extent were a source of
order. To a large degree each superpower acted with restraint in the affairs
of those countries close (in the geographic sense) to the other. As noted
above, the United States, for example, did not intervene with military force
when the Hungarian people rose up against their Soviet-backed leaders in
1956 or when the people of Czechoslovakia did much the same twelve
years later.

For its part, the Soviet Union did what it could to promote Communist
regimes around the Western Hemisphere, and succeeded in Cuba and
Nicaragua. It had the advantage of aiding individuals and movements



fighting against unpopular authoritarian governments that offered little to
their people. But again the Soviet help was just that—help—usually in the
form of intelligence, military assistance, and subsidies. Direct Soviet
military intervention for the most part did not take place in Latin America, a
part of the world where the United States had declared (through the Monroe
Doctrine) that it was prepared to act to protect what it judged to be
important or even vital interests.

If nuclear weapons had never been developed, one could make a
plausible case that the Cold War would not have stayed cold, that it might
have evolved in very different ways because calculations would have been
very different. Any number of confrontations might well have triggered
either local military clashes or something much larger and more
geographically diffuse.

This is not to say there were not close calls and difficult moments.
Perhaps the most dangerous episode of the Cold War came in October 1962
when the United States discovered signs that Soviet personnel sent to Cuba
were installing missiles armed with nuclear warheads that could reach the
United States in just a few minutes. This move was inconsistent with
showing restraint in areas close to the other power; it was also seen by some
as undermining nuclear deterrence, although this concern was in fact
exaggerated. The U.S. side was firm in its demand that all such missiles be
removed but flexible both in how it went about pressing its case (choosing a
naval “quarantine” or embargo in all but name over attack) and in quietly
agreeing to remove from Turkey its own medium-range missiles that could
reach the USSR. The Kennedy administration also gave a public pledge not
to invade Cuba, thereby giving the Soviets a face-saving way to back down.

Order was also girded by understandings about how geopolitical
competition was to be waged. These understandings tended to be more tacit
than explicit. It is thus ironic that the one attempt to make the
understandings formal, the 1972 “Basic Principles of Relations Between the
United States of America and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics,” in
which the two governments solemnly stated that they “attach major
importance to preventing the development of situations capable of causing a
dangerous exacerbation of their relations” and that “efforts to obtain
unilateral advantage at the expense of the other, directly or indirectly, are



inconsistent with these objectives,” had no discernible impact.6 Calling for
an end to seeking advantage was akin to calling for an end to geopolitical
competition; it was détente’s equivalent of the Kellogg-Briand Pact, an
expression of high-minded aspiration (or, if you prefer, cynicism) more than
anything else.

But there were meaningful understandings all the same. Both Moscow
and Washington came to appreciate that when it came to supporting
associates, there were limits on how much change to the status quo would
be tolerable for the other. The Soviets learned this lesson in Berlin when
they blockaded the Western sectors and again in Cuba a decade and a half
later. The United States learned this lesson the hard way in Korea, when it
was not content to restore the status quo ante and after liberating South
Korea decided to press north and try to reunify the peninsula by force but
under the aegis of Seoul. This outcome was too much for both the Soviets
and China, and the Chinese dispatched hundreds of thousands of
“volunteers” to push back against the U.S.-led, UN-authorized force. The
result was an additional twenty thousand American dead and an end to the
fighting two years later at the original border. And during the October 1973
Middle East war between Israel and both Syria and Egypt, when the
Americans and the Soviets backed their respective allies, both superpowers
also settled for an outcome that left Israel short of a complete victory and
the encircled Egyptian army intact.

The region where arrangements to preserve order on terms acceptable to
both superpowers were the most developed was Europe, in many ways the
original and central arena of the Cold War. Already mentioned was a
military balance of power. This was reinforced by a series of arms control
negotiations that succeeded in limiting some theater nuclear forces and, at
the end of the Cold War, by a formal agreement covering conventional
(nonnuclear) military forces as well.

The two alliances also reached an understanding governing political
order in Europe. The Final Act that emerged in 1975 in Helsinki from the
Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe was a remarkable
document.7 On one level it reads as a tribute to the classic Westphalian
notion of order. It is a multilateral accord premised on state sovereignty, the
impermissibility of the threat or use of force, the inviolability of borders,



respect for the territorial integrity of all European states, a commitment to
the peaceful settlement of disputes, and acceptance of the principle of
nonintervention in one another’s internal affairs. The one exception to this
traditional approach was a commitment by all governments to respect
human rights and fundamental freedoms within their own borders.

Despite this exception, the agreement came under intense criticism at
the time in American political circles, as it was seen by many as locking in
and legitimizing Soviet control of Eastern Europe. It was also seen as quite
cynical in that governments were calling for respect for human rights at a
time when every member of the Warsaw Pact was abridging them. The
critics turned out to have been shortsighted; the arrangement not only
helped to keep the peace in Europe, but it also bought time and space for
reform efforts to emerge and gain momentum within the Soviet bloc.

Such an approach to managing competition should not be confused with
peace. But it did preserve the essentials of stability in an era of nuclear
weapons. The fact that the four decades are termed the Cold War counts for
a great deal.

Earlier I pointed out that every war is fought at least three times, and the
Cold War is no exception. There has been a debate over why it ended when
and how it did. It is worth noting that the Cold War ended in a remarkably
orderly fashion; it went out with a whimper, not a bang. This was anything
but inevitable.

Nevertheless, there were some underlying reasons. The Soviet economic
system was deeply and structurally flawed. In 1987 the historian Paul
Kennedy published an influential book on why major powers rise and fall
throughout history, a principal reason being that the burdens of empire often
undermine prosperity and as a result stability at home.8 The burden of its
overseas role and activities surely contributed to the failure of the USSR,
which had to support a large military budget, a far-flung set of allies that
often needed financial help, the cost of occupation in Eastern Europe, and
the economic and human price of imperial adventures such as its ill-fated
1979 intervention in Afghanistan. These costs exacerbated a difficult,
inefficient reality brought about by decades of an economy ruled much
more by political than by market forces.



Political decisions and diplomacy mattered too. Here much of the
history derives from decisions of Mikhail Gorbachev, who led the USSR
starting in 1985. Gorbachev clearly concluded that the Soviet Union could
survive and compete on the world stage only if it changed in basic ways at
home. But his approach to change, in which political reform came before
economic restructuring, mostly resulted in a loss of control over what was
happening in the streets. An attempt in the summer of 1991 by some around
the Kremlin to oust Gorbachev and restore central authority fizzled; it was a
classic case of too little, too late. What the failed coup did do, though, was
end what little public standing Gorbachev still had, accelerate the demise of
the USSR, and strengthen the position of the first president of Russia, Boris
Yeltsin. Where both Gorbachev and Yeltsin deserve credit is for accepting
their situation and not calling for massive internal repression or undertaking
something desperate in the foreign policy realm as a last-ditch effort to alter
their fate and the course of history.

But some of the credit for how history unfolded surely goes to
successive U.S. presidents and, more broadly, the sustained efforts of the
United States and its allies over four decades. George Kennan, the architect
of containment, proved prescient when he suggested the Soviet system
might not be able to withstand the prolonged frustration of being unable to
expand its reach.9 George H. W. Bush, the American president at the time
the Berlin Wall came down in November 1989, deserves special praise for
his handling of the Cold War’s final chapter. Bush was criticized at the time
and afterward for not making more of these events, but he was careful not
to humiliate his opposite numbers and risk bringing about a situation that
could have pressured them to take dramatic action or brought to power
those who wanted to do just that. That the Cold War ended peacefully and
included the breakup of the Soviet Union, the unification of Germany, and
Germany’s entrance into NATO is nothing short of remarkable. Again, what
transpired was anything but inevitable. Much of history is often triggered by
the friction caused by epochal events, and in this case such an outcome was
avoided. It demonstrates again the importance of individuals and the quality
of statecraft and diplomacy.10

In reviewing the sweep of the four decades of the Cold War, it is hard
not to conclude that it did in fact comprise a significant degree of order.



There was a balance of power (and, as noted, one including nuclear
weapons), a shared if limited notion of what constituted legitimacy, and a
diplomatic process to maintain the balance of power and to deal with
situations that challenged competing notions of what was desirable and
acceptable. The result was that the third great-power struggle of the
twentieth century proved to be fundamentally different from the first two.



I

3. The Other Order

t turns out that the managed competition that was the Cold War was not
the only source of order in the aftermath of the Second World War.

Indeed, there was as well what might be called a post–World War II order
that operated alongside but apart from the Cold War. This second order (one
sometimes referred to as the “liberal democratic order,” although in fact it
was both more and less than that) had multiple dimensions, including the
economic, political, diplomatic, and strategic, and was both global and
regional.1 It is important to note all this because even though the order that
was a function of the Cold War largely disappeared with its end and the
demise of the Soviet Union, the post–World War II order lived on and
continues to have an impact both in what it contributes and what it fails to.

The economic dimension of the post–World War II order was designed
to promote a world (or, more accurately, a non-Communist world) that
encouraged trade, development, and well-functioning monetary operations.
Trade was viewed both as an engine of economic growth and as a means of
creating ties between and among countries that would give them a stake in
maintaining peaceful relations. Development was judged as a moral but also
a political and strategic necessity so that billions of people around the world
could lead productive, satisfying lives and not be tempted to opt for
Communism. If they could not, many countries or colonies on a path to
becoming countries would never know stability. And there needed to be a
mechanism for trade and investment and tourism to work, something that
required a system for managing dozens of national currencies in a fashion
that would spur growth and facilitate interactions of every sort.

The result, to use the shorthand, was the Bretton Woods system, a set of
arrangements along with a number of global institutions created when many
of the world’s finance ministers gathered in 1944 at Bretton Woods, New
Hampshire. One goal was to promote the recovery of war-ravaged countries



and the development of poor ones; this became the province of the
International Bank for Reconstruction and Development, more commonly
known as the World Bank. Another goal was to set up a functional
monetary system that would reflect the desire of sovereign states to control
their own fate but also to be able to trade and invest with others. The dollar
became the effective world currency given the size and strength of the U.S.
economy; all currencies were “fixed” in relation to the dollar, which in turn
was backed by gold. In principle, anyone could exchange excess dollars for
gold. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) was established to provide
loans on a temporary basis to governments running a net deficit so that they
could meet their short-term spending needs and reach a point of fiscal
balance.2

A related but distinct set of issues concerning trade was formally taken
up not at the Bretton Woods gathering but separately by trade ministers. The
intent was to create an entity called the International Trade Organization,
but differences between countries (and the politics within them) precluded it
at the time. Instead, a series of major meetings over the decades developed
rules for global trade and led to a number of important pacts that reduced
tariff barriers. (These all came under the rubric of the General Agreement
on Tariffs and Trade, or GATT.) It took no fewer than fifty years for the
World Trade Organization (WTO), with the ability to adjudicate disputes as
well as provide a forum for global negotiations, to be born.

The second dimension of the post–World War II order was diplomatic.
The United Nations was the centerpiece. The idea was to create a global
body, a standing forum that could prevent or, if prevention failed, resolve
international disputes. The UN Charter instructs parties to any dispute that
threatens international peace and security to “seek a solution by negotiation,
enquiry, mediation, conciliation, arbitration, judicial settlement, resort of
regional agencies or arrangements, or other peaceful means of their own
choice.” It could also be a force for peace in the literal sense, as under
Chapter VII of its charter members can take measures ranging from
blockades to whatever action is needed using air, land, and sea forces “to
maintain or restore international peace and security.” But the bias was
clearly one of discouraging the use of force as the means of settling
disagreements between states.3



The responsibility for operationalizing all this was to be vested in the
Security Council, the body of five permanent members (the United States,
the Soviet Union, China, Great Britain, and France) and originally six and
later ten rotating members serving two-year terms. Only the five permanent
members (which at the time the UN was created were considered the
dominant powers of the post–World War II era) were given a veto. The
Chinese seat passed from the Republic of China, or Taiwan, to the People’s
Republic of China (PRC), or mainland China, in 1971. The Soviet seat was
inherited by Russia in late 1991. The Security Council was given the
“primary responsibility for the maintenance of international peace and
security.” In principle, it was to be the “concert” that would orchestrate
international relations and maintain order between and among states in the
post–World War II era.

The UN also both reflected and reinforced existing thinking about order.
Article 51, for example, famously declares, “Nothing in the present Charter
shall impair the inherent right of individual or collective self-defense if an
armed attack occurs against a Member of the United Nations.” Implicit in
this and explicit elsewhere in the charter was that membership in the UN
was limited to sovereign states (Article 4, clause 1) and that all such entities
enjoyed “sovereign equality,” that is, were equal in standing (Article 2,
clause 1). This principle is manifested most sharply in the General
Assembly, which has a “one country, one vote” premise that gives the
United States or China no more of a role than the weakest or least populous
country anywhere in the world. The charter also specifies that “nothing . . .
shall authorize the United Nations to intervene in matters which are
essentially within the domestic jurisdiction of any state” (Article 2, clause
7). What all this adds up to is a Westphalian order, in which the rights of
sovereign entities, that is, states, are recognized and protected.

The third pillar of the postwar order was strategic. The goal here was to
forestall risks to peace that would be difficult to manage and ruinous if
management failed. Here the UN was largely limited by the realities of
great-power relations, and above all U.S.-Soviet relations, in that both
(along with the United Kingdom, France, and China) possessed permanent
vetoes in the Security Council. Implicit in this design was that the UN was
not to be used as an instrument by one great power against another; rather, it
was meant to be preserved as a venue the major powers could and would



turn to even when they disagreed. Also understood in principle if not in
practice was that uses of military force for purposes other than self-defense
were to be avoided.

Relevant too in this context was the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of
Nuclear Weapons, or NPT.4 It was based on the premise that a world of
additional nuclear states (there were five when it was signed in 1968) would
be more dangerous and potentially disorderly for any number of reasons.
Danger could come from the complexity of establishing deterrence
relationships among multiple parties. There was also the risk that nuclear
weapons in more hands could lead to those weapons or materials falling
into the wrong hands. And of course there was the concern that the
existence of such weapons meant that the possibility of their use could not
be ruled out.

The NPT is a series of bargains. It asks the five countries allowed to
possess nuclear weapons (the United States, the Soviet Union [subsequently
Russia], China, Great Britain, and France, all of which are essentially
grandfathered) not to transfer nuclear weapons or to assist, encourage, or
induce any state without them to acquire them. It also sets forth the
principle that these states will avoid a nuclear arms race and move toward
ridding themselves of the nuclear weapons they do have. It asks those states
without nuclear weapons not to acquire such devices or related assistance
and not to produce such weapons themselves. It guarantees access to
nuclear energy for peaceful purposes. And it asks the nonnuclear-weapon
states to accept “safeguards” (essentially inspections) that would verify that
they are acting consistently with the treaty.

Parallel efforts were undertaken in other realms. The Biological
Weapons Convention, signed in 1972 and entering into force three years
later, makes it illegal for any state party to the accord (and all the parties to
it were states) to acquire, develop, or transfer biological weapons of any
kind.5 Those who possessed such weapons at the time the agreement
entered into force in 1975 were responsible for destroying them. A global
accord (the Chemical Weapons Convention) that banned the production and
use of chemical weapons finally came into effect in 1997.6

Although regional bodies were formed in every part of the world, the
most significant process by far took root in Europe. The motivating idea



(one normally attributed to the then foreign minister of France, Robert
Schuman) was to knit Germany and France so closely together that the
notion of yet another war between them would become unthinkable. This
objective was meant as well to reinforce the political project of remaking
West Germany’s economy, society, and political institutions so as to prevent
the rise of another authoritarian regime that would be a threat to its own
people and its neighbors. The European Coal and Steel Community,
consisting of France, West Germany, Italy, and the three Benelux countries
of Belgium, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg, was the beginning of the
European project, one that over the following decades evolved into the
European Community and later still the European Union, in the process
broadening its membership and deepening the areas of domestic and foreign
policy it affected.

There was also the matter of bringing the colonial era to an end. At the
close of World War II, much of the world, including most of the Middle
East, Africa, and Asia, was ruled by the countries of Europe.
Decolonization was founded on the idea that peoples had the right to
establish independent nation-states; this was the concept of self-
determination. Independence was sought by virtually all the populations
living under colonial rule. Interestingly, it was also supported by both the
Soviet Union and the United States: the former saw it as an opportunity to
win converts, while the latter feared that absent independence these
societies would turn to the Soviets for support against the Western
colonialists. With time, the populations of the mostly European colonial
powers themselves grew weary of the costs of maintaining rule in faraway
places that wanted to be on their own.

By then, decolonization was viewed as a prerequisite to order, as
otherwise it was feared that conflicts would develop in many of these
places. That was an understandable concern, although it is one of the tragic
ironies of history that the end of the colonial era, rather than promoting
order, in many instances created disorder on a large scale. This was
certainly the case when the British gave up responsibility in 1947 in South
Asia, which triggered a violent war that led to the partition of the
subcontinent between India and Pakistan. Partition was also the approach
for Palestine, where the British departure a year later was followed by the
establishment of the state of Israel and an immediate invasion of the new



state by its Arab neighbors. France tired of trying to maintain control of
Indochina and conceded defeat in 1954, leaving behind a divided country
that would continue to be at war with itself for another two decades. France
walked away from Tunisia and Morocco in 1956 and was effectively driven
out of Algeria in 1962 after a bloody civil war.

Perhaps the turning point in the decolonization process came in 1956
following the takeover of the Suez Canal by Egypt’s nationalist leader,
Gamal Abdel Nasser. A coordinated British, French, and Israeli invasion of
Egypt only managed to strengthen Nasser’s position and to infuriate the
U.S. administration of the day, which wanted to keep the world’s focus on
the brutal Soviet repression of the people of Hungary that was being carried
out at the same time. The British government fell; the country’s appetite for
an imperial role waned, as did its capacity to maintain one. Most of the
remaining British holdings in the Middle East, Africa, and Asia broke away
and established their independence in the ensuing decade. Other European
powers such as Belgium and Portugal experienced similar fates in Africa in
the 1960s and 1970s. The colonial era was over, replaced by an uneasy
mixture of local nationalism and Cold War competition.7

Another aspect of the post–World War II order was political, but in a
different sense. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted by the
UN General Assembly in 1948, notes that every person on the planet
without exception possesses a broad and extensive range of rights,
including equal standing before the law; freedom of movement and
residence within his country’s borders; the right to own property; freedom
of thought, conscience, and religion; freedom of expression and opinion; the
right to peaceful assembly; and much more. To be sure, the declaration
lacked any enforcement provisions and was cynically ignored from the start
by most of the governments that signed it. Still, it is noteworthy in
expressing the position that states are not the only ones with rights.8

Around the same time most of the world’s governments also approved
the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of
Genocide. The impetus was to make sure that the experience of the
Holocaust would never again occur. The Genocide Convention, though,
provided few mechanisms for prevention. The emphasis was on bringing
anyone responsible for carrying out a genocide to justice; ideally, the



certainty of punishment would deter individuals and governments from
undertaking a genocide in the first place. Even so, it took another fifty
years, until 1998, for a standing International Criminal Court to be
established to try individuals charged with crimes relating to genocide.9

A final element of the post–World War II order was legal in nature. To
some extent, just about every aspect of order already noted had a legal
dimension. But there was as well an explicit legal order composed of rules
and procedures to facilitate commerce, travel, communication, and other
day-to-day forms of interaction between and among people, corporations,
and/or countries. There were also norms meant to facilitate diplomacy, from
the obligations of governments to provide protection to foreign embassies,
consulates, and diplomats to principles for recognizing governments and
entering into and sustaining treaties and other forms of international
agreements.

What can be said about the post–World War II order? Global economic
performance was impressive even though the gains to some extent reflected
population increases. The world economy increased fivefold between 1950
and 1990. Trade volume grew even more rapidly, from approximately $125
billion in 1950 to $7 trillion forty years later. As for development, the
number of people on the earth living in extreme poverty (about 1.3 billion)
stayed roughly constant over those years even though global population
doubled, from 2.5 billion to more than 5 billion.10

But to note this accomplishment is not the same as attributing it to
global machinery or giving that machinery high marks. A good deal of what
was accomplished represented national economic policies. The World
Bank’s impact on development, for example, was modest. The trade regime
(the GATT) deserves credit for reducing tariffs and other barriers to trade in
manufacturing. But it did less well at promoting trade in agriculture or
services and failed to get a handle on government subsidies.

The monetary order had its own shortcomings. The system set up could
not contend either with the chronic deficits run by the United States or with
the chronic surpluses (resulting in enormous pools of dollars) maintained by
such countries as export-oriented Japan. This reality led the Nixon
administration in 1971 to end the convertibility of dollars into gold, as there
was no way the United States could continue the practice given the massive



dollar holdings of others. There was tension due to the dollar’s being the de
facto global currency as well as the national currency of the United States.
Policies introduced for domestic reasons—say, to accelerate economic
growth at home—would invariably have consequences elsewhere. The IMF
for its part did not have the authority, tools, or resources required to impose
discipline on most of its members.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights both reflected and
contributed to the growing salience accorded human rights concerns. In
many ways it was the forerunner of other efforts to protect individuals from
the actions of government and to hold governments and those who acted on
their behalf responsible for such actions. But as will be seen, there was little
in the way of international consensus on these issues and no enforcement
mechanism. Much the same was the case with the Genocide Convention,
which had no impact on preventing a genocide in Cambodia, where
between one and a half and two million men, women, and children were
killed by the Khmer Rouge in the late 1970s. And it took three decades for
any of those responsible to be tried and sent to prison.

The United Nations never fulfilled the hopes of its most ardent
proponents, but these hopes were never realistic to begin with. It could not
provide the machinery for managing the Cold War given the gaps on many
issues between the United States and the Soviet Union. The Security
Council became as much an arena of the Cold War as anything else. The
two superpowers chose to use it as a stage in the effort to win over public
opinion around the world. It did, however, offer a venue for useful venting,
and the UN’s back rooms provided a place where diplomats could meet out
of the glare of cameras.

All this began to change only toward the closing act of the Cold War.
The Security Council did play an important role in coordinating the
international response to Saddam Hussein’s aggression against Kuwait. But
what this highlighted was not just that the Cold War had lost most of its
intensity but also that the issue at hand—the violation of the territorial
integrity and sovereign status of a UN member state—was one of the few
around which consensus could be generated. This was the bedrock of the
traditional approach to world order. The Security Council did not generate
this consensus so much as reflect it.



Nor did the UN do much to advance the post–World War II order.
Decolonization was a messy business, often determined by the domestic
politics of the colonial power, the often violent situation on the ground, or
both. Elsewhere, and as was the case with the 1990 Kuwait crisis, the UN
was able to contribute only when consensus existed; its ability to forge
international agreement was largely absent. For its part, the General
Assembly showed itself to be ideological and inefficient and hence largely
irrelevant except for the occasion early on when it authorized the
international response to North Korea’s invasion of the South in June 1950.

The Non-Proliferation Treaty likewise has had a mixed record. Much of
one’s assessment depends on one’s expectations. President John F. Kennedy
spoke in 1963 of a world that could see a number of additional countries
acquire nuclear weapons by the mid-1970s.11 Fortunately, nothing like that
came to pass. But in its first three decades the NPT could not prevent the
emergence of four additional nuclear-armed states: Israel, India, Pakistan,
and North Korea.

Much of this mixed record stemmed from limits to the NPT itself. To
begin with, no country is required to join. Second, the treaty makes clear
that nothing in it is meant to stand in the way of a member country’s
developing or importing what is needed to produce nuclear energy for
peaceful purposes. Unfortunately, much of what is needed to produce a
weapon can be developed or acquired under the cover of producing nuclear
energy. Third, the entire inspections process is designed to be cooperative; it
is a gentleman’s agreement in a world in which some governments are led
by individuals who are anything but gentlemen and who are prepared to lie
about or conceal relevant activities. Fourth, there are no automatic penalties
or sanctions built into the agreement for violations. And fifth, states retain
the option to withdraw from the treaty with no more than three months’
notice. In short, it is a pact among sovereign entities not to violate the norm
of proliferation unless they determine it is in their interest to do so.

The record for biological and chemical weapons has been similarly
mixed. In the case of the former, it is difficult and at times impossible to be
confident that the ban is being observed. Verification was and remains a
problem. To name one example, Iraq (which was a signatory of the
Biological Weapons Convention) under Saddam Hussein built a serious



capability that escaped detection for years. The challenge was (and is) even
greater with chemical weapons, which are less difficult to fabricate (all it
takes is a simple level of manufacturing know-how) and to conceal. As
noted previously, a global convention that banned the production and use of
chemical weapons did not come into effect until 1997; more significant,
chemical weapons were used on several occasions (by Egypt in Yemen in
the 1960s, by Iraq against Iran in the 1980s, by Syria in 2013) without any
serious consequences for the side using them.

Europe was one of the post–World War II era’s signature successes. The
region that had been at the core of so much destructive history experienced
its most peaceful and successful decades in centuries. Some of this was due
to stability that had its roots in the balance of power and deterrence
stemming from the Cold War, but much of what was accomplished also
reflected Western Europe’s rapid economic recovery (in no small part
because of the Marshall Plan), the successful democratization of Germany,
and the progress of European construction.

Other regions had a more mixed record. One reason is that regional
bodies in Latin America, Africa, East and South Asia, and the Middle East
counted for little owing to a lack of universal membership, a requirement of
consensus that could rarely if ever be met, a lack of capacity, or some
combination of the above. Asia was the locus of two of the major conflicts
of the Cold War era: the Korean War and the Vietnam War. The former took
place before the implicit rules that would structure Cold War competition
had fully emerged. Vietnam for its part can be seen both as a failure to
maintain order and as something of a success in that the competition was
restrained. Soviet and Chinese support for Vietnam was indirect and U.S.
military intervention was kept relatively localized. South Asia witnessed
several limited conflicts between India and Pakistan, the crisis within East
Pakistan that (with India acting as midwife) led to the creation of an
independent Bangladesh, and the conflict in Afghanistan that by the time it
ended in 1989 had contributed to the demise of the Soviet Union. The
Middle East was in many ways the most violent of regions in terms of
number of conflicts. One fault line associated with recurring conflicts was
that between Israel and its Arab neighbors. There was the 1948 war at the
time of Israel’s independence, the 1956 Suez Crisis, the 1967 Six-Day War,
the 1973 October or Yom Kippur War, and the intifadas that brought



Palestinians and Israelis into direct conflict. Elsewhere in the region
numerous other conflicts took place, from the civil war that began in
Lebanon in the mid-1970s to the eight-year war between Iran and Iraq that
ended only in 1988. Latin America and Africa also experienced conflict,
almost all of it within states (civil wars of one sort or another) or fought by
armed groups that were based in one country and intervened in another.
Largely missing from both continents were wars of scale fought between
states.

Decolonization was in many ways unique and essentially completed in a
matter of just a few decades. Unfortunately, the process, undertaken in the
name of building a more just and stable order, often resulted in just the
opposite. Promoting independence may have avoided one set of disorders,
but if so, it quickly replaced them with another, many of which linger in one
form or another to the present. Self-determination proved to be no panacea.
Many of the countries were not ready for self-governance; many of these
same countries found themselves embroiled in disputes or conflicts with
their neighbors.

International law had its greatest effect in areas in which the political
stakes were the most modest—and, as one would expect, the least impact
where the stakes were greatest. The law was useful in facilitating the
operations of the international system but did not take precedence over what
governments considered to be their national interests. International courts
operated in technical areas but for the most part not in the diplomatic,
especially where major issues were contested.

Overall, the post–World War II order was predicated on familiar,
traditional approaches to international relations, as state sovereignty was for
the most part at its core. This was the impetus behind decolonization and
the philosophy and structure of the United Nations. There were exceptions,
including in the realm of human rights, but these were more in form than in
fact. The bigger exception in many ways was the rise of supranational
bodies in Europe, reflecting a willingness on the part of its member states to
cede some of their autonomy and authority to regional bodies.

It thus comes as little surprise that the post–World War II order—
effectively World Order 1.0—provided only a degree of structure for the
international system once the overlay and discipline of the Cold War order
disappeared. Just as important, the world was not well positioned to deal



with the diffusion of power that was to come, with the emergence of
nonstate actors, or with the many challenges of globalization. There was
little in the way of thinking about, much less agreement on, what would
constitute a legitimate order and the global architecture and machinery that
would be needed to create and sustain it. This would call for a new and
different approach, World Order 2.0. Thus when the Cold War ended it was
as if the tide had gone out, leaving a world that had been expecting
something of a respite from history mostly exposed and unprepared for
what was to follow.



PART II



A

4. The post–Cold War World

large part of history over the past three centuries arose from the
interaction between and among the major powers of the day.

Competition and disagreement often led to conflict, at times on a scale and
at a cost that dwarfed all else. This was certainly the case during the
twentieth century, which was defined by two world wars and the Cold War,
which arguably stayed cold mostly because of the stabilizing effect of
nuclear weapons.

I say all this because by the measure of major-power politics, the quarter
century that is the post–Cold War world appears to have gone quite well.
Relations among the major powers of this era—the United States, China,
Russia, Japan, Europe, and India—while far from harmonious, have been
by historical standards pretty good. Direct conflict between one or more
major powers has been absent from international relations over the past
twenty-five years. Indeed, it is hard to point to a case where major conflict
(as opposed to an armed incident) was even a serious possibility. This as
much as anything else distinguishes these few decades from most others in
the modern (post-1648) era. Yet, as the title of this book makes clear, ours is
a world in disarray. All of which raises the fundamental question: How is it
that the world is not doing better, if what has been the principal source of
history’s problems is by most measures relatively absent?

Answering this question requires an examination not just of great-power
relations but also of global and regional dynamics. But first it is essential to
focus on why major-power ties have been better than history’s pattern. One
factor is that U.S. primacy has been so pronounced that it would have been
difficult and unwise for any power to directly challenge the United States
militarily. It is also true that while other powers have often disagreed with
particular U.S. policies, they did not for the most part see the United States
as pursuing a course of action in the world that threatened their own vital



national interests. All of this highlights a related factor, namely, that today’s
powers have been more concerned with internal economic and social
development than with external conquest, and internal development
requires not just external stability but relationships that contribute to
economic development. Interdependence—the degree to which the fate,
economic and otherwise, of one country is tied to and directly correlated
with that of another—has proved to be a bulwark against conflict.

Great-power relations have also been relatively good because three of
the powers (the United States, Europe, and Japan) are not just market-
oriented democracies but are tied by alliances. India likewise is democratic
and, with the exception of Pakistan, has not been overly preoccupied with
geopolitics. The governments of both China and Russia, while concerned
with maintaining control over their populations and territory, also evolved
in ways that made them less closed than they were during the Cold War.
China in particular focused on economic development; Russia for its part
rode the wave of higher oil prices. Neither was in a position to carry out a
foreign policy premised on confrontation and expansion on a global scale.
Nevertheless, great-power relations were most complex when they involved
the United States and either China or Russia or when they involved either of
the latter and one or more of their immediate neighbors. More important,
these relations have taken a turn for the worse, especially between the
United States and Russia. The question is whether this is a temporary blip
or a prelude to a secular decline in the quality of the relationships and, as a
result, a return to something closer to history’s norm.

No relationship has been more important than the one between the
United States, the dominant power of the era, and China, the country widely
seen as posing the biggest challenge to American primacy. It is also true
that no relationship was likely to experience more difficulties. Much of
history is the result of friction leading to conflict between existing and
rising powers, reflecting the difficulty in peacefully accommodating the
changing power balance and relationship between the two. This pattern
often goes by the shorthand of the “Thucydides Trap,” named for the
ancient Greek historian who two and a half millennia ago chronicled the
competition between a rising Athens and the established but suspicious
power of Sparta, which resulted in the Peloponnesian War.1 The realist



school of international relations, which is mostly about power and the
unavoidable struggle for absolute and relative shares thereof, would have
predicted that the Sino-American relationship would inevitably deteriorate.

Adding to this pessimism was that with the end of the Cold War and the
demise of the Soviet Union came the disappearance of what had been the
glue of the U.S.-China rapprochement that developed in the early 1970s
under Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger on the U.S. side and Mao Tse-
tung and Chou En-lai for the Chinese. A shared adversary was enough for
the two countries to get over their hostile past and their ideological
differences, but it was not at all clear what would take its place if Sino-
American cooperation was to survive the removal of what had brought them
together in the first place.

Nevertheless, the relationship between the two remained surprisingly
good in the aftermath of the Cold War. Growing economic ties filled much
of the space that had been taken up by shared concern about the Soviet
Union. Two-way merchandise trade alone grew from $20 billion in 1990 to
nearly $600 billion twenty-five years later.2 Investment likewise grew from
negligible to truly substantial amounts. Meanwhile, diplomatic interaction
both increased and expanded as top-level summits came to be supplemented
by frequent meetings involving both governments’ bureaucracies discussing
the full range of bilateral, regional, and increasingly global issues.

But the congruence was broader. The underlying premise of China’s
national security following the chaos of Mao’s Cultural Revolution was that
the country needed several decades of economic development if it was to be
stable and secure, that the rate of development needed to be rapid, and that
such growth could take place only amid regional stability and decent
relations with the world’s largest and most innovative economy. All of this
provided a rationale from China’s perspective for behaving with restraint
and maintaining good relations with the United States so that trade would
grow and technology transfers would be forthcoming.

The United States also had reasons to continue to maintain a working
relationship with China. Again, economics was at the core: there was plenty
of incentive to gain access to a burgeoning middle class in a country of well
over one billion people. Over time, the imbalance between exports to and
imports from China turned China into a massive holder of U.S. debt. This



reality actually tied the two countries’ fates to each other: the last thing
Washington wanted was for China to stop buying or, worse yet, start
unloading U.S. debt, which could have forced the Federal Reserve Bank to
raise interest rates and slow an economy that didn’t need slowing; the last
thing Chinese officials wanted to see was their sizable dollar holdings lose
value. Even more important to China was access to the wealthy U.S. market
and to U.S. investment. The core bargain between China’s ruling
Communist Party and the country’s people was that the party would deliver
ever-improving living standards and employment, something that required
the ability to export ever-increasing amounts of manufactured goods to the
United States (representing as it did one-fourth of the world’s economy) and
to tap U.S. technology and investment so that China could expand its ability
to produce in a competitive fashion. In return, the Chinese people were
mostly prepared to accept that their political and personal choices would be
heavily influenced and constrained by the party.

None of this is meant to suggest that the Sino-American relationship
was not without major problems. The first and arguably most dramatic took
place just as the Cold War was winding down, in the spring of 1989, when
Chinese students and others gathered in Beijing’s Tiananmen Square to
mourn the death of Hu Yaobang, a former general secretary of the
Communist Party and someone associated with a reformist orientation. The
protests grew in size and intensity, and after much internal debate over how
to respond, the government declared martial law and subsequently moved to
clear the square with force. Thousands of students and some police were
killed or injured.

For U.S. officials, these events brought into sharp relief a question that
had long been at the center of the American foreign policy debate: To what
extent should U.S. ties with other countries be based upon matters of state
and foreign policy, and to what extent should U.S. attitudes and policies be
shaped by what other countries did within their borders, by their domestic
nature as much as or more than anything else?

The administration of President George H. W. Bush, who among other
things had been the de facto U.S. ambassador to China for just over a year
(from late 1974 through the end of 1975) after the United States opened up
a liaison office in Beijing in 1973, leaned heavily in the direction of foreign
policy realism and opted for maintaining the core of the relationship despite



the Chinese government’s harsh repression of the students and others. There
was some public criticism, and limited sanctions were put into effect, but
the Bush administration went to considerable lengths to protect the core
relationship and maintain a dialogue.3

Some on the left and right alike saw this as unprincipled, but actually it
was realpolitik. It was the right choice for a number of reasons. First, the
United States had many interests involving China; it did not have the luxury
of allowing the entire relationship to rise and fall on how China treated its
own citizens. Second, it is anything but clear that a U.S. policy of greater
censure and sanction would have brought about a China that accorded its
people more political and economic freedom. Isolating China might have
had precisely the opposite effect. Indeed, there is every reason to believe
that China’s leaders would have used more force against their own people if
they had determined that such a course was required to maintain an intact
country and the primacy of the Communist Party.

Another interest at stake with China was Taiwan. Again, the United
States opted for what might be termed realism as opposed to idealism. This
is an issue with a long story attached to it, one that goes back to the 1930s
and 1940s and the Chinese Civil War. The United States was a longtime ally
of the Republic of China (led by the Nationalist government of Chiang Kai-
shek), which fought alongside the United States during World War II
against Japan. But fours year after the end of the war, China’s Communists,
led by Mao Tse-tung, defeated the Nationalists, who fled to the island of
Formosa (now Taiwan). The People’s Republic of China came into being in
1949 and ruled the mainland; the Republic of China ruled just Taiwan and a
few surrounding islands. Both claimed to be the only government of all
China; both held firmly to the proposition that there was and could be only
one China.

The United States refused to recognize what was informally known as
Communist or mainland (or “Red”) China after its victory in the civil war.
This policy was consistent with the anti-Communism that animated U.S.
policy during the Cold War. National concerns and nationalism often
received less weight in U.S. assessments than professed ideology. But all
this began to change in the late 1960s and early 1970s amid evidence of a
serious split between Communist China and the Soviet Union. Richard



Nixon and his national security adviser, Henry Kissinger, saw this growing
rivalry as an opportunity to coordinate with China to contain Soviet power.
Ping-pong diplomacy and secret consultations with Chinese leaders ensued.
In 1971, the mainland took up China’s place in the United Nations and its
permanent chair (along with its veto) in the Security Council.

What remained, though, was the question of the status and fate of the
Republic of China or Taiwan. The government in Beijing insisted that it
alone was the government of China, that Taiwan was a province of China,
and that Taiwan could never be independent. The United States for its part
agreed that “there is but one China and that Taiwan is a part of China.” But
the United States also stated its interest that there be a peaceful settlement
of the Taiwan question worked out by the Chinese themselves. The U.S.
side declared as an “ultimate objective” the withdrawal of all U.S. forces
and bases from Taiwan, and committed itself to a gradual reduction in its
military presence “as the tension in the area diminishes.” All this and more
was spelled out in the 1972 Shanghai Communiqué, the defining document
of the new relationship between the United States and the People’s Republic
of China, issued when Nixon and Kissinger visited China in early 1972.4

Subsequent decades and communiqués saw efforts to make good on
these pledges, or at least to finesse them.5 In late 1978, the U.S. and
(mainland) Chinese governments agreed to establish diplomatic relations as
of January 1, 1979. On that same date, the United States terminated both
diplomatic relations and its security treaty with Taiwan. All U.S. military
forces (which had been stationed there since 1955) were withdrawn.
Months later, though, Congress passed and President Jimmy Carter signed
the Taiwan Relations Act (TRA), which established offices in each other’s
capitals (in place of formal embassies) and committed the United States to
make available to Taiwan “such defense articles and defense services in
such quantity as may be necessary to enable Taiwan to maintain a sufficient
self-defense capability.” The United States also expressed its commitment
to carry out appropriate action in response to any threat to Taiwan. However
hedged this comment was, it signaled to the government in Beijing that it
could not assume it had a free hand to coerce Taiwan or use force to affect
its status.6



As was the case before, relations among Beijing, Washington, and
Taipei became an exercise in managing the tensions if not contradictions
among pledges made in the three communiqués and those incorporated into
the Taiwan Relations Act. In reality, both the PRC and Taiwan have avoided
significant changes to the status quo: the mainland has not used force to
bring about reunification, something that would likely trigger a U.S.
defense of Taiwan and deal a serious blow to China’s economy; Taiwan for
its part has not unilaterally declared independence, something likely to
trigger a Chinese armed response and cause massive disruption to Taiwan’s
economy, which is heavily dependent on trade with the mainland. In short,
both deterrence and economic interdependence appear to be working as
designed here. The issue has been handled sufficiently well that it has not
interfered with the ability of the United States and the PRC to carry out a
largely mutually beneficial relationship. In foreign policy, managing a
situation in a manner that fails to address core or what are sometimes
described as final status issues can be preferable to attempting to bring
about a solution sure to be unacceptable to one or more of the parties and
that could as a result provoke a dangerous response.

Economics, cited earlier as a source of interdependence and hence some
ballast for the United States and China, also became a recurring source of
friction between the two countries. The imbalance in merchandise trade was
a source of considerable resentment within the United States. China
replaced Japan in the eyes of many Americans as the poster child for unfair
foreign trade practices that were viewed as eliminating American jobs. To
some extent this was true, in that China, like other countries, often kept its
currency at artificially low levels to decrease the cost (and increase the
attractiveness) of its exports and to increase the cost of (thereby reducing
demand for) imports. It also heavily subsidized some industries, kept wages
low, and gave short shrift to environmental concerns.

Regional issues were similarly occasions of cooperation and
disagreement. China was mostly supportive of U.S. efforts to reverse
Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990 given its views on
sovereignty and its desire to cultivate good ties with the only remaining
superpower. It similarly was sympathetic to U.S. actions in the immediate
aftermath of 9/11 given its own concerns about terrorism and its desire to
see Afghanistan (a neighbor) stable. The same cannot be said of the war



with Serbia in the 1990s, which China mostly opposed, consistent with its
expansive view of sovereignty. Adding insult to injury was the accidental
U.S. bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade, which not all Chinese
were prepared to view as unintentional.

From the American perspective, one particularly frustrating dimension
of Chinese regional policy involved North Korea. China was unhappy with
the North’s nuclear program, and relations between them deteriorated across
the board, hardly a unique outcome for a relationship between unequals.
But China was unwilling to use most of the leverage it derived from all it
did to buttress the North’s economy, including allowing goods to pass
though China as they headed to or from North Korea. China clearly feared
that too much pressure would trigger instability in the North, which could
create a refugee crisis or, more seriously, lead the North to do something
desperate with its conventional armed forces, its nuclear weapons, or both.
And there was the concern that any such crisis could lead to a war that
would end with a unified country on China’s border with its capital in Seoul
and in the American strategic orbit. The result was that the United States
and China could often find common ground on UN resolutions and
sanctions aimed at North Korea, but not on a policy that would actually lead
to its denuclearization, fundamental reform, or demise.

On other issues there was a similar mix of overlap and disagreement.
Like most other countries, China opposed the U.S. decision to attack Iraq in
2003, believing it was unwarranted. China went along with what it thought
was a limited humanitarian intervention in Libya in 2011, but, like Russia, it
was critical when the effort expanded into one of regime change. China also
was more supportive than not of sanctions to curb Iran’s nuclear ambitions
and, as will be discussed in greater detail below, committed itself to take
steps to reduce its own carbon emissions starting in 2030.

There has been some deterioration in U.S.-Chinese relations in recent
years. From the U.S. perspective, the reasons include more assertive
Chinese behavior in the region, such as the unilateral declaration of a large
“air defense identification zone,” the staking out of expanded claims to
territorial seas, and the physical expansion of islands in the South China
Sea; a Chinese military buildup across the board; widespread theft of
intellectual property; a persistent large trade imbalance in China’s favor that
many in the United States judge to result at least in part from unfair trading



practices; and an increase in Chinese political repression at home. There are
as well American observers concerned that China will embrace a more
nationalist foreign policy in order to compensate for a diminution in support
for the government and the Communist Party brought about by lower levels
of economic growth.7

China for its part has its own bill of particulars. Chinese officials
regularly express their frustrations with export regulations that limit its
access to advanced American technology. They argue that U.S. military
support of Taiwan contravenes U.S. commitments to China. They also view
U.S. criticisms of their behavior in the South China Sea as constituting a
double standard, as other countries they judge as acting similarly (including
Vietnam and the Philippines) are not singled out for criticism by U.S.
officials.8 The Chinese also see the United States rallying to Japan’s side in
their dispute over islands in the East China Sea. Widespread is the belief
that the United States stands in the way of China’s emergence as a regional
and global power of the first rank. One relatively minor episode was telling
in this regard. In late 2013, Chinese president Xi Jinping announced a plan
to build the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, or AIIB. As the name
suggests, it would gather international funds to finance major
transportation, energy, telecommunications, and other projects in that part
of the world. China itself promised to provide a substantial amount of the
initial funding. The United States resisted the project from the outset,
fearing it would undercut the work of other institutions (such as the World
Bank and the Asian Development Bank), which had a record of insisting on
higher standards for everything from environmental protection to limiting
corruption. Also motivating the U.S. stance was a desire to push back
against this latest bid by China for a larger regional role.

The Obama administration went so far as to lobby friends and allies not
to join the Chinese-sponsored institution. This effort failed miserably, as
more than fifty countries, including such close friends and allies as the
United Kingdom, South Korea, Israel, and Australia, opted to become
founding members of the AIIB. Why the United States did not choose to
join from the outset if certain conditions were met is a mystery. The result
was that Washington lost influence over the effort, looked impotent, and



persuaded many in China that the United States sought to prevent China
from assuming a leading role in the world.9

Overall, Sino-American relations a quarter of a century after the end of
the Cold War are difficult to describe or categorize. In many ways, the two
are still searching for a rationale to take the place of the anti-Sovietism that
informed their relationship prior to 1989. The Chinese speak of a new
model of a major-country relationship, but the two governments have not
for the most part been able to fill in the blanks and move past generalities.10

Adding to the uncertainty is the vulnerability of the relationship to a crisis
growing out of competing claims in the South China Sea, Sino-Japanese
tensions, or Taiwan.

Still, for all this, the durability of the Sino-American relationship is
striking, something worth commenting on given the changing strategic
context and power balance between the two countries as China has grown in
both absolute and relative terms. The relationship has done fairly well under
Democrats and Republicans alike and under a number of Chinese leaders.
Again, history would have predicted far more friction, and while it is still
possible that something approximating a new cold war could materialize, it
is by no means inevitable. Indeed, how to prevent that from happening
while protecting U.S. interests and even expanding U.S.-Chinese
cooperation is one subject of the last section of this book.

The post–Cold War relationship with the Soviet Union and then Russia
was problematic from the start. This may well have been inevitable given
that the USSR lost the Cold War, saw its external empire in Eastern Europe
break free, and then experienced its own internal breakup. Russia
represented roughly half the population and three-fourths the land area of
the former Soviet Union. It retained a seat on the UN Security Council and
a vast nuclear arsenal, but it was a superpower in name only. In reality it
had become a much-diminished country with an economy heavily
dependent on oil and gas, a situation typically associated with a developing
country. Its population declined steadily for some two decades; male life
expectancy was only around sixty, the result of alcoholism, drugs, crime,
and a poor public health system. The country had suffered a humiliating and
costly military defeat in Afghanistan, with the last Soviet troops departing
that country in February 1989 just as the administration of George H. W.



Bush was getting under way. All this created a large gap between Russian
realities and how many Russians viewed themselves and their country.

U.S. actions, though, contributed to Russia’s problems and humiliation.
The United States did not do all it could and should have done to help the
Soviet Union and then Russia make the transition from a controlled political
and economic system to something more democratic and market oriented,
and what “help” some Americans provided turned out to be more of a
burden.11 U.S. officials also did not give Russia the respect it sought; the
United States elected, for example, to downgrade the importance of formal
arms control (where Russia still could appear to be something of an equal)
when it just as easily could have gone through the motions of according it
more priority.

More significant, though, was the decision to enlarge NATO, which
started in the late 1990s under the Clinton administration and was continued
by its successors. This policy has proved to be one of the most
consequential and controversial of the post–Cold War era. That NATO
would continue, much less enlarge, was hardly a foregone conclusion. It is
rare in history for an alliance born in one strategic context (in NATO’s case,
the Cold War, to deter and if need be defend against a Soviet/Warsaw Pact
invasion of Europe) to remain in place once the context has changed and the
mission has become obsolete. The question was whether NATO could and
should endure—or whether its success would prove to be its undoing.12

NATO did survive in a new and much changed strategic context, mostly
by taking on new missions. One was “out of area”—that is, NATO would
become something of an interventionary force for problems outside the
traditional treaty area (much but not all of continental Europe), including
the Balkans, Afghanistan, and parts of the Middle East. It also became a
body that would consolidate and anchor newly liberated (and, in the case of
Germany, newly unified) countries. The Czech Republic, Hungary, and
Poland all joined in 1999, motivated in part by a hope that NATO would
provide something of an insurance policy against the possibility that Russia
might one day reassert itself and resume its traditional custom of pressuring
its neighbors.

Meanwhile, Russia was getting increasingly uneasy with this process.
First, Russia and NATO were on opposite sides of the Serbian crisis, as it



was NATO that provided the political backing and military means for air
assaults on Serbia, something Russia (which was sympathetic to Serbia for
political, historical, and cultural reasons) opposed and blocked in the UN
Security Council. Second, many of its neighbors were joining an alliance
Moscow had long viewed with suspicion. Seven more countries (Bulgaria,
Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia, Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia) became
NATO members in 2004, while talks were initiated that could lead to NATO
membership for still others, including Georgia and Ukraine. Vladimir Putin,
among other Russians, also felt that enlargement was inconsistent with
pledges Russian officials had received from the German government and
the administration of George H. W. Bush at the time Russia went along with
not just German unification but also its joining NATO. As to be expected,
U.S. officials deny ever making such pledges. Mixed signals and ambiguity
can often facilitate reaching agreements, but at the cost of sowing the seeds
of disputes and ill will down the road.13

There was no consensus in the United States or the West as to the
wisdom of NATO enlargement. Some defended it on the grounds that it
stabilized former Soviet satellites and republics and discouraged the sort of
aggression against them that was visited upon Georgia and Ukraine, neither
of which was a NATO member. Others, echoing Winston Churchill’s dictum
calling for magnanimity in victory, viewed NATO enlargement as an
unnecessary provocation, one that all but guaranteed that relations with
Russia would sour. Enlargement for those of this perspective was also
unnecessary, as many of its positives were available through the
“Partnership for Peace,” an arrangement created in 1994 to promote
security cooperation among all European countries, including Russia. But
Russia’s membership in the partnership and the failure of the commitments
made under its rubric to match the sort of alliance commitment at the heart
of NATO devalued its appeal for some Europeans and Americans.

Historians will debate the wisdom of NATO enlargement for decades to
come. There is no way of knowing whether the trajectory of relations with
Russia would have been better had there been no NATO enlargement—and
no way to know whether the trajectory of European security and stability
would have been worse without it. Even with hindsight, history is not
always 20/20.14



My own preference was to make more of the Partnership for Peace—or,
more radically, to consider bringing Russia into NATO as a way of
integrating it into the status quo. (I wrote a memo along these lines when I
was the head of the Policy Planning Staff at the State Department between
2001 and 2003. As was the case with many of my proposals at that time, the
idea went nowhere.) There are always “what ifs” when it comes to history,
and this is one of many; all that can be known for sure is that NATO
enlargement contributed to the alienation of Russia.

A more specific crisis in U.S. relations with Russia emerged in Georgia
in 2008. It arose against a backdrop of some two decades of friction
between Russia and Georgia (a former Soviet republic that achieved
independence in 1991) centering on the desires of two ethnic groups and
regions within Georgia (Abkhazia and South Ossetia) for countries of their
own. Russia was supportive of those aims and intervened both indirectly
(with money, arms, and, according to some reports, small numbers of
soldiers) and, in the summer of 2008, directly with a significant number of
troops. The fighting was short-lived, but a cease-fire failed to bring about
either complete Russian military withdrawal from Georgia or a political
settlement; to the contrary, Russia recognized the independence of both
Georgian regions, putting itself at odds with the United States and the rest
of Europe. Russian forces remain in Georgia to this day.15

It was over Ukraine and Crimea, however, that the United States (along
with much of Europe) had its greatest differences with Vladimir Putin’s
Russia. The background to the crisis can be readily summarized. Ukraine
and the European Union had long been in negotiations about their
relationship. (Ukraine, a republic in the old Soviet Union, became
independent in 1991.) Russia was uneasy about close EU-Ukraine ties,
especially if they came at the expense of Russia’s ties with and influence
over Ukraine and if closer ties with the EU could pave the way for
Ukraine’s entering NATO. Matters reached a full boil in late 2013, when
Ukraine’s president, Viktor Yanukovych, rejected a trade deal with the EU
in favor of closer economic ties with Moscow. Hundreds of thousands of
protesters took to the streets in Kiev. Violence ensued, demands escalated,
and before the end of February, Yanukovych had been chased out of the
presidential palace.



None of this sat well with Putin, who was unhappy with the reality that
the world was watching events in Ukraine more than the expensive
Olympics he was staging in Sochi. There was also the likelihood that he did
not react well to the precedent of a mob ousting an authoritarian leader in a
country so close to his own. In any event, what happened next was the
outbreak of clashes in Crimea, a region of Ukraine with a Russian majority.
(Crimea had in fact been part of the Russian Republic in the former USSR,
becoming part of the Republic of Ukraine only in 1954.) The fighting
quickly escalated, as locals of Russian ethnicity and armed with Russian-
origin and presumably -supplied equipment gained control of the area.
Within weeks Crimea was part of Russia, following a referendum passed by
an overwhelming majority of Crimea’s population. The reaction of the
United States and much of Europe was to dismiss the referendum as a sham
(conducted as it was in an area mostly controlled by Russian-backed rebels)
and to impose political and economic sanctions against Russia. A military
response was ruled out; not only was Ukraine not a member of NATO, but it
would have been equal parts difficult and risky to try to defend territory of a
weak country on Russia’s border.

The instability was by no means confined to Crimea. Russian equipment
and soldiers (not wearing formal uniforms so as to mask their nationality)
also made their way into eastern Ukraine, a region that bordered on Russia
and that included significant numbers (but not a majority) of ethnic
Russians. Indeed, in early March 2014, Putin articulated a security doctrine
that essentially declared it was Russia’s right to intervene on behalf of
ethnic Russians where they were under threat.16 Low-level fighting between
Ukraine government forces on one side and local militias supported by
Russia on the other continued in eastern Ukraine. A cease-fire and political
agreement was signed by Russia, Ukraine, France, and Germany in early
2015 (the Minsk Accord), but it has never been fully implemented, with
each side blaming the other for not observing one or more of its parts.17

All this is relevant for reasons that transcend the importance of Ukraine,
a country of some forty-five million people. What happened broadly
affected perceptions of and relations with Russia. It also reintroduced a
military dimension to Europe that many observers thought had vanished
with the end of the Cold War. And it weakened the global norm that military



force should not be used to change borders. Russia paid a political and
economic price for its actions, but not one high enough to reverse a policy
that enjoyed the support of most of its people.

Russian assertiveness has not been limited to its near neighbors. It also
intervened militarily in Syria starting in 2015. The goal may have been to
demonstrate its willingness and ability to act decisively, to maintain access
to a military facility there, or something else. Whatever the motive or
motives, hopes that the Russian intervention would be limited, carefully
targeted, and short-lived proved unfounded. Instead, Russia elected to use
airpower in large doses but not against terrorists so much as against groups
(many backed by either the United States or its partners) opposing the
government of Bashar al-Assad. It also seems that the Russian intent was
not to prevent the collapse of the Assad regime before a political transition
could be planned and carried out but to keep the regime in place. There was
no attempt to pacify or politically transform the country.

The result of these past two and half decades is that U.S. relations with
Russia (and relations between much of Europe and Russia) have sharply
deteriorated.18 It is telling that Russian prime minister Dmitry Medvedev,
speaking at a conference in Munich in February 2016, stated that the world
was sliding into a new cold war.19 Adding to the tension is that Russia itself
is far from the democratic, market-oriented partner that many hoped for. To
the contrary, it is an illiberal, authoritarian political entity in which Vladimir
Putin enjoys tremendous power. It is no exaggeration to say that he is less
constrained by bureaucracy and colleagues than were his predecessors who
oversaw the Soviet Union. Putin has “deinstitutionalized” Russia and
introduced a worrisome degree of personal rule.

Russia’s economy for its part is heavily dependent on oil and gas and
thus closely tied to the price of energy. As the price in oil collapsed in 2015,
the Russian economy shrank along with it. The question is whether Putin
will decide to do what it takes to improve his country’s relations with the
outside world (so as to ease sanctions) and even introduce some reform, or
instead turn to an even more confrontational foreign policy in an effort to
tap into the population’s nationalism and distract from multiple problems at
home. Options for dealing with Putin’s Russia are discussed in the final part
of the book.



Other major-power relationships, for example those between the United
States and Europe, Japan, and India, were far more cooperative than not,
while those between, say, China and Japan or Russia and Europe (which are
discussed in a subsequent chapter focusing on regional developments) were
more scratchy but still more orderly than not. The point is that relations
between and among the major powers were relatively good or at least not
all that bad by historical standards. That said, a break in the historical
pattern of great-power conflict in and of itself does not make for an orderly
world. There is a fundamental difference between the absence of major-
power conflict and the presence of major-power cooperation. Or to return to
the themes that have informed this book, there were bulwarks that worked
against direct conflict, including a balance of power (reinforced by nuclear
and nonnuclear deterrence) and economic interdependence. But missing
was anything approximating a shared definition of legitimacy as applied to
determining how best to deal with either global or regional challenges.
What all this means, though, is that the causes of the world’s increased
disarray lie elsewhere, beyond the dynamics of direct major-power
competition. Identifying those causes is the subject of what follows.
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5. A GLOBAL GAP

theme that ran through the early part of this book was that of order and
its centrality to understanding international relations. Three criteria are

central to the degree or quality of order: the extent to which there is a
widely shared definition of the rules and principles by which the world is to
operate; the existence of a broadly accepted process for setting, adjusting,
and applying these rules and principles; and a balance of power. There was
as well the judgment that international order at the end of the Cold War in
1989 was both incomplete and fragile, with the loss of the constraints,
discipline, and structure of a world dominated by two nuclear-armed
superpowers and the relative weakness of the remaining post–World War II
arrangements.

This was not the way it looked at the time, though. To the contrary, it
appeared as if the divided world of the Cold War had given way to one
more united in its outlook and structure. Almost all the world’s
governments came together to oppose in practice as well as in principle
Saddam Hussein’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait, underscoring the breadth and
depth of support for the notion that state sovereignty constituted the
fundamental building block of international order. The UN Security Council
passed more than a dozen resolutions not just reiterating this principle but
putting in place sanctions (along with the green light to enforce them) and,
after the mix of sanctions and diplomacy failed to persuade Saddam
Hussein to rethink his behavior, authorizing the use of “all necessary
means,” UN-speak for military force, to liberate Kuwait.1 An American-led
international coalition accomplished the mission in short order,
demonstrating the existence of a balance of power in the Middle East
upheld by the United States and that strongly favored those preferring a
version of the status quo to far-reaching change.



It also appeared that the world had gone from being led by two countries
to one, from bipolarity to unipolarity. It is true that with the Soviet Union no
longer in existence, no other country possessed both the means and the
desire to counter or balance the United States. But any unipolarity was
short-lived. Indeed, it is probably more accurate to say that it never really
existed and that the ability of the United States to translate its clear
advantages in wealth and military power into influence was limited at the
global and local levels alike. The Gulf War, it turns out, was misleading in
two ways: not only was there uncharacteristic global consensus surrounding
the issue at stake, but virtually nothing about Operation Desert Storm was a
template for subsequent military interventions.

Indeed, developments over the ensuing quarter century have revealed a
far more complex reality, one of much less international consensus on what
constitutes legitimacy in principles, policies, and process and not much in
the way of a balance of power in practice. This more uneven, complex order
has been quite disorderly, a conclusion that emerges clearly through an
examination of the major historical events of this period, the gap between
global challenges and responses, and regional developments. The bottom
line is that we live in a world far less rosy than that imagined by President
George H. W. Bush when he articulated his vision of a new world order.

This more sober picture emerged quickly, beginning with the Soviet
Union. The USSR was in fact two empires: an internal empire, dominated
by Russia but consisting of fourteen other republics and an even larger
number of nationalities, and an external empire, dominated by the USSR
and including a half-dozen countries in Eastern Europe. What ensued
following the Cold War’s end was a series of protests and conflicts that
might be called the wars of Soviet succession. The division and weakness in
Moscow removed much of the glue that had kept nationalist forces in check
inside the USSR’s internal and external empires alike. By the end of 1991,
the USSR no longer existed. Instead there were fifteen independent
countries, including Russia. In addition, by then the countries of Eastern
Europe had become independent in fact as well as in name.

In many cases the path to independence was relatively smooth. This was
so even in Czechoslovakia, where tensions between the Slovak south and
Czech north of the country intensified as the Soviet grip eased.
Nevertheless, in 1992, leaders of the two regions managed a political



process that in 1993 culminated in the peaceful emergence of two separate
independent countries. The contrast with the violence that characterized the
political transition in Yugoslavia could not have been more stark.
Yugoslavia—more specifically, the Socialist Federal Republic of
Yugoslavia—existed for nearly three-quarters of a century, coming into
being as World War I ended and lasting until 1992. It was a patchwork quilt
of six republics—Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro,
Macedonia, and Serbia—with Serbia also including within its territory a
number of autonomous regions, the most important being Kosovo. The
country was multiethnic and multireligious within and across regions and
anything but integrated either socially or geographically. Serbs were a
plurality but even then made up only just over a third of the total
population. What kept the country intact for so long was less the rule of
Moscow than a wariness of it and its reach, deftly exploited and managed
by Yugoslavia’s longtime nationalist ruler, Josip Broz Tito, who kept order
through a mix of authoritarianism tinged with administrative
decentralization and modest elements of economic reform.

What changed the internal dynamics of the country was the death of Tito
in 1980, followed by the emergence of Gorbachev and a Soviet Union that
no longer provided grounds for fear. These changes were further reinforced
by moves toward independence in and around the soon-to-be former Soviet
Union. Latent frictions between and among the nationalities of Yugoslavia
boiled up. In 1991, Slovenia declared its independence; the army of federal
Yugoslavia invaded but withdrew after some ten days, making Slovenia
effectively a separate country. Croatia followed suit, and it too came under
attack from federal forces. But these federal forces were not just fighting for
their country; they were agents of an extreme form of Serbian nationalism,
something that became all too apparent when the federal government forces
attacked the republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina in the aftermath of its
declaration of independence. Bosnia had a Muslim plurality, but also areas
of significant Serbian population.

The push for independence created difficult political dilemmas for
outsiders. One of the widely shared principles of the post–World War II era
was the notion of self-determination, that people living in colonies had the
right to have sovereign, independent countries of their own. The principle
was so broadly embraced that it often included sympathy and even outright



support for the use of violence in its pursuit. Self-determination was thus a
fundamental tenet of the post–World War II order.

But less clear and certainly less broadly embraced was the notion of a
right of self-determination for peoples living within established nation-
states. Unlike those seeking to get out from under colonial rule, self-
determination broadly applied would not be a one-time affair. To the
contrary, it could be potentially unlimited in its application. What is more, if
it applied to groups living within countries, it threatened the idea and the
ideal of state sovereignty, in that sovereignty could be attacked and
undermined not just from the outside but from within. It was thus a
potential threat to the integrity of many countries as well as to the basis of
international order.

It was one thing when a society decided through a widely accepted
political process to divorce amicably, as with Czechoslovakia. But it was
something very different when the desire to break free was not consensual.
Still, the bias of outsiders was to respect assertions of independence when
those seeking it had a basis in history, ill treatment at the hands of the
existing central government, and potential viability as an independent state.
For these and other reasons, both the European Community and the United
States moved to recognize the newly established countries that had been
part of Yugoslavia. This diplomatic step did nothing to douse the fire; if
anything, it added to it and contributed to a dynamic of secession and
violent intervention.

The United States for its part found itself caught between competing
considerations, which goes some way toward explaining why U.S. policy
was as inconsistent as it was. The administration of George H. W. Bush was
reluctant to get involved in what it tended to see as a messy civil war. There
was also no strong agreement as to what extent a central government had
the right to push back against those who would secede and how it applied in
this instance. The successor Clinton administration, too, was reluctant to get
heavily involved militarily, which explained its choice of airpower over
ground forces when it did finally decide to employ military force. What
influenced its decision, though, was not support for any right of self-
determination but rather humanitarian concerns along with pressures from
European allies demanding that the United States act on behalf of those



seeking separation or refuge from what remained of the central government
in Belgrade.

What ensued over three years, from 1991 to 1994, was a pattern of
declarations of independence by portions of the former Yugoslavia,
diplomatic recognition by outsiders, vicious fighting, efforts undertaken by
the United Nations to promote cease-fires and political settlements, and the
dispatch of peacekeeping forces that often proved feckless in the face of
ethnic cleansing, that is, the forced transfer and separation of Croats and
Muslims, and attacks by Serbian forces of one sort or another on areas that
had been declared safe for civilians but in fact were not. Matters came to a
head in the spring and summer of 1995. Hundreds of European
peacekeepers were taken hostage by Bosnian Serb forces. The so-called
safe area of Srebrenica was attacked and taken by mid-July; weeks later, the
Serbs shelled the marketplace in Sarajevo, the capital of Bosnia and
Herzegovina. Within days, NATO launched a sustained bombing campaign
designed to weaken Serbian forces and change the calculus in Belgrade.
Airpower accomplished what peacekeepers, diplomacy, and economic and
political sanctions could not, as within months a political settlement was
reached (at a military base in Dayton, Ohio, in November 1995) that has
mostly kept an uneasy peace among independent countries and autonomous
areas and large numbers of peacekeepers.2

Before long it became clear that the problem of civil conflict was hardly
limited to one section of Europe. Nor was it limited to populations seeking
to break free of their existing bonds and form a state of their own. The
driving force in many cases around the world was less a push for self-
determination and the creation of a new state than it was some version of
score settling or a winner-take-all effort to establish a new political, social,
and economic hierarchy.

It is only a slight exaggeration to suggest that the dominant foreign
policy challenges confronting the United States and the world for much of
the 1990s stemmed from internal conflicts of this variety and from weak
rather than strong states.3 Strong states need no definition, but weak states
arguably do. What makes a state weak is not an inability to project military
power or fight wars beyond its borders so much as its inability to control
what takes place within its borders. It is a lack of capacity, one that often



leads to large swaths of territory (often termed “ungoverned spaces”) being
outside the writ of the government. A failed state is simply the extreme
version of a weak state, one in which governmental authority effectively
collapses, leading to chaos, the rise of local gangs and militias ruling over
parts of the country, or both.

The first such example came in Iraq in the aftermath of Operation Desert
Storm and the liberation of Kuwait. Rebellions (intifadas in Arabic) against
the harsh rule of the central government broke out in the Shia-dominated
south and the Kurdish-dominated north of Iraq. For a number of reasons—
principally uncertainty as to the political goals and consequences of the
rebellions and concern over the difficulties of designing and implementing a
military intervention in such confused circumstances—the United States
held back. But as the humanitarian situation in the north deteriorated and
waves of civilians headed toward the Turkish border, U.S. military forces
established a no-fly zone (so that Iraqi government aircraft could not attack
civilians) and provided food and other necessities, saving hundreds of
thousands if not millions of lives in the process. The Bush administration
was motivated by the humanitarian plight, but also because it was under
pressure from its partner and ally Turkey to do so. The administration also
felt a special obligation given that the war that it had just pursued had ended
without the expected resolution of the political situation inside Iraq. It is
important to underscore, though, that the U.S. involvement was strictly
humanitarian, as it did not attempt to bring about a separate Kurdish state in
the north of Iraq (or a separate Shia state in the south) or to overthrow the
existing political authority in Baghdad.4

Somalia followed soon after. The country at the time lacked a
functioning central government; it was a nation in name only, more a
territory where rival warlords fought and competed for local power while
the people suffered. UN efforts to provide food and other basics
accomplished little as rival militias often stole the supplies and sold them,
using the proceeds to purchase arms. By mid-1992, mass starvation was a
real danger. This was the context in late 1992 when in the final months of
the administration of George H. W. Bush, the United States stepped in with
military forces (roughly twenty-five thousand soldiers, constituting the bulk



of a UN force) to create an environment in which food and other
humanitarian aid could be safely delivered.

The intervention worked, but only in the narrow sense of delivering food
and keeping the warring groups apart. The mission did not create a capable
government or a peace that was not reliant on external forces. There was no
obvious way it could come to an end without triggering a resumption of the
humanitarian conditions that had brought it about. A successor UN force in
May 1993 (with the support of the new American administration of Bill
Clinton) attempted to do just that—to transform a narrow humanitarian
undertaking into a broader political one that would seek to put into place a
responsible political authority and defeat anyone who stood in the way. The
result was calamitous, leading to the deaths of eighteen U.S. soldiers and
the subsequent withdrawal of all U.S. and ultimately UN forces without
having brought about any lasting improvement in the situation on the
ground.

The Somalia experience had a ripple effect, which limited what the
United States was initially willing to do in Haiti when order was threatened
there that same summer. Months after the U.S. withdrawal from Somalia, a
ship carrying some two hundred U.S. and Canadian soldiers being sent to
train Haitian forces under a UN authorization was literally chased away by
an angry mob that gathered by the dock. The United States regrouped, and
by the summer of 1994 had secured the passage of a new UN Security
Council resolution authorizing the use of armed force to oust the military
leaders ruling Haiti and to facilitate the return of the elected government. A
significant military force was readied to do just this, which provided the
necessary backdrop for a successful diplomatic effort led by former U.S.
president Jimmy Carter to persuade the illegitimate government to step
down.5

More profound was the impact of Somalia on U.S. behavior in Rwanda.
This turns out to have been critical, as, more than any other crisis, it was
Rwanda that affected subsequent views around the world about sovereignty
and humanitarian intervention. Rwanda is a small country in Africa with a
population that was predominantly (on the order of 80–90 percent)
ethnically Hutu, but with a minority of Tutsis. The Tutsis, as is often the
case with minorities, enjoyed many economic, social, and political



advantages during the time Rwanda was a Belgian colony and UN
trusteeship. Gradually, however, the majority Hutus gained the upper hand.
Fighting became increasingly common; many Tutsis sought refuge in
neighboring Uganda. Hutus dominated Rwanda by the time it became an
independent republic in 1962.

Fighting and polarization between Hutus and those Tutsis still living in
Rwanda increased after Tutsi refugees in neighboring Uganda founded the
Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) in 1988. Uganda did much to support the
RPF, not for humanitarian reasons but to set the stage for overthrowing the
Hutu regime, which would allow Tutsis to return home. The situation
seemed to have stabilized some five years later when a peace agreement
was signed calling for a cease-fire and local power sharing among the Hutu-
dominated government, Hutu oppositionists, and Tutsis living in Rwanda. A
small UN peacekeeping force was created and dispatched to buttress the
agreement. Within months, though, the cease-fire broke down completely,
and close to one million Tutsis were murdered by extremist Hutu militias
and the Hutu-dominated army. Only after the mass killings was the RPF
able to take control of the country and establish a broad-based successor
government. The small UN force posted there had proved unable (some
would argue unwilling) to act. The world essentially sat on its hands, doing
little or nothing when it is quite possible that even modest action early on
might have saved hundreds of thousands of lives at little cost.6 It was
neither the first nor the last time that a decision not to act proved every bit
as consequential as any action that might have been undertaken.
Interestingly, several of the Americans most influenced by this history were
in government two decades later when the question of whether and how to
intervene in Libya arose. As will be discussed, once again a lesson was
overlearned, in this case in the opposite direction. Learning from history is
easier said than done.

What these crises had in common was that they involved governments
that either attacked elements of their own population or failed to protect
their own people from attacks. The crises tended to have stakes and
consequences more humanitarian than strategic, although in some cases the
population flows that resulted posed problems for the stability of
neighboring states. But the issue contained within it a major challenge to



governments everywhere, in that it raised the question of what if anything
was to be done if local governments were unable or unwilling to provide
basic security to their own citizens.

What gradually emerged from this conundrum was the notion of
“Responsibility to Protect,” or R2P, as it became widely known. The idea
was enshrined in a 2005 statement of a “World Summit” convened by the
United Nations. “Each individual state has the responsibility to protect its
populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against
humanity.” Such a statement of sovereign responsibility was significant.
But what made R2P even more significant was an associated notion,
namely, that the “international community” also had the responsibility to
help to protect populations from the same four threats, including through
the use of military force if need be, regardless of whether the government of
the country involved asked for it or even if it opposed outside involvement.
The world’s governments expressed their preparedness to take “collective
action in a timely and decisive manner” on a case-by-case basis, acting in
concert with the relevant regional organization or the UN itself.7

It seemed as if the concept of world order had taken a major turn, now
embracing not just the external behavior of states but their internal actions
as well. In so doing, it was stipulated that under certain circumstances other
governments had not just the right but the responsibility to act to protect
innocent people when a particular government would not or could not. This
represented something far more consequential than the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, which contained no mechanism for
addressing situations in which fundamental human rights were violated. In
many ways, R2P provided an authority to make good on the prevention
component of the Genocide Convention.

Yet beneath this apparent unity was significant disunity. It was as if
several of the major powers, including China, Russia, and India, had been
swept along by the strength of the American and more broadly international
reaction after Rwanda, by the widespread view that the world had failed to
act when it could and should have to avert a calamity. But their instincts and
their interests were opposed, as they worried that the concept of R2P and
what might be described as diluted sovereignty could be turned against
them if they ever felt compelled to do things at home that outsiders found



objectionable. Later (in the aftermath of the 2011 Libyan intervention) they
became even more concerned when they saw what began as a humanitarian
intervention quickly evolve into something much more, that is, regime
change. This experience reinforced their deepest fear that R2P represented
the thin end of the wedge of a new, dangerous approach to sovereignty that
could all too easily be turned not just against their interests but against
them.

There was also another problem when it came to R2P. It was one thing
to enshrine it as a norm, as was done in 2005. It was quite another to
implement it in practice. The difficulty here reflected not just fears about
precedents or local interests but also concerns over military and economic
costs. Protecting citizens amid civil conflict had the potential to become
extraordinarily difficult and demanding.

Syria has become the depressing and dangerous case study par
excellence of this reality. Syria had long been a typical Middle Eastern
authoritarian regime; what made it different was that it was dominated by
an ethnic minority and by one family. For forty-five years—well over half
of its life as an independent country—Syria has been led by either Hafez al-
Assad or his son Bashar, both Alawites, a small Muslim sect that constitutes
only 10–15 percent of Syria’s overall Sunni-majority population.

Syria was stable for decades, in no small part because of the regime’s
brutality, exhibited most starkly in 1982 when an estimated ten thousand to
twenty-five thousand Sunnis in the city of Hama were killed. Hama was a
hotbed of Muslim Brotherhood political activity, and Assad the father put
down the rebellion both to nip any broader movement in the bud and to
discourage others from challenging him and his regime.

Events played out differently in 2011, when the Syrian version of the
Arab Spring broke out. Troops were sent to quell antigovernment protesters;
some protesters were killed, causing others to take up arms. A political
challenge was fast morphing into a civil war. Early diplomatic efforts
(backed by sanctions against the regime) to end the fighting came to naught,
as did calls from inside and outside the country for Bashar al-Assad to step
down.

Things went from bad to worse over the ensuing years. The government
received economic and military support from Iran and Russia but still lost
control of considerable territory to various armed groups, most notably the



al-Nusra Front (an al-Qaeda offshoot) and the Islamic State, variously
called ISIS, ISIL, or (from the Arabic) Daesh. Other armed groups emerged,
in some cases with backing from Saudi Arabia, other Sunni Arab countries,
Turkey, and/or the United States. Hundreds of thousands of Syrians lost
their lives amid the prolonged fighting; roughly half the population (some
eleven to twelve million out of a population of approximately twenty-two
million at the war’s start) was displaced and forced to find a place to live
elsewhere in the country or as refugees beyond its borders. Despite this
disruption and loss of civilian life, R2P never kicked in, in part because of
how difficult it would have been to make the country safe, in part because
outsiders could not agree on who was to blame for events and what any
intervention would try to leave in its wake. The result was to leave Syria a
battleground (and a humanitarian nightmare) and to leave R2P in tatters.

 • • • 

An additional problem associated with weak states emerged alongside that
of widespread harm to local civilians: terrorism. The response to the
September 11, 2001, attacks were about many things, but high among them
was the obligation of states not to permit their territory to be used by
terrorists. A government could choose to allow a terrorist group to operate
out of its territory or it could simply be so weak as to be unable to prevent a
group from doing so. In the case of Afghanistan, it was a government
(controlled by the Taliban) that chose to provide sanctuary to al-Qaeda.

In the immediate aftermath of the attacks, the United States presented
the Taliban government with a stark choice: either end its relationship with
al-Qaeda (and hand al-Qaeda’s leaders over to U.S. or international
authorities) or face the consequences. The Taliban government refused to
take these steps, and the United States committed to ousting the
government, something accomplished over the next few months as U.S.
intelligence personnel and military forces cooperated with members of the
so-called Northern Alliance, a loose collection of anti-Taliban tribes with
roots in those parts of Afghanistan not dominated by the Pashtuns, the
ethnic group mostly located in the south of the country that constituted a
plurality of its population and the core of the Taliban’s support. Soon after,
the United States, meeting in Bonn with prominent Afghans and most of



Afghanistan’s neighbors, helped forge a new government led by Hamid
Karzai, a prominent Pashtun who was nonetheless acceptable to
representatives of many of the country’s other ethnic groups.

There was broad international backing for these actions. Such a stance
was not entirely predictable despite the awfulness of what took place on
9/11 and the fact that it claimed the lives of individuals from some eighty
countries besides the United States. The reason it was not predictable is that
for decades governments had been unable to reach a common position on
what constituted terrorism. The cliché that “one man’s terrorist is another
man’s freedom fighter” was representative of the political reality in that
many supported or were tolerant of terrorism if they were sympathetic to
the stated cause of those carrying out the acts. Beginning to take its place (a
process substantially accelerated by the 9/11 attacks) was a new and less
subjective definition of terrorism, which could be summarized as the
intentional killing of innocent men, women, and children by actors other
than states for political purposes. Also gaining ground was the related
notion that governments that harbored or otherwise aided terrorists were no
better than the terrorists themselves and as a result were liable to sanctions
or worse.

What had changed was a number of things. Al-Qaeda represented a new
and more dangerous form of terrorism, one with global reach and real
potential to cause damage and harm. Not just that, but its goals appeared to
be essentially unlimited, unlike “traditional” terrorists who more often than
not had relatively local and narrow aims, such as a small state of their own.
In addition, many of the world’s governments found themselves vulnerable
to terrorism of one sort or another. Europe had long contended with
homegrown radical terrorists or with various Palestinian groups mounting
attacks on its soil. China, for its part, was increasingly worried about
Muslim terrorists in the western part of the country; Russia was concerned
with Chechnyan terrorists. Years of civil war in Afghanistan in which
Muslims from all over the world had gone to help fight the Soviet
occupation had produced a new generation of terrorists schooled in the most
modern means. Terrorism had, like so much else, gone global.

I had my own small window on this shift in attitude. In 2001 I was
working in the State Department as the head of its Policy Planning Staff,
and one of the additional hats I wore was that of the U.S. envoy to the



Northern Ireland peace process. More than three thousand people had died
over the previous four decades in Northern Ireland as a result of politically
inspired violence. I was in Dublin meeting with the Irish prime minister at
the precise time when the planes flew into the twin towers, and as I could
not return home given the grounding of all aircraft, I went on as planned to
Belfast that same day. I made clear to the parties (and in particular to
leaders of the Catholic nationalist party Sinn Fein, the political wing of the
Provisional Irish Republican Army, or IRA, which had long used violence
to further its political agenda) that any American tolerance of, much less
support for, terrorism of any kind had evaporated when the twin towers fell.
This message was later echoed by many of the group’s traditional
supporters in the U.S. Congress and beyond. This change in attitude
imparted new momentum to the peace process, eventually leading the group
to give up its weapons and to work with local Protestants (Unionists) in the
local political assembly.

 • • • 

If there was the appearance of global consensus on not allowing
governments to practice or allow genocide on their territory and something
much closer to an actual consensus on not tolerating terrorism, there was
even more agreement that the United States was wrong and unjustified in
the spring of 2003 when it went to war with Iraq. Unlike the case in the
1990–91 Gulf War, when Iraq invaded and took over what had been a
sovereign country, this time there was no Iraqi breach of a widely shared
norm. Rather, the administration of George W. Bush determined that in the
wake of 9/11 the possibility that Iraq possessed weapons of mass
destruction posed an unacceptable risk.

There were of course other motivations for the war, including the belief
that Iraq was ripe for democracy and that the precedent of a democratic Iraq
would be one the other countries of the region would be unable to resist.
The outcome, it was believed, would result in nothing less than the
democratic transformation of the Middle East, which in turn would pave the
way to a regional peace. This view, while deeply and widely held in the
administration of George W. Bush, was not the argument that was mostly
used to explain U.S. policy to the world. Again, the argument was much



more security-related, linked to the unacceptable risk of Saddam Hussein’s
possessing weapons of mass destruction, which was widely believed to be
the case given the available intelligence. Saddam’s refusal to cooperate
fully with UN weapons inspectors further reinforced the prevailing view
that he had something to hide.8

The experience of the 2003 Iraq War demonstrated, though, that no such
international support for a norm of “preventive” intervention existed. Often
the word “preemptive” is used to describe what the United States did—
indeed, it was the word used by the Bush administration in its 2002 national
security document—but this is to confuse two terms that mean very
different things and have very different standing and acceptance.9 To be
clear, what the United States did in 2003 was to launch a preventive action,
one aimed at stopping a gathering threat, in this case what was thought to
be Iraq’s development of a nuclear weapon. Such an action is for good
reason controversial, as governments inevitably see threats gathering from
many sources, and a world of frequent preventive military actions against
perceived gathering threats would soon degenerate into a world of frequent
conflict.

By contrast, preemption—defined as military action taken to stop an
imminent military threat—is widely accepted. Indeed, one of the principal
legal authorities in the field goes so far as to label such actions “legitimate
anticipation.”10 What is critical is that the side taking the action be able to
demonstrate that the threat was in fact imminent. Iraq in 2003 did not
qualify, even though it was widely thought at the time to have been
accumulating the prerequisites of a nuclear weapon.

Adding to the isolation of the United States was its unwillingness to
hold off acting until it had received specific blessing or authorization from
the United Nations or any other body with meaningful international
standing. As a result, the United States acted against Iraq in 2003 without
adequate legitimacy in the eyes of much of the world.

This was not surprising. Support for the norm that the further spread of
weapons of mass destruction and nuclear weapons in particular was to be
avoided was strong in principle but much less so in practice. Israel became
the first exception to limiting such weapons to the five countries “allowed”
to have them in the NPT. This became a reality as early as the late 1960s,



although it was never more than implicit as Israel avoided acknowledging
that it possessed nuclear weapons lest it find itself even more isolated
internationally and provide Arab states with a rationale for pursuing nuclear
arms of their own. There was a willingness in the United States and much
of Europe to look the other way given that the Arab governments did not
accept Israel’s right to exist much less live in peace, and nuclear weapons
were widely seen as the ultimate protector of the Jewish state, one in a
unique position due to the Holocaust. It was also thought that the possession
of such weapons might give Israel the confidence to take risks for peace.
The optimists went even further, suggesting that nuclear arms might
actually facilitate diplomacy to bring about conditions in which Israel might
no longer feel it needed to possess them to guarantee its security.11

India also developed nuclear weapons. Here the principal motive was its
larger neighbor, China.12 Again, there was a history of conflict and
unsettled borders between the two states, including a limited war fought in
1962. India refused to sign the NPT, arguing that it was discriminatory in
that it allowed a small number of countries (five, in fact) the “right” to
possess nuclear weapons while denying that same right to all others.
Consistent with this position, in 1974 India conducted its first test of a
nuclear device. It was more than prepared to pay the price in economic and
military sanctions introduced by the United States and several others, in part
because it knew it could expect support from its patron in Moscow. Over
the decades India gradually amassed a substantial inventory of weapons.
The world came to accommodate itself to this situation. Indeed, in 2008 the
United States effectively accepted the Indian nuclear program when the two
countries entered into a pact for civil nuclear cooperation, something that
had been precluded by U.S. sanctions. Washington had made the strategic
decision that further opposition to what a stable, democratic India had done
would have no effect other than to continue to be a drag on a relationship
that had become far more important and promising both economically and
strategically in a post–Cold War world.

North Korea was a very different case. (The official name of North
Korea is the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, or DPRK, reinforcing
the rule of thumb that a country that includes the word “Democratic” in its
formal name tends to be anything but.) It was a closed country led by the



most repressive of regimes. It was also one of the world’s most militarized
societies. It thus became a case study of the world’s ability—or, more
accurately, inability—to come together to prevent new countries (especially
those with a history of acting aggressively and/or supporting terrorism)
from acquiring nuclear weapons.

The United States was caught in a difficult situation. It understood the
importance of not allowing a regime such as the one running North Korea
to gain nuclear weapons. But that would most likely require a preventive
military strike, a military action designed to destroy much of the North
Korean nuclear establishment before it could field a weapon. The problem
with acting was less one of feasibility or a lack of international support for
preventive strikes than it was the strong possibility that such an attack could
lead to a war on the peninsula, something very much opposed by the two
U.S. allies that would bear the brunt of any North Korean military
retaliation, namely, South Korea and Japan. Such a war would also have
required a costly U.S. military response given U.S. alliance commitments
and North Korean military capabilities.

All this came to a head in 1994. Although North Korea had joined the
NPT a decade earlier, it had never given up pursuing nuclear weapons.
Indeed, in 1993 the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), the
watchdog agency tasked with the job of monitoring compliance with the
NPT, accused the North Koreans of violating their treaty obligations.13

Inspections were never conclusive, in part because the IAEA was often
denied the access it required to fulfill its mandate. Articles were written,
one by Brent Scowcroft and Arnold Kanter in the Washington Post, another
by me in the New York Times, arguing that the United States ought to carry
out preventive strikes to stop North Korea from producing nuclear weapons
unless it allowed the sort of continuous, intrusive inspections required to
assure the outside world that it had not crossed relevant lines.14

The Clinton administration was not prepared to press this demand.
Instead it entered into talks and signed an agreement with North Korea that
limited what Pyongyang was permitted to do while establishing a new
inspections regime.15 Here and elsewhere, the option not to act decisively
had real and lasting consequences. North Korea effectively exploited the
time it took to negotiate, mostly using it as a cover under which to pursue a



nuclear weapons capability. It is impossible to pinpoint when exactly North
Korea came to possess nuclear weapons, although it is likely to have been
around that time or at most a few years later. Decades of negotiations failed
to alter this fundamental reality. North Korea has conducted at least four
nuclear tests (detonations) since 2006. It now possesses as many as a dozen
nuclear devices and is developing missiles capable of carrying warheads
thousands of miles. A moment for a preventive military strike that could
have destroyed much of North Korea’s existing nuclear capacity was
allowed to pass.

North Korea was not alone in crossing the nuclear threshold. In the case
of Pakistan, practical geopolitical concerns again took precedence over the
principle that nuclear proliferation was to be avoided at all costs. China saw
Pakistan as something of a strategic hedge against India, and was therefore
willing to assist with its nuclear efforts. The United States for its part was
working closely with Pakistan in Afghanistan ever since the December
1979 Soviet-engineered coup; it was through Pakistan that anti-Soviet
forces (the mujahideen) were organized and armed.

Pakistan had long sought a nuclear weapons capability, seeing such a
weapon as essential to match its larger and stronger neighbor India, with
which it had fought wars and contested territory. India’s testing of a nuclear
device in 1974 surely accelerated Pakistani preparations. Through stealth
and help from China, Pakistan reached the threshold of such a capability by
the mid-1980s; a decade later, in 1998, it openly tested nuclear devices in
the wake of India’s having done the same. Pakistan had achieved overt
nuclear weapons status.

The United States tried and in the end failed to square the circle between
close cooperation with Pakistan in pursuit of one goal (fighting the Soviet
occupation of Afghanistan) and opposition on another (nuclear
proliferation). The answer was to turn to economic and military sanctions to
discourage Pakistan from realizing its nuclear ambitions. In reality,
sanctions turned out to be the worst possible compromise. They were not
strong enough to dissuade Pakistan from developing nuclear weapons—
there is scant evidence that sanctions can ever be made strong enough to
dissuade a country from pursuing what it believes to be a vital national
interest—but they did help to alienate the country and the military
leadership that plays so large a political role there. The sanctions also



reinforced the narrative that outsiders and the United States in particular
could not be trusted to be there for Pakistan in difficult times, which only
reinforced the view that it needed to take control of its own security needs,
which in turn argued for acquiring nuclear weapons. Today, Pakistan has
more than one hundred nuclear weapons and the world’s fastest-growing
nuclear arsenal. Adding to the concern is that it is a weak state—civilian
authority is mostly a veneer—and is home to some of the world’s most
dangerous terrorist organizations. Pakistan has a history of aiding the
nuclear weapons programs of other countries. It is also in a confrontational
relationship with nuclear-armed India. All this leads to the possibility that
nuclear weapons may be introduced into a conflict or lost to a terrorist
group.

What is also worth noting here is that Israel, Pakistan, and India never
signed the Non-Proliferation Treaty, the document representing what global
consensus there was that nuclear weapons ought not to spread beyond the
five original nuclear weapon states. The treaty contains no penalty for
remaining outside it, and no penalty for resigning, which is what North
Korea did. It is not that the opposition to the spread of nuclear weapons is
not real; it is. But no less real is the limit to the price governments of the
major powers are prepared to pay to see proliferation stopped.

Iran is a very different example. It is a signatory of the NPT, and
originally received assistance from the West with its nuclear energy
program when the country was still ruled by the shah. The world came to
see Iran’s nuclear activities in a very different light, however, when they
were continued and expanded by the Islamic regime that came to power via
revolution in 1979.

A three-and-a-half-decade-long struggle ensued between an Iranian
program that was often inconsistent with its NPT commitments and
designed to undermine the work of the IAEA and efforts by the United
States and others to frustrate that program through sanctions or other means,
such as employing malware to interfere with the software instructing the
centrifuges central to the process of enriching uranium. Iran continued to
advance, however, and the choice facing the United States and the world
several years into Barack Obama’s presidency boiled down to undertaking a
preventive strike against Iranian facilities, accepting an Iranian nuclear



weapons program, or entering into an agreement that would place a ceiling
on the Iranian program short of its fielding nuclear weapons.

The Obama administration rejected the first two options. Determined to
reduce U.S. involvement in the Middle East, it had little stomach for
another conflict. Indeed, reducing the U.S. military footprint in the region
was a defining objective for this president and many of those around him.
Moreover, it was not at all clear what military force could accomplish; a
preventive attack might set the Iranian program back several years but at the
price of triggering a broader war, strengthening the hands of Iranian hard-
liners, and destroying international support for sanctions that had raised the
direct and indirect cost to Iran of pursuing nuclear weapons. Yes, it would
take some time for Iran to rebuild the equipment and factories needed to
produce nuclear weapons, but it would do so, presumably in a place too far
underground for either U.S. or Israeli weapons to reach.

At the same time, simply permitting Iran to cross the nuclear weapons
threshold, as the world had essentially done in the cases of Israel, India,
Pakistan, and North Korea, was also rejected. Such a development would
likely trigger a race to acquire nuclear arms throughout the Middle East,
which could make what was already the most unstable part of the world that
much more so. Nuclear weapons would allow Iran to pursue its regional
ambitions with that much more impunity, as it would have little to fear from
Israel or the United States. Also, a nuclear-armed Iran would pose what
many Israelis and others considered to be an existential threat to the Jewish
state given the many statements by Iranian leaders rejecting Israel’s right to
exist.

All of which led the Obama administration to embrace the diplomatic
option. What was and remains controversial was not this choice but rather
the decision to embrace a diplomatic option of limited ambition, seeking, in
the words of one participant involved in U.S. decision making at the time, a
goal of constraining, not eliminating, relevant Iranian capabilities.16 My
own view (admittedly impossible to prove) is that the United States
committed the cardinal negotiating sin of wanting an agreement too much,
and therefore compromising too much. In particular, I believe the U.S. side
would have been wise to demand constraints of much longer duration,
especially because the drop in world oil prices and the strength of the



sanctions combined to give considerable leverage to the United States and
other countries negotiating with Iran.

The adoption of more modest aims may well have reflected a desire to
go the extra mile so as not to have to use military force. It may also have
reflected the hope in some quarters that a diplomatic settlement of the
nuclear issue could pave the way for broader cooperation between the
United States and Iran as well as bring about a more moderate Iran. There is
no way of knowing whether such hopes will be borne out; what is known is
that diplomatic efforts culminated in the summer of 2015 when the United
States, the four other permanent members of the UN Security Council,
Germany, and Iran signed the “Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action,” an
accord that provided Iran relief from economic sanctions (and access to
large amounts of capital) in exchange for its accepting significant limits for
ten years on its centrifuges and for fifteen years on the quantity and quality
of enriched uranium it would be allowed to possess.17 These limits and
inspections had the desirable effect of markedly increasing the likely
warning time (from an estimated several months to as much as a year
during the decade and a half the agreement’s principal limits would remain
in force) the world would have if Iran made a decision to violate the
agreement and try to produce nuclear weapons.

Iran also agreed to accept a more intrusive set of international
inspections in order to verify that it was living up to its commitments under
the accord. The result was a more stable situation in the short run, in that
the world would have a high degree of confidence it would discover and
have time to act against any Iranian attempt to develop nuclear weapons
during those fifteen years. But this confidence came at a steep price, as Iran
gained access to financial resources on a scale (estimated to be in the range
of $50 to $100 billion) that gave it a much greater ability to carry out an
aggressive regional foreign policy over that same time. It would also be in a
position to develop a large number of nuclear weapons in short order and
with little warning time after the periods of ten years (in the case of
centrifuges) and fifteen (in the case of enriched uranium) had elapsed.
(What would remain in place at that point would just be Iran’s agreement to
submit to intrusive inspections and honor its NPT commitments.) And as
will be discussed below, the agreement contributed to the emergence of a



major diplomatic challenge; namely, how to dissuade several of Iran’s
neighbors from following suit and putting into place many of the
prerequisites of nuclear weapons programs of their own.

At least four and possibly all five of these cases—Israel, India, North
Korea, Pakistan, and Iran—resulted in outcomes that represented a partial
erosion of the global regime of resisting the proliferation of nuclear
weapons. This is not intended to be a glib criticism of American foreign
policy over the decades. U.S. influence was limited by the commitment of
the target country to pursue its nuclear-related goals and, partly as a result,
to resist U.S. pressures. U.S. influence was also undercut by the actions of
other governments that did not share U.S. preferences or priorities.
Influence is not the same as control, especially when confronted by a
determined nationalism that views nuclear weapons as an existential need
rather than (as was the case with the U.S. support for nonproliferation) a
policy preference.

In addition, all five cases involved difficult realities and choices alike.
The interest in opposing the spread of nuclear weapons had to coexist with
other interests, be they to safeguard an ally in a unique security
environment (Israel); avoid triggering a war that the United States and two
of its closest allies were anxious to avoid (North Korea); build ties with a
major emerging power (India); protect cooperation with a valued partner in
the struggle against the Soviet Union (Pakistan); or avoid a conflict with all
the uncertainty of what would follow (Iran).

The norm against the proliferation of nuclear weapons was also
weakened in a practical sense by decisions taken in isolation but that had a
perverse cumulative effect. Just because an outcome is unintended doesn’t
make it any less significant. Ukraine, soon after it became independent,
voluntarily gave up its nuclear weapons in the early 1990s at the urging of
the United States. Two decades later, it was invaded by Russian-backed
forces and lost Crimea and forfeited significant control over its eastern
provinces. Iraq for its part was forced to abandon its nuclear weapons
program in the aftermath of the 1991 Gulf War—and just over a decade
later the country was invaded by the United States and the government of
Saddam Hussein ousted. The third example was Libya, which after 2003
gained credit as the country that after years of significant pressure decided
to give up its nuclear program and submit to the most intrusive inspections.



Less than a decade later, the country was invaded by a joint U.S.-European
force, resulting in the removal of the government of Muammar Gadhafi.
Meanwhile, the North Korean government remained in place, apparently
shielded from military attack by its nuclear program. All this added up to a
powerful lesson that nuclear weapons can offer protection against foreign
intervention—and the lack of them can increase the odds of a country being
attacked and its government ousted. Presumably this lesson was not lost on
either North Korea or Iran.

There is as well an international norm (and formal conventions or
treaties signed by most but not all governments) against the production,
possession, and use of both chemical and biological weapons. The norm
operates on what might be described as a cooperative basis—governments
choose to subscribe to specified policies, report on related activities, and, in
the case of the Chemical Weapons Convention, agree to inspections of those
facilities they declare to be relevant. The Syrian government’s uses of
chemical weapons amid its civil war is noteworthy here. Preventing the
spread of chemical weapons is virtually impossible, as producing them is
something most countries can do if they choose. It is also nearly impossible
to determine that such weapons are being produced, as there would be little
or nothing that would distinguish their production from normal industrial
activity. No inspections regime can ever be sufficiently intrusive and
comprehensive to unearth chemical weapons production or storage. The
clear line when it comes to chemical weapons is to discourage use, which,
unlike production and possession, can normally be verified. Use can be
deterred by threatening penalties against those who use chemical weapons
and implementing these penalties if deterrence fails. Penalties could include
severe sanctions, the initiation of war crimes proceedings, and military
action of significant scale and for purposes that range from inflicting pain to
altering the course of an ongoing conflict to ousting the regime. The
purpose of after-the-fact action is to discourage additional use by the
government in question as well as to set a precedent that would presumably
discourage others from following suit.

The bottom line is that global efforts to prevent the spread of nuclear,
biological, and chemical weapons are more supported in principle than in
practice. The problem with making opposition to proliferation a priority in
practice is that it often comes into conflict with other policies, relationships,



and objectives, many of which are priorities as well. As a result,
proliferation tends to be opposed, but with a degree of restraint that makes
some WMD spread inevitable. Adding to this inevitability is the fact that a
capable, determined country can advance despite direct and indirect efforts
by outsiders to frustrate its progress and alter its calculus.

 • • • 

Another domain of international life beyond those already discussed—
sovereignty, self-determination, humanitarian intervention, combating
terrorism, and frustrating the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction
—involves climate change. This issue hardly figured when the Cold War
came to a close. Indeed, it was not until 1995 that the first global gathering
of governments under the UN Framework Convention for Climate Change
(UNFCCC) was convened. Although there are some who question the
science, a broad international consensus has emerged that climate change is
real, that it is largely caused by human activity, and that it constitutes a
threat that will affect not just populations in low-lying areas but also
societies and economies everywhere given the potential impact on weather,
health, agriculture, water, and food security.

This consensus notwithstanding, annual gatherings of government
leaders and their representatives accomplished little, as poor or developing
countries resisted signing on to constraints that they feared would slow
economic growth and in effect asked them to pay a price for a problem
(climate change) that had mostly been created by the behavior of others,
that is, the wealthier, developed countries of North America, Europe, and
Asia. Wealthier countries, and the United States in particular, were loath to
sign on to binding pacts that they feared could slow their own economic
growth, require major transfers of resources to either poorer countries or
those most vulnerable to climate change, or both. The result was little
agreement on what needed to be done or on who was to do it.

One such gathering (the twenty-first Conference of Parties, or COP21)
was held in Paris in late 2015. The approach adopted in Paris to the climate
challenge was much more modest in means and ends than had been the case
at previous and largely unsuccessful international gatherings. There was no
attempt to create a new international agreement that would either place a



price (effectively a tax) on carbon emissions or establish a global market in
which permits to emit carbon could be traded for a price, thereby creating
incentive to reduce output. Rather, the Paris gathering asked individual
countries (including less-wealthy developing countries) to produce and
commit to individually tailored trajectories (so-called nationally determined
contributions, or NDCs) that over time would reduce their carbon output.
The articulated goal was to keep the total increase this century in average
global temperature to 2 degrees Celsius or some 3.5 degrees Fahrenheit,
although this aim was mostly aspirational as the commitments announced,
even if implemented, would not achieve the stated goal.18

National commitments were not legally binding and in some cases
lacked specificity as to when they would be reached or what the target
would actually be. What could prove critical are the assessments to be made
of national programs and their effects at five-year intervals and the reactions
to them. The implicit thinking is that pressures will grow within countries to
“do the right thing” and adopt policies that increasingly delink economic
growth and desired activities from the increased use of fossil fuels (and coal
in particular) or risk being “named and shamed.” The language agreed to on
the transfer of funds and technologies from developed to developing and at-
risk countries was similarly hortatory and directional rather than specific
and binding in nature. The result, even if it represented a degree of progress,
fell far short of what was needed.

 • • • 

Cyberspace is the newest international domain to emerge. The experience
with nuclear technology in the 1940s and 1950s comes to mind. Then, as
now, a new technology with multiple uses, malign and benign, had
emerged, and the question then, as now, was how governments could
encourage what was viewed as desirable and discourage what was not. In
the case of nuclear weapons, this meant trying to limit the number of
countries possessing such weapons, placing (through diplomacy and arms
control) quantitative and qualitative limits on the arsenals of those countries
in possession of such systems, and allowing countries to develop nuclear
energy programs for peaceful purposes under conditions meant to provide



confidence that they were not a stealth means of producing nuclear
weapons.

Managing cyberspace poses an even more difficult challenge. Building
and operating nuclear weapons and nuclear power plants are demanding
undertakings that require significant resources, access to technology,
advanced manufacturing skills, and space. Only a few governments are
capable of doing such things on their own; most require assistance from
another government. Nuclear programs (or indications of them) tend to be
observable from the outside. Confidence is high that attacks using nuclear
weapons could be traced back to their origin, something that would invite
retaliation and, as a result, discourage an attack in the first place.

In cyberspace, by contrast, there are now billions of actors, as it takes no
more than access to a cell phone or tablet or computer connected to the
Internet. Much of what is needed can be purchased easily. The Internet
plays an incomparably larger global role in the civilian or commercial
economy than does nuclear energy, a reality that make restricting the spread
of technologies all but impossible. States do not dominate; to the contrary,
groups of a few talented individuals can have real impact. Attacks can often
be carried out in a manner that disguises those responsible, which makes
retaliation and hence deterrence far more difficult.

The Internet grew up with little government role, even though it had its
origins in a precursor invented in the late 1960s by the Advanced Research
Projects Agency of the U.S. Department of Defense. Rules, to the extent
they exist, have been set from the bottom up, by the efforts of and
interactions among individuals, civil society, corporations, and
governments. This “multistakeholder” process is the closest thing there is to
a governing example of Adam Smith’s “invisible hand.”

This era seems to have run its course, or at least run into strong
headwinds. Cyberspace increasingly resembles nothing so much as the old
American Wild West with no real sheriff. The Internet is more important to
economies, societies, and militaries than ever, but there are few if any rules
preventing or even limiting disruptive operations, the theft of intellectual
property, violations of privacy, and government censorship—and even when
there are rules, there are few or no means for enforcing them.19



This is not to suggest an absence of global governance and multilateral
arrangements. ICANN, the Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and
Numbers, was established in 1998 and has essentially acted as the Internet’s
traffic cop. Two years later, the United States and the EU reached a so-
called Safe Harbor agreement that allowed businesses to transfer data
concerning EU citizens to the United States, something close to essential for
a corporation doing business on both sides of the Atlantic.20 And there were
any number of international gatherings convened to combat cybercrime,
facilitate commerce, advance human rights, and protect privacy over the
Internet. The U.S. government, for its part, in 2011 issued a strategy for
cyberspace in which it called for the Internet to be “open, interoperable,
secure, and reliable.”21 China and the United States agreed in September
2015 not to steal intellectual property, something China had been doing
extensively.22

But there were at least as many steps backward as forward. Attacks to
deny service and disrupt specific activities and operations were carried out
with increasing frequency. Espionage and intellectual property theft became
common. The World Conference on International Telecommunications, held
in Dubai in December 2012, ended with no consensus as to whether the
International Telecommunication Union (ITU), established in 1947 for
different purposes, would gain oversight over the Internet, something that
would bring about a larger role for governments. What little consensus there
was on how to handle data in a manner that protected privacy broke down
in the wake of the revelations by the disgruntled former CIA employee
Edward Snowden; the EU Court of Justice voided the 2000 Safe Harbor
accord, causing frictions across the Atlantic until a U.S.-EU pact was
reached in 2016 that addressed EU concerns.23 Overall, the governance gap
over all things cyber expanded, the result of rapid technological innovation
and an absence of much in the way of consensus as to what the rules ought
to be. The U.S. goals for a cyberspace that is open, interoperable, reliable,
and secure appear to be in jeopardy.

 • • • 



Global health is another realm of international relations involving a
confusing array of actors and arrangements. The UN’s World Health
Organization (WHO) is the principal governing body, but it is widely seen
to be ill prepared and underfunded to meet global health challenges, be they
infectious diseases, pandemics, or noncommunicable (noninfectious)
diseases. All this matters not simply because of the economic and human
cost of disease (and its ability to weaken states) but because of
globalization. An outbreak of disease in one country can easily spread
around the world.

The most important set of arrangements in this realm is the International
Health Regulations, first adopted in 1969 and amended in 2005.24 The
original guidelines require governments to notify the WHO of outbreaks of
certain highly communicable diseases, such as cholera, yellow fever, and
smallpox. The 2005 revisions to the guidelines require countries to monitor
any major public health risks and to put in place capabilities to prevent and
respond to them. These undertakings are meant to be legally binding, but
compliance has fallen far short owing to a lack of commitment and
resources. Recognition of this shortfall explains the introduction in
February 2014 of the Global Health Security Agenda, essentially an
international monitoring mechanism designed to add some momentum to
efforts to encourage governments to meet the obligations they signed on to
a decade before.25 Reactions to the 2014–15 Ebola crisis and the poor
performance of the WHO further underscored the gap between the capacity
and arrangements that existed and what was needed to prevent and cope
with outbreaks of highly infectious diseases.

 • • • 

Economics arguably constitutes one of the more developed areas of global
governance. Two areas stand out. The first is trade. As noted earlier, global
trade arrangements have been in place since the beginning of the post–
World War II era, although the mechanism (the General Agreement on
Tariffs and Trade, or GATT) fell short of the international trade organization
that many envisioned would coexist alongside the International Monetary
Fund and the World Bank. Nevertheless, trade grew in volume as successive



rounds of multilateral trade talks had the effect of reducing tariffs and some
of the other barriers to trade in manufactured goods in particular.

What has occurred over the last quarter century has been somewhat
contradictory. On one hand, there has been great progress on the trade front.
The Uruguay Round of global trade talks, launched in the mid-1980s, came
to fruition in late 1993, reducing barriers to trade and establishing the World
Trade Organization.26 The WTO has grown to over 160 members and has
reduced obstacles to trade as well as provided a venue where disputes
between members can be adjudicated. The last quarter century was as well
an era of proliferation of regional and bilateral trade accords. Some of the
most prominent included Mercosur (the Southern Common Market), the
ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA), and NAFTA (the North America Free
Trade Agreement involving Mexico, Canada, and the United States). The
net result is that world trade volume increased more than fivefold over this
period, from a total of $3.5 trillion in 1990 to $19 trillion twenty-five years
later.27 Trade became an important vehicle for integrating developing
countries such as China into the world economy, contributing significantly
to their economic growth and development in the process. Trade also
became a force for stability, as it not only bolstered the economic position
of U.S. allies but also gave many countries a stake in avoiding actions that
would jeopardize economic arrangements that worked to their benefit.

But as noted just above, it was also an era filled with contradictions.
Efforts to facilitate the expansion of trade at the global level ran into many
difficulties; indeed, this is a principal reason for the large number of
regional and bilateral agreements, which are second best given the issues
and participants inevitably left out. The so-called Doha or Development
Round of global trade talks, launched in 2001, failed to reach agreement as
differences over such issues as government subsidies, nontariff barriers, and
how to treat trade in agricultural goods and services (as opposed to
manufacturing) could not be bridged. Efforts to reach consensus were not
helped by the large number of participants. In recent years, the rate of
growth in world trade has slowed significantly. What also occurred was a
falling off of domestic political support for trade pacts in the United States
and many other countries, casting uncertainty over future efforts to promote
a more open world trading system.



There was arguably less formal governance but still significant
coordination on the monetary side. The principal characteristics of the era
were floating exchange rates, central bank independence, and dollar
dominance. The IMF assessed (“surveilled”) economies and gave them
public report cards but had no power to insist on reforms other than when it
was involved in extending loans to governments in financial difficulty. In
the banking arena, the so-called Basel Committee established standards (for
example, for the amount of capital required to be kept on hand) that banks
were encouraged to follow. Its work was reinforced and complemented by
the Financial Stability Forum, a group created in 1999 by a dozen or so
governments representing many of the world’s largest open economies. A
decade later, in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, the forum became the
Financial Stability Board, involving finance ministries and central banks of
the G-20 countries and a few others. Again, the purpose was to develop and
promote policies and “best practices” that would, if adopted by
governments, help them prevent and mange risks to their economies and to
the world financial system.28 The idea was to set in motion a race to the top
that would encourage responsible behaviors, allowing a country to compete
successfully in a world in which capital and investment would find their
way not just to countries and institutions of high return but also to those of
safety. In addition, the realities of globalization and the potential for
contagion gave all governments a stake in one another’s adopting
responsible practices.29

This is not meant to paint too positive a picture, as in some areas
coordination was lacking. Central banks could take actions to stimulate
growth that would also affect currencies, in the process lowering the prices
of exports and raising those of imports. Certain countries (China, Japan)
built up enormous dollar holdings; others, notably the United States, ran
enormous deficits. To some extent this U.S. deficit was necessary, as it
provided liquidity to the world; at the same time, it raised questions as to
the future value of the dollar. Indeed, no progress was made on the tension
arising from the U.S. dollar’s status as both the national currency of the
United States and the global reserve currency, that is, the currency used for
most international transactions, which required most countries to keep a
store of it on hand. The U.S. Federal Reserve thus acted as both the



country’s and the world’s central bank; the problem in the eyes of many
resulted from the fact that the world had no oversight or control over the
U.S. central bank or U.S. economic policy more broadly. Attempts to
strengthen the role of other currencies or to create a new global currency
(so-called special drawing rights, or SDRs, issued by the IMF came the
closest) amounted to little. The 2008 financial crisis and the recession that
followed made clear the system’s vulnerability to U.S. mismanagement.
There was in effect no global central bank or financial regulator.

 • • • 

This survey of global cooperation adds up to a mixed picture of significant
global cooperation in some areas, limited cooperation in others, and some
significant gaps. The same holds true for other areas of global cooperation,
including refugees and migrants, energy, the Arctic, oceans and the seabed,
and outer space. Respect for sovereignty remains a central component of
what order there is, but even this principle is being challenged by Russian
behavior in Ukraine along with disagreements over when some or even all
of sovereignty’s privileges are to be forfeited. In many domains of
international life there is a pattern of agreement in principle that translates
into little agreement in practice. In still other domains there is not even
much in the way of agreement in principle. Such differences cannot for the
most part be resolved through negotiation; process cannot overcome policy
given the large number of governments in the world and the reality that
nongovernmental entities that often matter a great deal never get invited
into the room.

The result is that the phrase “international community” is far more
aspirational than actual. Much less international community exists than
anyone could be forgiven for thinking given how often the phrase is
invoked. In principle, a community (or “society” in Hedley Bull’s lexicon)
would agree on both the means and the ends of international relations, on
what was to be done and how that was to be determined. But the cold reality
is that no such broad and deep consensus exists as to what is to be done,
who is to do it, and how to decide. There is a substantial gap between what
is desirable when it comes to meeting the challenges of globalization and



what has proven possible. This gap is one of the principal reasons for the
disarray that exists in the world.



T

6. REGIONAL REALITIES

he world can be viewed and understood through several prisms. We
have already looked at two: great-power relations and global

governance. A third is the regional. Many of the most important economic,
military, and diplomatic interactions take place at this level for the simple
reason that proximity matters. Many countries that count for little at the
global level, because of a lack of either reach or relative weight, have a
much greater impact on their neighbors. At the same time, they are affected
significantly by those same neighbors. To this I would add only that the
range of outcomes between regions could hardly be greater; just as order
varies at the global level from issue to issue, so too does it vary from region
to region.

The post–Cold War era had its first major test in the Middle East, and
with the United States taking the lead, order was restored by a broad
international coalition acting pursuant to a number of UN Security Council
resolutions to deny Iraq in its bid to take Kuwait by force. Order in this case
meant a region of nearly two dozen Arab states led by authoritarian rulers
with borders that were mostly accepted in fact, if not always formally
agreed on. The countries ranged from relatively poor and populous Egypt to
several small city-states of enormous wealth in the Persian Gulf. One outlier
was Israel, the Jewish state established in 1948. It by then had a de jure
peace with Egypt, a de facto peace with Jordan, and a state of nonwar with
Syria. What was unresolved and a source of regular friction was Israel’s
relationship with the Palestinians, in particular those living in lands ruled by
Israel since the 1967 war. Israel was by far the strongest local state and the
only country with nuclear weapons. A second outlier was Iran, a Persian
and mostly Shia country in an Arab- and Sunni-dominated region. Since its
1979 revolution, Iran had been ruled by a political-religious regime
committed to expanding its influence throughout the region, often through



direct support of proxies and Shia communities. Iran, though, was much
weakened by its decade-long war in the 1980s with Iraq and in no position
to mount a serious challenge to regional stability. In addition, it was
effectively balanced by Iraq; indeed, in 1991, the United States made the
decision during Operation Desert Storm to leave the bulk of Iraq’s army and
air force intact so that it could continue in this role.

The United States was the principal external influence on the region,
demonstrated by its successful leadership of the coalition that liberated
Kuwait, its substantial economic and military support of Israel and Arab
states such as Egypt and Jordan, and a residual military presence in the
region, most of which was aimed at making sure Saddam Hussein complied
with various international sanctions still in effect and that he did not again
threaten or attack a neighbor. U.S. policy was shaped mostly by existing
and projected American dependence on the region’s oil and by its support
for Israel and the more moderate Arab governments. No longer a factor in
the region was the sort of great-power jockeying for comparative position
that had characterized the United States and Europe in the first decade after
World War II and the United States and the Soviet Union over the next three
decades.

This order largely continued to dominate the region until 2003, when the
United States attacked Iraq. Unlike the 1990–91 Gulf War, a conflict
undertaken for the limited purpose of reversing Iraq’s aggression and its
hold over Kuwait, the 2003 Iraq War sought to bring about a change of
regime in Baghdad. The ostensible reason was that the Saddam Hussein
regime refused to comply fully with UN demands prohibiting Iraq’s
possession of weapons of mass destruction. This was part of what led to the
war, especially because after 9/11 there was little willingness to tolerate any
possibility that Iraq might develop and either use or make available to
terrorists nuclear or biological weapons.1 The motive that most captured the
imaginations of the upper reaches of the George W. Bush administration,
though, was the belief that a post-Saddam Iraq would become democratic,
setting an example and a precedent that the other Arab states and Iran
would have great difficulty resisting. The road to a transformed Middle
East, it was widely believed, ran through Baghdad. I did not share this view,
but I had little opportunity to challenge those who did, given the structure of



decision making in the George W. Bush administration. Even if I had, I
would not have prevailed.

As is so often the case, things didn’t work out as planned. Iraq proved
far less ripe for democratic change than had been anticipated by the war’s
proponents. To the contrary, the removal of the regime, coupled with
subsequent misguided decisions by the U.S.-led occupying authority that
ran Iraq from May 2003 through June 2004 to dismantle much of the army
and to ostracize many members of the ruling Ba’ath (Renaissance) Party,
fueled a civil war between the long-discriminated-against Shia plurality and
minority Sunnis who had lost their advantaged status with the fall of the
Saddam Hussein regime. It also provided both cause and opportunity for the
rise of al-Qaeda in Iraq, a terrorist group mostly manned by disgruntled
Iraqi Sunnis opposed to the new Shia-dominated political order.

The war and its aftermath had numerous consequences beyond Iraq’s
borders. Contrary to what was hoped for, democracy was dealt a major
setback throughout the region as the ideal of democracy had come to be
associated in the eyes of many in the Arab world with chaos. National
identity in Iraq had been superseded by subnational identities tied to sect,
tribe, and ethnicity; people saw themselves far more as a Sunni or Shia or
Kurd than as an Iraqi. Sunni anger and humiliation stoked recruiting for
both al-Qaeda and subsequently ISIS. Images of Iraq broadcast throughout
the region reinforced subnational identities in other countries, creating and
reinforcing frictions between local Shia and Sunni. Iran, long since
recovered from its decade-long war with Iraq and no longer tied down,
much less balanced by a strong hostile Arab regime, was in many ways the
principal strategic beneficiary of the war, as it was freed up to promote the
interests of the Iranian state and Shia populations. The 2003 Iraq War
violated any number of strategic tenets, beginning with the Hippocratic
oath: First do no harm.

Despite these and other changes brought on in part or in whole by the
2003 conflict, the Middle East of 2010, two decades after the Iraqi invasion
of Kuwait, was still more recognizable and similar than not. What set in
motion events that changed the region beyond recognition was the
humiliation and subsequent self-immolation of a Tunisian fruit and
vegetable vendor that December. People took to the streets in Tunis and



beyond, protesting against a heavy-handed leadership that had been in place
for more than two decades. The Arab Spring was born.

What led to the Arab Spring remains a subject of conjecture and debate.
On one hand, there was nothing new or fundamentally different to point to.
The region was dominated by authoritarian governments that demonstrated
little or no commitment to political or economic reform. Islamists could
claim much more political energy, but were eyed with suspicion and
targeted by internal security forces. Civil society was thin, the quality of
education terrible, the so-called Israeli-Palestinian peace process stalled.

Yet as we know, political protest gained a foothold throughout much of
the region in 2011. It is possible that cell phones and social media made it
easier for people inclined to protest to communicate with one another, but
this hardly explains why it happened then. The same holds for the
suggestion that it was the removal of Saddam Hussein that sent the message
that no despot was permanent.2 My own view is that the region was ripe for
political challenge and even upheaval, that the pressures had been building
for some time, and that if the Tunisian vendor had not immolated himself,
some other person or development would have provided the spark leading
to widespread challenge to political authority.

It is instructive in this regard to look at the Arab Human Development
Report 2009, written by a group of independent Arab scholars, analysts, and
practitioners from the region. Its assessment was nothing short of
devastating. It detailed the pressures resulting from a backdrop of large and
rapid population increases, a youth bulge, fast urban growth, a lack of civic
consciousness, weak constitutions, the prevalence of prolonged martial law,
widespread violence against women, high unemployment, poverty, water
scarcity, expanding desertification, and widespread air and water pollution.
As if all this were not enough, the report went on to say, “The majority of
states failed to introduce democratic governance and institutions of
representation that ensure inclusion, the equal distribution of wealth among
various groups, and respect for cultural diversity.”3 Upheaval in such
circumstances was highly likely if not inevitable.

But regardless of the general or specific causes, what soon materialized
were protests or uprisings against authoritarian rulers in much of the Arab



world, including Egypt, Bahrain, Syria, and Libya. Each situation played
out differently, as did events in Iraq.

Egypt saw protests come to the main square in the capital soon after
Tunisia. Thousands protested against the regime of Hosni Mubarak, a
typical Arab strongman who had introduced a degree of economic reform
and little political change. Making matters worse, corruption was
considerable and Mubarak and many of those around him seemed
determined not just to get rich but to pass power on to his son Gamal. As
the protests mounted, belated offers by Mubarak to step down later in 2011
fanned rather than doused the flames. A succession of transitional
governments likewise failed to maintain order, and parliamentary and then
presidential elections ushered into office a government led by Mohammed
Morsi and dominated by the Muslim Brotherhood and other Islamists.

The Islamists won because they were the best organized and because
most Egyptians were alienated from traditional politics and wanted to see
order restored. Elections, however, are not to be equated or confused with
democracy, which is about constitutional restraints, checks and balances,
and the sharing of power, not its concentration. The honeymoon lasted
about a year, until the summer of 2013, when the Egyptian military (led by
General Abdel Fattah el-Sisi) responded to public pressure and stepped in to
oust a government many Egyptians feared would change not just the nature
of the society (Egypt had been a largely secular country) but also the
political system to ensure that Islamists would continue to rule. “One man,
one vote, one time” had to many become an all too real possibility. The
result was that more than five years after the Arab Spring, Egypt resembled
nothing so much as Egypt before the Arab Spring.

The United States paid a substantial price in both Egypt and the region
for its actual and perceived role during these upheavals. In early 2011, in
the opening weeks of the Arab Spring, the Obama administration promoted
a delayed transition of power in Egypt, only to change its mind amid
growing violence in the streets and call for Mubarak to step down right
away.4 The public call for Mubarak’s departure was gratuitous. It would
have been far wiser to stand by the proposed departure in a few months and
allow events to play out. It may have been that Mubarak could not have
survived. But there was no need for an American push, which was taken as



a sign in Riyadh and elsewhere that the United States could not be expected
to back its friends of long standing. It also played into the narrative that the
United States secretly preferred the Muslim Brotherhood, a belief that
gained credence when U.S. criticism of the short-lived regime of
Mohammed Morsi was widely viewed as relatively muted. This perception
of American bias was then further reinforced by the protracted friction
between the Obama administration and the successor Egyptian government,
friction that manifested itself not just in verbal criticism but with denial of
certain military support. For many in Washington, General Sisi had come to
power by a coup and then lost further legitimacy by his government’s harsh
treatment of many Egyptians. The Obama administration was right to be
concerned—it is quite possible that the Egyptian government’s “you are
either entirely with us or you will be seen as against us” policies will prove
counterproductive—but it arguably would have been wiser to opt to support
the new government in the short run and press for reform over time only
once it was established and the relationship reaffirmed.

Another early challenge arose in Bahrain, a tiny country with a
population of just over one million and consisting of one main island (as
well as many small ones) connected by a causeway to Saudi Arabia. It
functions as something of a financial center and a place for Saudis and
others to blow off steam on weekends. Bahrain is of particular importance
to the United States, as U.S. warships have operated out of it since the late
1940s. The country is overwhelmingly made up of Shia Muslims, but the
ruling al-Khalifa family and the elites are predominantly Sunni.

Not surprisingly, the Arab Spring triggered protests in the capital of
Manama. Protests grew in size and demands in response to heavy-handed
police and army tactics. The monarchy put forward certain concessions, but
as often happens in such circumstances, compromise was judged by many
of the protesters to be too little, too late and only added fuel to the
proverbial fire. The leadership in Saudi Arabia and the United Arab
Emirates quickly became alarmed over the prospect of a Shia overthrow of
the regime, one that if successful would lead to a Shia-dominated
government that would likely align with Iran. So in March 2011 the Saudis
and the UAE (under the aegis of the Sunni-led regional security
organization, the Gulf Cooperation Council) dispatched some fifteen
hundred troops to back up the Bahrain government and crush the protests.



Ever since, Bahrain has been the venue of a low-level civil conflict between
lightly armed Shia protesters and the government. Allegations of human
rights abuses are numerous. Dialogue and attempts at reconciliation have
failed. In effect, there is a standoff. The United States, in an embrace of
foreign policy realism, said little and did less given its military use of
Bahrain and its desire not to alienate the Saudis.

Libya proved to be a textbook case of where the United States and the
world got it wrong (and contributed significantly to disorder), first by doing
too much, then by doing too little. The story is well known. In February
2011, in the early weeks of the Arab Spring, protests began to surface
calling for the removal of the regime of Muammar Gadhafi, the all-
powerful ruler of Libya since 1969. The Libyan government pushed back
and was gaining the upper hand, creating fears in some quarters that this
would lead to widespread killing of civilians, especially in the city of
Benghazi, the principal locus of antiregime protests and violence. Calls for
Western military intervention mounted, motivated by a desire both to
prevent any massacres and to oust a regime correctly viewed as a serial
abuser of human rights. On March 17, 2011, the UN Security Council
passed Resolution 1973, authorizing member states to both “take all
necessary measures . . . to protect civilians and civilian populated areas
under threat of attack” and establish a no-fly zone over the whole of the
country.5 Soon after, a “humanitarian intervention” was carried out by a
coalition of NATO members led by the Europeans, with the United States
“leading from behind.”6

There were any number of problems with all this. First, it is far from
certain that the situation on the ground warranted a humanitarian
intervention. The protests against the government were violent from the
outset, and any government, even an authoritarian one, has the right to
counter armed opponents. This is, after all, what civil wars are all about.
What is more, there is reason to believe that the civil conflict was petering
out on the eve of the NATO intervention. There was also no hard evidence
that Gadhafi planned an indiscriminate attack on civilians.7

Second, that the intervention quickly went beyond a narrowly designed
effort to protect civilian lives (the thrust of the UN mandate) and expanded
to regime change introduced important new costs. Russia and China



complained bitterly that they had not signed on to any such broader
undertaking. What they came to see as a diplomatic bait and switch served
mostly to reinforce their view that the Responsibility to Protect doctrine
was a dangerous concept that could be used to violate sovereignty and
overthrow governments. Not only would gaining international support for
humanitarian intervention in the future be more difficult, but Russia would
use humanitarian intervention as the cynical pretext for its intervention in
Ukraine.

The ouster of Gadhafi also sent the unfortunate message that giving up
nuclear weapons could be dangerous to your political health. In a matter of
months the Libyan leader went from the poster child of responsibility in the
proliferation realm to war criminal.

The other problem with the intervention, whether one thinks it was
warranted or not, was that it was not followed up. None other than Barack
Obama described this failure to prepare for the day after in Libya as his
biggest foreign policy mistake.8 Colin Powell is often cited for quoting the
so-called Pottery Barn rule: “You break it, you own it.” The United States
and several NATO countries did a great deal to help break Libya but then
refused to take any ownership of the ensuing situation. To the contrary, they
avoided anything that smacked of nation building, partly out of naïve hopes
that Libyans would come together on their own, but more out of a concern
about the cost of putting the country back together. The result is a civil
conflict that has claimed far more lives and uprooted far more people than
even the worse estimates of what Gadhafi might have unleashed. Another
result is the existence of not just one but multiple failed states in the
territory that was once the country of Libya. Not surprisingly, the Islamic
State is making growing use of this largely ungoverned territory.

The Syrian case is if anything even more consequential. Indeed, it is as
strong an argument as exists that when it comes to foreign policy, what you
choose not to do can be every bit as consequential as what you do. Syria in
the years since 2011 is the bookend to the 2003 decision to go to war with
Iraq. One was an act of commission, the other largely one of omission, and
each in its own way proved costly beyond imagination.

The background was already described earlier, namely, that the so-called
Arab Spring arrived in Syria in March 2011. Anti-Assad protests were put



down violently by troops, which led elements of the opposition to take up
arms. In August President Obama first called for Bashar al-Assad to step
down.9 Little was done, however, to increase the odds that he would depart,
much less that he would be replaced by something and someone better.
Peace plans and cease-fires, along with both Arab League and UN
monitors, came and went to little effect as the violence escalated. Here and
elsewhere, policymaking under the Obama administration was plagued by a
gap between pronouncements and policies. Anytime such a gap emerges it
is dangerous, as it raises questions about credibility and competence alike.
It can disillusion friends, in the process forcing them to reevaluate their
relationship in ways that make them less friendly, more independent, or
both.

The stakes grew in the summer of 2012 amid reports the Syrian
government might be employing chemical weapons against opposition
forces. President Obama went public with the statement that were the Assad
government to do so, it would cross a “red line” that would significantly
alter the calculus of U.S. military intervention.10 Roughly a year later, in
August 2013, the Syrian government did just that, using sarin gas and
killing an estimated fifteen hundred civilians near Damascus. Expectations
were high that the United States would intervene directly, although the
details of what it would actually do remained a matter of speculation.

U.S. determination to act began to fade when, on August 29, the British
Parliament refused to authorize the government of Prime Minster David
Cameron to join a multilateral air campaign that would destroy targets
associated with chemical weapons and/or targets of political or military
value to the Syrian government. At that point President Obama clearly
began to have second thoughts about his warning as to what would follow if
Syria crossed the red line of chemical weapons use. My sense at the time
was that these doubts reflected his own qualms about what a limited use of
force would trigger in the way of pressures to do more, something that
would cut across the principal strategic thrust of the administration, which
was to reduce U.S. military involvement in the greater Middle East.

I had something of a strange window on all this. The night before the
president chose to announce his decision not to use military force, I was at a
wedding when I received a call from what the media would describe as a



very senior administration source. The individual wanted to know what I
thought of the idea of the president not taking military action but instead
asking Congress for authorization to act. I responded that I thought it would
be a terrible decision that would raise questions in the region and beyond as
to American reliability, and that would empower the Assad regime and sap
the morale of the Syrian opposition. I also argued that the president had no
need to get additional authority from Congress, that under the American
system the executive enjoyed great latitude when it came to limited uses of
military force. I was also anything but certain that Congress would provide
such authorization given opposition in both parties to renewed U.S. military
involvement in the region and the reflexive opposition of some Republicans
to supporting anything this president sought to do. (Some of that opposition
reflected concern that any use of force would be token.) The last thing the
United States needed to signal to the world was that it was so divided that
its words and commitments could no longer be relied on. The senior official
thanked me for my views without revealing where matters stood.

I had no idea that the hypothetical presented to me would in a matter of
hours become U.S. policy, as President Obama announced that he would
consult with Congress before ordering any military retaliation for the Syrian
use of chemicals.11 It was in this context that the United States and Russia
agreed to work together on an initiative by which Syria could avoid being
attacked if it agreed to give up all of its remaining chemical weapons.12

Secretary of State John Kerry’s Russian counterpart ran with this idea, and
in a matter of weeks Syria had agreed to destroy all of its chemical weapons
in cooperation with the United Nations.

That Syria agreed to give up its chemical weapons was a plus, but in no
way did it offset the costs of the United States not following through on its
warning to the Assad regime. Any suggestion to the contrary is political
spin or an avoidance of reality.13 Granted, it is impossible to know what
would have happened had the United States followed through on its threat.
War inevitably surprises. Much would have depended on what the United
States actually did. A symbolic “pinprick” of an attack—for example,
launching a few cruise missiles at a single target—would likely have
accomplished little. But a meaningful strike against important military and
political targets over several days involving both aircraft and cruise missiles



would have bolstered the morale of the opposition and shifted the military
momentum in its favor. Any such strikes could have been punitive, leaving
the United States and its European partners in a position to judge when
enough punishment had been meted out. Alternatively, the strikes could
have been coercive and continued until the Syrian government gave up its
chemical stocks. Air attacks might also have set in motion political
dynamics within the regime that could have weakened the position of
Bashar al-Assad or even led to his ouster. They certainly would have
strengthened the norm that no weapon of mass destruction could be used
with impunity. For all these reasons I would argue that President Obama
was right to set a red line of no chemical weapons use but wrong not to
have responded to its violation.

All that we know for sure is what followed in the wake of the United
States deciding not to act. Saudi Arabia, already unhappy with the United
States over what it saw as a lack of steadfastness in the U.S. treatment of
Hosni Mubarak in Egypt, seems to have determined that henceforth it
would defer less to Washington and act more independently. Subsequent
Saudi decisions, from its invasion of Yemen in 2015 to its actions in Syria,
bear this out. I know from personal conversations that the U.S.
inconsistency rattled senior officials and leaders of allied and friendly
countries as far away as Asia. Within Syria, the U.S. decision forfeited an
opportunity to weaken the regime. What also followed was a strengthening
of the more radical elements of the Syrian opposition, including ISIS and
al-Nusra, the local branch of al-Qaeda.

At several points in this book I have underscored the potential costs of
inaction. I am reminded here of the Yom Kippur service, the Jewish Day of
Atonement, during which no fewer than ten times each member of the
congregation recites a prayer in which he or she asks forgiveness for
specific transgressions committed during the year about to end. Some forty
sins, reflecting the full range of improper thoughts, words, and behaviors,
are noted. The last sin, however, often translated from the Hebrew as the sin
of having “a confused heart,” is the sin of inaction when action is
warranted.

As President John F. Kennedy once warned, “There are risks and costs
to a program of action. But they are far less than the long-range risks and



costs of comfortable inaction.”14 The lesson to be derived is not that acting
is always right—in the case of the 2003 Iraq War, to name just one example,
it most surely was not—but rather that not acting can be every bit as
consequential as acting and, as a result, needs to be assessed with equal
rigor. In my experience this is rarely done. What is more, every action that
is examined always entails drawbacks, and as the cliché goes, analysis can
lead to paralysis. The hope that imperfect options become less imperfect
with the passage of time is almost always illusory. Red wine may improve
with age, but policy choices rarely do. The default bias thus becomes the
status quo. This was all too often the case with U.S. policy toward Syria.

The next two years, 2014 and 2015, saw the intensification of civil war
within Syria. But like many civil wars, it was heavily influenced by the
direct and indirect involvement of outsiders. Indeed, Syria became one of
the principal venues of the Sunni-Shia and Saudi-Iran rivalries that have
come to characterize much of the region. Iran provided significant
economic and military aid to the government; in addition, Iranian
Revolutionary Guard forces and Iran-backed Hezbollah forces fought with
and for the Syrian government.

Major powers were also in evidence. Russia intervened directly in Syria
in late 2015. The result was heavy air attacks designed to shore up the
Assad regime. This was not entirely a bad thing, as the rapid collapse of the
Assad regime without careful preparation for what would take its place
would likely have paved the way for ISIS to establish a caliphate in
Damascus, something to be resisted at all costs. The Russian strategy
appeared to succeed, although at a considerable price of numerous civilian
deaths and the weakening of groups backed by the United States and its
erstwhile partners (such as Saudi Arabia) rather than, say, terrorists
including ISIS and al-Nusra. More than anything else, Russian policy
seemed to be motivated by a desire to show that it remained a major power
able to make a difference on the world stage. There was as well a Russian
interest in bolstering a long-term ally where it had a military base; also
possible is that Russian leaders hoped that their actions in Syria (which
could in principle reduce the flow of refugees to Europe) might win the
country favor and increase the chance that sanctions introduced because of
Ukraine would be reduced or rescinded.15



As for the United States, its involvement remained limited. The goal
seemed to be to avoid a major military commitment as much as to achieve a
particular outcome. Some twenty years ago I wrote a book about American
foreign policy titled The Reluctant Sheriff. It referred to foreign policy
during the presidency of Bill Clinton, but with the passage of time I believe
the description fits Barack Obama even better.16 There is no denying that
the raid that killed Osama bin Laden was a courageous decision, but this
was something of an exception that may well have reflected the narrow
nature of the mission. Far more often than not, Barack Obama proved wary
of contemplating or continuing military interventions of potential scale and
duration. Thus in Syria, even as conditions worsened, U.S. policy did not
change meaningfully. There was some bombing of ISIS positions but no
ground element. The United States opposed the creation of a humanitarian
zone or safe area for Syrian civilians, something that would have required
the commitment of considerable air assets as well as ground forces from
either the United States or another country such as Turkey. Attempts to
build a “moderate” Syrian opposition from scratch were jettisoned in 2015
after several years of fruitless but costly effort. Only by 2016 did a
somewhat more promising strategy begin to emerge, one of arming local
Kurdish and Sunni groups, aerial attacks on ISIS positions, and
emplacement of a small number of U.S. special operations forces alongside
the Kurdish and Sunni fighters. But the United States backed off providing
Sunni groups with more capable arms (such as surface-to-air missiles) or
attacking Syrian military assets directly, possibly because it might risk a
confrontation with Russia, whose planes were already flying.

The result was that by early 2016 the situation on the ground had
become something of a dynamic stalemate, with the government stabilized
thanks to Russian and Iranian support, both ISIS and al-Nusra controlling
shrinking but still sizable pieces of the country, the Kurds controlling a
narrow strip of land in the north along the Turkish border, and other Sunni
groups holding on to small pieces of territory. The biggest losers were the
people of Syria, hundreds of thousands of whom lost their lives, and more
than ten million of whom lost their homes and became either internally
displaced or refugees. That said, there were many other losers as well, from
the neighboring countries and Europe that came to bear the burden of



refugees to the United States, which because of Syria found its reputation
and standing diminished.

Some signs of diplomatic possibility came at the end of 2015, in a UN
Security Council resolution (2254) proposing some of the principles that
would necessarily inform a peace agreement for Syria.17 There were also
several announcements by the United States and Russia of local “cessations
of hostilities.”18 But it would be wrong to exaggerate the significance of
any of this. As a rule of thumb, diplomacy and negotiations tend to reflect
realities on the ground, not change them. Consistent with this principle, the
resolution made no mention of the departure of the Syrian leader, the
principal priority for Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and many Syrian opposition
groups. Nor was there evidence that the principal backers of the regime,
including Russia and Iran, were prepared to sign on to any timetable for
Assad’s departure. Also missing was even a modicum of unity among the
many opposition groups. And of course there was no role for extremist
groups such as ISIS and al-Nusra, the al-Qaeda affiliate that controlled
territory. Meanwhile, the fighting raged in many areas of the country, with
the civilian population of Syria continuing to pay an enormous price and the
country effectively divided into zones or cantons controlled by the
government or one or another organization.

Adding to the turmoil in the region were events in Yemen. That country,
too, was affected by the Arab Spring. Protests, armed attacks, and some
regional diplomacy combined to bring about a new government led by the
former vice president in early 2012, but it was a government atop a country
in which both the Houthis (a Shia-based rebel movement) and al-Qaeda
undermined the government’s authority and the country’s stability. By 2015,
the ability of the Sunni-dominated government to survive was in doubt, at
which point Saudi Arabia began attacking Houthi forces (which the
government in Riyadh saw as little more than Iranian proxies) from the air.
Yemen thus joined the ranks of countries in the Middle East paying the
enormous humanitarian price for wars that were at one and the same time
civil, proxy, and regional.

The Saudi intervention was a costly distraction for a country much
weakened by low energy prices and infighting over the line of royal
succession. The Saudi foreign minister described the intervention as a war



of necessity, but in actuality it was a war of choice.19 Saudi Arabia had
more modest options to protect itself, options more in line with its limited
military abilities and constrained financial position. The net result was that
Saudi Arabia, the ostensible “Islamic state” overseeing the faith’s holiest
cities and shrines, may well have made itself more vulnerable to ISIS,
which could pose as a reform movement to the large number of young,
digitally savvy Saudis with few prospects for meaningful jobs and alienated
by the pervasive corruption and inequality.

One more country merits mention here: Iraq. Turmoil there was not a
function of the Arab Spring. To the contrary, critical events predated its
advent by several years. Conditions inside Iraq had gone from bad to worse
in 2005 and 2006. Much of the foreign policy establishment in the United
States favored reducing the U.S. role in what was turning out to be a
fiasco.20 Beginning in early 2007, however, President George W. Bush
opted for a new and different tack, one that sought to provide security to the
inhabitants of the westernmost, predominantly Sunni part of Iraq. The
policy had two dimensions: extending financial and military support to
select Sunni tribes (sometimes dubbed the Sunni Awakening) and
increasing the U.S. troop presence by some thirty thousand soldiers, often
described as the “surge.” The effort seemed largely to succeed, and by the
end of 2008 al-Qaeda in Iraq had been put on the defensive and significant
parts of the country had achieved at least some stability.21 As one of his last
major foreign policy acts, President Bush signed a status-of-forces accord
with Iraqi prime minister Nouri al-Maliki in which the two agreed that all
U.S. combat forces would be withdrawn from Iraq by the end of 2011.22

Barack Obama, soon after entering the Oval Office in January 2009,
announced and began to implement an accelerated drawdown of U.S.
troops.23 It soon became apparent, however, that Iraq lacked the political
cohesion and military capacity to maintain order absent a continuing
American military role. It was in this context that the United States made
two fateful decisions. First, it went ahead with the planned troop withdrawal
rather than find a way to renegotiate the status-of-forces agreement that
would have allowed for a limited number of U.S. forces to remain. Second,
it threw its political support behind the incumbent prime minister (Maliki)
even though he failed to gain a plurality in the 2010 elections and was



known to be a narrow sectarian who favored Shia interests over national
ones.24 Against this backdrop of political infighting and mounting sectarian
violence al-Qaeda in Iraq regained its strength and spread into Syria, in the
process becoming ISIS. By 2014, the United States was again bombing
targets in Iraq and some thirty-five hundred U.S. troops had been sent back
to assist government forces in their war against the Islamic State.

It is not central to this book to do a detailed assessment of the decisions
and events relating to Iraq. I have already written one book on Iraq and do
not intend to make this a second. What I will say, though, is that the
principal errors of policy were the decisions to launch the war in 2003 and
the decisions made afterward to disband the army and ban far too many of
those associated with what had been the ruling party. The 2007 and 2008
surge and Sunni Awakening provided something of a second chance to
stabilize Iraq, but what chance there existed was undermined by the
premature withdrawal of all U.S. forces, which left the United States less
able to influence either local security or politics. I do believe a way could
have been found to keep U.S. forces in Iraq after 2011 along lines used
several years later when more than three thousand U.S. troops returned to
the country without the Iraqi parliament having approved a formal
agreement granting full immunity. That said, it is impossible to know for
sure whether any level of U.S. involvement could have saved Iraqis from
themselves and their deeply flawed political culture. Indeed, this last point
reinforces doubts about the wisdom of invading Iraq in 2003.

This combination of local realities, along with a mixture of American
acts of commission and omission, of action and inaction, has made the
Middle East what it is: the most unstable part of the world. Earlier, in the
context of the 2003 Iraq War, I referred to the violation of the Hippocratic
oath, to first do no harm. Here another medical analogy comes to mind. The
Middle East is akin to a sick patient, one with all sorts of life-threatening
maladies. But the patient’s terrible physical condition is also attributable to
negligence on the part of doctors and medical staff. There is a term for
illness that is treatment-induced: iatrogenic. Today’s Middle East is the
result of local pathologies made worse by foreign policy action and inaction
alike. “Iatrogenic disorder” is not a term of art when it comes to foreign
policy, but it should be.



The historical comparison that comes to mind when looking at the
contemporary Middle East is that of the Thirty Years War, the political and
religious struggle fought by local forces and outsiders alike within and
across borders that decimated Europe in the first half of the seventeenth
century. Such struggles tend to end only when one or another protagonist
wins, when order is imposed from the outside, or when exhaustion
overwhelms all involved, akin to a fire deprived of wood or oxygen.
Missing from this list is compromise. On the other hand, what is plentiful
now are recruits, dollars, arms, proxies, militias, and a willingness to fight.
The next section of this book will focus on what can be done here and
elsewhere, but I say this here to underscore that a quarter century after the
end of the Cold War, a quarter century after the American-led and
internationally supported effort to push Saddam Hussein out of Kuwait, the
Middle East is more unstable than ever, with dire consequences for the
region and the world.

I don’t want to leave this discussion of U.S. Middle East policy over the
past twenty-five years without making one more point. How foreign policy
is made counts for a great deal. It is no accident that the highly disciplined
and relatively formal national security decision-making process of the
George H. W. Bush administration tended to yield effective policies for the
most part. What also helped was that the most senior people involved were
experienced, had independent standing apart from their relationship with
this president and their position, and were comfortable with both one
another and with disagreement. There was as well a balance between the
influence of the National Security Council and the various departments and
agencies. Some of these same characteristics existed in the successor
Clinton administration. But the presidency of George W. Bush introduced
an unfortunate degree of informality in decision making—there was no
structured meeting, for example, to review the decision to initiate war with
Iraq in 2003—and poor oversight of planning for the war’s aftermath.
Policymaking arguably deteriorated further under the Obama
administration. Informality again became the order of the day, the most
notorious example being the decision not to make good on the threat to
Syria if it used chemical weapons. The White House staff became much too
large in size, function, and influence. Process is no panacea, but it can



protect presidents, who too often opt for the decision-making process and
staff they feel comfortable with and want, not the ones they need.25

 • • • 

The history of the Asia-Pacific region over the same time could hardly be
more different from that of the Middle East. The region remained
remarkably stable throughout this period. I use the word “remarkably” with
clear intent, as there was little reason to assume this would be the case. To
begin with, there were a large number of unresolved territorial disputes in
the region, many going back to the end of the Second World War or before.
Even a short list would include China and India over their border, Japan and
Russia over the so-called Northern Territories, China and Japan over islands
in the East China Sea, and China and just about everyone else over islands
as well as air- and sea-space in the South China Sea. Alongside all this is
the fact that the Korean Peninsula remains divided at the 38th parallel; still
missing more than seventy years after the end of the Korean War is a formal
peace treaty.

A second reason the region’s stability is remarkable is that it survived
amid significant change and dynamism. The economic rise of the Asia-
Pacific is nothing short of extraordinary. Economic output, whether by
country or per capita, increased by over 300 percent over this two-and-a-
half-decade period. And again, what makes this so remarkable is that
stability held despite this economic transformation and with sharp increases
in spending on national military forces.

A third reason the history is something of a pleasant surprise is the
relative lack of regional architecture. There was nothing in this part of the
world comparable to what existed in Europe during the Cold War or what
exists even now. This may seem to be an odd claim in a part of the world
that at first glance appears to be an alphabet soup of regional structures,
including ASEAN (the Association of Southeast Asian Nations) and APEC
(Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation), but these multilateral regional
structures are mostly to promote economic interaction, not to discourage
arms races or to prevent or limit conflicts.



The question obviously arises as to why the Asia-Pacific region
remained relatively stable in these circumstances. One reason is economic.
Many governments focused on their economic development, something that
required external stability so that they could trade with their neighbors and
not see resources siphoned off by preparing for or fighting wars. This high
degree of economic interaction resulted in a degree of interdependence that
constituted something of a collective bulwark against any conflict that
would jeopardize a situation that worked to everyone’s advantage.

A second reason is structural. Unlike the Middle East, where many
loyalties are to tribe or religion and many borders lack deep historical roots,
in Asia most of the countries have strong national identities and strong
governments. China, Japan, Korea—all have long and proud traditions. All
are also countries with a considerable degree of demographic and linguistic
homogeneity.

A third reason for the region’s stability is the United States. The United
States departed South Vietnam ignominiously in 1975, but it did not leave
either Asia or the Pacific more broadly. To the contrary, it maintained a
substantial military, economic, and diplomatic presence, and maintained
alliances with such countries as Japan, South Korea, the Philippines,
Thailand, Australia, and New Zealand. This mixture of close relationships
and physical presence worked both to deter would-be adventurists or
aggressors and to dampen down pressures and incentives for governments
to become self-sufficient in the security sphere, something that would have
led to more frequent conflict, much larger standing militaries, and quite
possibly the proliferation of nuclear weapons.

This is not to say that U.S. policy toward Asia was always ideal. To the
contrary, U.S. national security policy over the past quarter century has
been guilty of a geographic bias that constitutes a strategic distortion. That
so much of American diplomatic attention and military effort over the
twenty-five years was devoted to the greater Middle East, including two
wars in Iraq, a lengthy conflict in Afghanistan, attempts to negotiate peace
between Israelis and Palestinians, an agreement limiting Iran’s nuclear
program, and dealing with the aftermath of the Arab Spring, was not lost on
those living in the Asia-Pacific region. What developed among friends and
foes alike was a perception that the United States no longer saw their part of
the world as a priority. This view gained strength when contrasted with



China’s increased effort to play a large role in regional economic
organizations, its greater military activity, and above all its staking claims to
various airspace and island areas in the South and East China seas.

The United States pushed back to some extent. Early in its tenure the
Obama administration articulated the notion of a pivot (later recast as a
rebalancing) to Asia, a posture meant to signal that the period of
exaggerated emphasis on the Middle East was over.26 The concept was
sound even if the presentation further unsettled traditional partners in the
Middle East and Europe without necessarily reassuring those in Asia. Also,
to borrow from Woody Allen, if 80 percent of life is showing up, in foreign
policy 80 percent of life is following up. Here the record was uneven. High-
level trips to the region by the president were canceled, and in the second
term of the Obama presidency neither the secretary of state nor the national
security adviser made the region a priority. Increased naval and air presence
was slow to materialize, but it did eventually come about in the form of
periodic air and naval challenges to Chinese claims. Most important, the
Obama administration completed (in 2015) the negotiation of a regional
trade accord, the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP).27 The positive impact of
this accomplishment was diluted, however, as its fate remained uncertain
given domestic politics inside the United States. The net result of the
region’s own dynamics and inconsistent U.S. policy was to leave the Asia-
Pacific in a sort of limbo, stable on the surface but unsure of its future.

What emerged as the most significant local relationship was that
between China and Japan, the world’s second- and third-largest economies.
(Indeed, it was during this period that the two exchanged places, with China
surpassing Japan in overall economic output.) What made the relationship
uneasy was the legacy of history and above all Japan’s often brutal
treatment of the Chinese people before and during World War II when the
two countries were at war and Japan occupied large parts of China. Various
statements by Japanese politicians went some way toward assuaging
Chinese bitterness, but they were undercut by what appeared in Japanese
textbooks and by symbolic visits of Japanese leaders to shrines associated
with war criminals. Adding to the tension were mutual military buildups,
signs that Japan was moving beyond its limited post–World War II military
missions, and evidence that China’s “peaceful rise” might not be all that



peaceful.28 Many of these tensions coalesced around competing claims to
fisheries, offshore resources, and disputed islands in the East China Sea that
go by the name Diaoyu in Chinese and Senkaku in Japanese.29 There were a
few incidents, but none that escalated, despite the lack of dedicated
emergency communications links and confidence-building measures. Two
things kept events in check: uncertainty as to how any military
confrontation would play out given the large capabilities of each as well as
the U.S.-Japan alliance, and economic interdependence. Two-way trade had
increased tenfold since the end of the Cold War, leaving the fate of each
closely tied to the other.30

 • • • 

South Asia is relatively close geographically to East Asia but distant in its
geopolitics. It is dominated by two countries, India and Pakistan, which
have had a friction-filled and often violence-defined relationship since their
mutual births in 1947. Indeed, for many in India, Pakistan’s existence was
something of an affront, as they saw no need for a Muslim-defined country
given that India itself had and has an enormous Muslim minority population
that for the most part lives a relatively integrated life there. Wars erupted
over the disputed territory of Kashmir in both 1965 and 1971; as discussed
earlier, both countries developed nuclear weapons, India to ward off China,
Pakistan to keep India at bay.

The end of the Cold War might have been expected to usher in an
improved era in Indo-Pakistani ties, in the sense that India was more often
than not aligned with the Soviet Union and Pakistan with the United States,
China, or both. But it turned out that the Cold War’s end inaugurated an era
in which the two protagonists were largely left to their own devices. Indeed,
the two nearly went to war in the spring of 1990 when the eyes of the world
were focused on events in Europe and just months before they turned to
Kuwait and Iraq.

Making matters worse was the lack of virtually any regular interaction
between the two. One way to underscore this reality is to note that at the
height of the Cold War there was incomparably more diplomatic, economic,
and cultural exchange between the United States and the Soviet Union than



existed between the two South Asian states. There was little
interdependence, economic or otherwise, to raise the costs of going to war.

Today, the situation is brittle and precarious. Relations between India
and Pakistan remain thin. Pakistan is a weak state in the political sense but a
strong one when it comes to things nuclear. Elected civilian politicians are
in charge of the country only in name; real power lies with the military
officers who head up the armed forces and the intelligence machinery.
Pakistan is also weak in the sense that the government is unable to assert its
authority over terrorist groups while the military and intelligence services
that exercise real power may be unwilling to take on terrorists given their
perceived utility versus India and in Afghanistan. Indeed, it was terrorist
actions carried out by groups based in Pakistan against India in both 2001
and 2008 that again brought the region to the brink of war.

U.S. policy over this era has been a delicate balancing act. The United
States did what it could to help the two countries avoid sliding into war.
What this amounted to was regular encouragement that the two develop a
more normal relationship and emergency diplomatic activism when it
looked as if war might erupt. (I was involved in one such trip in May 1990,
when Bob Gates, then the deputy national security adviser, and I visited
both countries in what proved a successful effort to interrupt what appeared
to be a slide into conflict.) The United States also sought to build a deeper
and broader relationship with India, something that made great sense given
India’s economic and strategic potential. Trade and investment increased
significantly. A critical breakthrough came in 2005, when the two countries
first announced their commitment to cooperate in peaceful uses of nuclear
energy. Several years later just such an accord was signed, in the process
ending U.S. sanctions and putting to rest differences stemming from India’s
nuclear weapons program.31 High-level meetings, including two visits to
India by President Obama, both reflected and contributed to the deepening
of ties.

Progress with Pakistan proved to be more elusive. This was less because
of its nuclear weapons program (which Washington had long since
reluctantly accepted as a reality) than because of Pakistan’s tolerance of and
outright support for terrorism and its destabilizing role in Afghanistan
through its providing sanctuary and support to the Afghan Taliban. What



made it all so complicated was the difficulty of holding Pakistan’s elected
leaders accountable in that they were not in charge of the policy. Even more
of a problem was Pakistan’s very weakness: sanctions and the like could
further destabilize a country with a large nuclear arsenal and thousands of
terrorists. Dealing with adversaries may be dangerous, but it tends to be
relatively straightforward; there is a familiar set of tools, including among
other things negotiations, sanctions, and the use of armed force. Managing
ties with partners and friends where there are disagreements is much more
complicated, as what tools to use and how to use them is unclear. Anyone
doubting this need only think of U.S. relations with Turkey, Saudi Arabia,
and Israel. And more complicated yet is dealing with weak friends such as
Pakistan and Afghanistan, as the alternatives could easily be worse.32

The other country of South Asia that merits discussion is Afghanistan. It
was noted earlier that the United States helped bring about a new national
government in 2002 after the Taliban leadership was ousted from power.
But this development did not bring about anything resembling peace or a
normal country. Civil war continued, with remnants of the Taliban receiving
sanctuary and support in and from neighboring Pakistan. The George W.
Bush administration (as part of a larger UN military effort) increased troop
numbers to some twenty-five thousand, but never quite settled on a policy.
The troops were more than enough to carry out a narrow counterterrorist
mission but not nearly enough to attempt to pacify the country and make it
strong enough to stand on its own. There was little appetite for nation
building in Afghanistan, where, as opposed to Iraq, the prospects for
success were judged to be poor and the consequences (if it were somehow
achieved) to be limited to that country rather than triggering similar changes
in others. Interestingly, this was similar to the thinking that affected U.S.
policy toward Afghanistan in the years after the Soviet troop withdrawal in
1989, a stance that contributed to the situation in which the Taliban first
came to power. I know this from firsthand experience, as on both occasions
I was involved in the making and implementation of the policies, neither of
which could be described as a success.33

By the time Barack Obama became president in 2009, the security
situation in Afghanistan had deteriorated even further. This president, like
his predecessor, was also caught between competing priorities, in Obama’s



case between a desire to prevent Afghanistan from going back to what it
was prior to 9/11 and a pledge to bring U.S. soldiers home. The result was a
decision, announced in December 2009, to increase U.S. troop levels by
some 50 percent (to one hundred thousand) but to begin the process of
drawing them down in eighteen months.34 In so doing, the Obama
administration made the serious error of basing policy on the calendar
(which is inherently arbitrary) rather than local conditions. The announced
schedule, along with the drawdowns and limits on what soldiers could
actually do, worked against the goal of stabilizing the country, as it signaled
a lack of commitment that undermined U.S. ability to shape subsequent
events. The effects of this policy were only partially offset by a decision
announced in late 2015 to delay the full withdrawal of U.S. troops and to
keep several thousand in country and by a subsequent announcement in July
2016 that eighty-four hundred U.S. troops would be kept in Afghanistan
indefinitely.35 The reality was that by 2016 the Taliban were estimated to
control as much as 20 percent of the country. ISIS, too, was making inroads.

 • • • 

Europe’s evolution has been markedly different. As noted previously, the
history of post–World War II Europe marked a break with much of what
had occurred during preceding centuries. The structure and discipline of the
Cold War had a good deal to do with this outcome, but in some ways even
more basic was the successful project that was Western Europe and the
European Union. This undertaking not only created an economic
powerhouse on the scale of the United States but also helped make Western
Europe the most stable region of the world.

With the end of the Cold War, the question for many European
governments was what degree of integration was desirable and politically
feasible with their citizens. In some ways the debate can be summarized as
that between two visions for Europe. The first is best captured by the phrase
“the United States of Europe.” What this suggests is a Europe in which
authority is increasingly transferred from national capitals to Brussels and
to supranational authority granted the EU.



Several steps were taken in this direction. The most significant
development was the signing of the Maastricht Treaty in early 1992 by the
leaders of the twelve countries of the European Community, in so doing
creating the successor European Union.36 One difference between the EC
and the EU was that the latter included the “pillar” of a common foreign
and security policy in addition to the economic and other dimensions long a
part of the European project. A decade later, the EU assumed responsibility
for peacekeeping (taking over from NATO) in parts of the Balkans. On the
economic side, Maastricht introduced the idea of a central banking system
and a common currency, all of which materialized by the end of the decade.
By 1993, a single EU market came into being, one that ensured the free
movement of goods, services, people, and capital across national lines.
Years earlier, the so-called Schengen area (named for the city in
Luxembourg where it was negotiated) had been established, essentially
erasing national borders when it came to the movement of people and the
use of passports. At the same time, the EU was not just getting deeper in the
sense of becoming more integrated; it was also getting broader, expanding
to fifteen countries in 1995 and to twenty-five a decade later, standing in
2016 at twenty-eight.

The project was never to the liking of many, who feared the loss of
national identity and sovereign authority, as well as the consequences of
coming under the sway of a large bureaucracy. This alternative vision is
best captured by the phrase “a United Europe of States.” In this alternative
Europe, the balance between national capitals and Brussels is much more
weighted toward the former. In 2005, publics in several countries rejected a
new European constitution, one that would have further shifted the balance
of authority away from governments to what was widely seen as an
impersonal and unaccountable bureaucracy in Brussels. Some but not all of
this was dealt with by the substitute Lisbon Treaty that entered into force in
2009 and strengthened the hand of the directly elected European
Parliament.37

But the reality of Europe over the last decade is one in which what came
about did not conform to visions. The EU was hamstrung by a succession of
weak leaders and an unwillingness on the part of governments to devote
significant resources to defense or to make the most of those that were



spent. To the contrary, national governments kept control of foreign and
defense policy; coordination in the realm of intelligence and law
enforcement was no better. When it came to Europe, the whole was often
less than its parts.

Even more significant were economic problems resulting from a lack of
real structural reform. The result was prolonged low growth and problems
stemming from the mismatch between a common monetary policy for the
nineteen countries in the Eurozone and the fact that fiscal (tax and
spending) policy was and is determined by national governments. There is
as well no European banking mechanism in which deposits up to a specified
level are guaranteed, as is the case for individuals in the United States;
instead, each country is effectively on its own. Demographic challenges
ranging from aging (and a worsening of the ratio of those of working age
and those too young or too old to work) to the crisis of how to absorb and
integrate the influx of refugees from Syria and elsewhere in the Middle East
added to the burden.

The results of what at best could be called European drift have been
several and sharp. There has been an increase in the number and strength of
populist parties on both left and right. One consequence is that the choice
for many Europeans is not so much between that of a more centralized
“United States of Europe” and a more decentralized “United Europe of
States” as between the latter and an even less integrated, more national
version of the continent. As demonstrated most dramatically by the June
2016 vote in favor of Brexit, there has been a measurable loss of popular
support in many European countries for the European project. And as if this
was not enough, adding to Europe’s difficulties in recent years has been the
return of geopolitics. I am not referring to the problems associated with the
breakup of the former Yugoslavia, which were mostly a product of that
event rather than something much more enduring. Nor am I alluding to
terrorism, although this too has increased. Rather, what is most relevant
here is the Russian conquest of Crimea, its blatant interference in eastern
Ukraine, and the potential threat it poses to several of its small neighbors. In
a span of little more than two years, Europe has gone from being the most
integrated and stable region in the world, the region most resembling an
“end of history” ideal, to one that appears to risk being overwhelmed by
history returning with a vengeance.



 • • • 

Latin America in many ways deserves the award for the part of the world
that most changed for the better in the twenty-five years following the end
of the Cold War. This has less to do with the Cold War’s end—the region
was with a few notable exceptions not a significant venue of East-West
competition—than with changes in the region itself. Several countries made
the successful transition from authoritarianism to democracy with
increasingly robust market economies. Chile and Mexico stand out among
these. Colombia, with considerable U.S. assistance, overcame a large
guerrilla movement that by 2016 appeared defeated militarily and about to
agree to peace terms. Brazil made important strides in bringing millions out
of poverty. Regional economic output increased by more than 400 percent.
Argentina by the end of 2015 began to emerge from years of misrule. Even
holdouts such as Cuba looked somewhat more open than they had been; the
end of the Cold War deprived Cuba of backing from its long-term patron.

This is not to suggest a region without its challenges. Venezuela is
suffering from more than a decade of authoritarian rule and overdependence
on oil. Central America is coping with the interwoven problems posed by
criminality, drugs, and weak, often corrupt governments. Mexico likewise
faces challenges related to drugs, crime, a poor judicial system, inequality,
and a central government that lacks the means to provide order throughout
the country. Brazil is suffering under the weight of endemic corruption, a
bloated public sector, high debt, and a shrinking economy. But what is
striking about the region as a whole is the near absence of geopolitics.
There is little spending on the sorts of arms that fight wars rather than
maintain internal security. There is no threat of nuclear proliferation: what
nuclear programs there were, in Argentina and Brazil, were abandoned long
ago, and the Treaty of Tlatelolco bans nuclear weapons from the region.38

Contested borders are few; the threat of conflict between countries is small.
This is a good thing for many reasons, one of which is the weakness of
Latin America’s regional organization, the Organization of American States
(OAS), which requires unanimity to act, something that all but guarantees
inaction. The problems and challenges facing the region are real, but almost
all are a function of governance, economics, and building state capacity.



 • • • 

Africa, with its more than fifty countries, shares characteristics of both
Latin America and the Middle East. Again, there have been impressive
strides in the case of many African states. The peaceful end to apartheid in
South Africa was a major accomplishment, even if many developments
since have been disappointing. Rwanda is for the most part a positive
example of a country coming together in the wake of a national calamity.
Countries such as Botswana, Cape Verde, Kenya, Namibia, and Senegal
regularly score high on measures of governance and economic
competitiveness. Overall economic growth over the last twenty-five years
was some 500 percent, although this number reflects the low level at the
beginning of the period and the distorting effects of commodities, and
masks enormous inequalities within and between countries.

As in Latin America, most at issue in Africa have been questions of
political governance and economic and social development. Corruption is
widespread. But largely absent are classic geopolitics. China has made
some economic inroads, but in the process is also learning the limits of what
outsiders can accomplish.39 There are few examples of stronger states
threating the independence of weaker neighbors; many of the most pressing
challenges have been and are intra- rather than interstate. There is no threat
of nuclear proliferation. What threats to order there are have come mostly
from minorities with separatist agendas, from majorities repressing
minorities, from tribal and religious clashes, from refugee flows, and from
terrorist organizations. This is not intended to sugarcoat a history that has
included multiple prolonged civil wars, genocides, and numerous examples
of repressive rule, but rather to say that the continent has not for the most
part been a venue of either major-power competition or classical war.
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7. Pieces of Process

hen I taught at Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government, a
common theme was that 90 percent of life in the public sector was

implementation. Policy design of course mattered, and agreement in
principle was of course desirable, but what counted most was what actually
got done. I emphasize this here because legitimacy and order are a function
of process as well as policy. The post–Cold War era seemed to begin with
broad agreement on both as much of the world came together in the UN
Security Council to rebuff Saddam Hussein’s invasion and annexation of
Kuwait. But this success in large part was made possible because there was
broad support for the traditional notion of sovereignty and because of the
starkness of what Saddam had done. Indeed, the United States would not
have gone to the Security Council as it did throughout the crisis if any of
the other four permanent members had viewed things differently and was
prepared to use its veto to frustrate American designs. Put differently, the
legitimacy bestowed by the support of the UN Security Council was judged
by Washington to be desirable rather than essential.

The very same issue arose amid efforts to galvanize an international
response to what was widely viewed in the United States and Europe as
unwarranted, immoral behavior by Serbia. When it became clear that Russia
would use its veto to block UN endorsement of armed attacks on Serbia, the
United States, along with Great Britain and France, took the issue to NATO.
Such “forum shopping” is a practical way to generate multilateral support
and a degree of legitimacy for an endeavor, but it is resented by those who
disagree with the policy at issue or who see it as an end run around those
organizations they believe are unique in their ability to confer legitimacy.

In the case of what became the 2003 Iraq War, the United States began
by working with the UN Security Council but in the end abandoned it and
essentially went to war with little international backing, formal or informal.



Just over a decade later, Russia intervened in Crimea, again without resort
to the Security Council. The UN did meet about Crimea, but that was in
response to what took place, not to provide any authorization for what
Russia was doing.

There are several conclusions to draw here. The first is that no country,
much less a major power, is prepared to forgo the opportunity to act on
behalf of what it perceives as its national interest simply because it lacks a
blessing from the United Nations. The Balkans situation just alluded to is a
case in point. One can argue that what the government of Serbia was doing
was illegitimate in terms of international law or values and that what the
United States and Europe sought to do was inherently legitimate. But the
refusal of Russia to go along meant the action could not receive the
legitimacy stemming from approval by the authority that traditionally
bestows it. A dilemma to be sure.

What this shows is that it is impossible to define legitimacy in terms of
process alone if there is no consensus on norms and rules. There is an
obvious tension here, one between what might be termed legitimacy based
on principle and legitimacy based on process. The United States tends to
favor the former; weaker states tend to favor the latter, if only because it
provides them a means to constrain what major powers might do.

A related issue is that the UN Security Council itself does not deserve
the mantle of dispenser of legitimacy given that its own legitimacy is in
question. The problem with the Security Council as currently configured is
that it is not representative of today’s world. Not surprisingly, it reflects
what those decision makers who gathered during World War II imagined the
postwar world would look like—and what they wanted it to look like.
Europe is arguably overrepresented with the United Kingdom and France as
permanent members. At the same time it could be said that Europe is under-
or poorly represented in that Germany and the EU are not to be found.
Neither Japan (excluded originally, as was Germany, for being a defeated
foe in World War II) nor India (then a colony) has a permanent seat.
Attempts to reform the Security Council have come to naught, as proposal
after proposal was shot down. Explaining this outcome is not very hard, as
any conceivable proposal would advantage some existing permanent
members or disadvantage others as they see things. Not surprisingly, those



who saw proposed changes as disadvantageous made clear they would
block them. The result was a growing tendency to do work-arounds.

One such work-around was already noted: during the Serbian conflict,
the United States and Western Europe, frustrated by Russian resistance in
the UN, took the issue to NATO. Other multilateral groups grew up to
contend with specific countries (one for the Iran nuclear issue, another for
North Korea) or problems, most notably the Proliferation Security
Initiative, which was designed to buttress efforts to stem the spread of
nuclear weapons and that now includes more than one hundred countries
working in various ways toward that end. I have described such approaches
as constituting multilateralism à la carte; others have called the
phenomenon designer multilateralism. All these arrangements were helpful
in their own ways, but even collectively they should not be mistaken for a
modern-day concert given their narrow focus and limited, shifting
memberships.

Other work-arounds were less reactions to particular circumstances than
attempts to create new institutions that better reflected the distribution of
power and influence in the world as it has evolved. These efforts also
reflected a desire to contend not just with issues of war and peace but also
with a broader agenda that included a range of economic and other global
issues. There was some updating of long-standing institutions such as the
World Bank and the IMF to reflect shifts in global economic power, but
these changes tended to lag behind reality, and in any event the institutions
themselves were not designed to address many of the challenges that
emerged.

One innovation was the G-7, established in the mid-1970s by the United
States, West Germany, France, Italy, the United Kingdom, Japan, and
Canada. Soon after a representative of the European Community was
invited. Two decades later Russia accepted the invitation to join what then
became the G-8, which developed into something of an annual opportunity
for the leaders of many of the world’s wealthiest countries to meet to
discuss a broad agenda of issues. Finance ministers of the original G-7
continued to discuss global economic issues in separate meetings, from
which Russia was excluded given the nature and relatively small size of its
economy.



The G-7 and G-8 mechanisms suffered both from who was still not in
the room as well as from the reality that the groups rarely met and had no
real staff. The problem of inclusion was mostly resolved in 1999, when the
G-20 was established to take on many of the issues that had been in the
purview of the G-7 and G-8. China became a member, as did Mexico,
Brazil, and Argentina from Latin America, as well as other countries (many
of which are often described as medium powers) such as India, South
Korea, Australia, Turkey, and South Africa. The twenty countries
represented the lion’s share of global population, output, and trade. Like the
G-7 and G-8, the G-20 met annually, emphasized an economic agenda, had
little in the way of full-time staff, and was a coordinating mechanism rather
than a formal institution with clear authority.

The G-20 (which often looked more like a G-25 or G-30 once all the
added invitees were counted) could not get around an unavoidable trade-off,
namely, that the broader the membership, the more difficult it became to get
anything significant accomplished. This was demonstrated repeatedly in
such areas as trade and climate, where the requirement for broad and at
times near-universal inclusion made it impossible to forge meaningful
consensus. One consequence was the explosion of regional and bilateral
arrangements in the realm of trade. Another was the emergence of informal
groupings of relevant, like-minded governments (often described as
coalitions of the willing) to tackle a particular negotiation or problem.
Legitimacy and effectiveness often work at cross-purposes.

A consensus as to what constitutes legitimacy is hard to reach for any
number of reasons. The most obvious is that different governments see
things differently. Specific, short-term national interests almost always take
priority over broad and longer-term goals. This can make it difficult if not
impossible to convince governments to adopt more ambitious positions on
climate change that are in their long-term interest if they fear these will
prove costly and slow economic growth in the near and medium terms.
Similarly, many governments are wary of anything that conditions
sovereignty for fear it will be turned against them if they take actions at
home that they see as necessary to maintain internal order but others would
see as violations of the rights of their citizens.

There have also been structural changes in the international system. By
the late twentieth century, the great powers were not all that great. This was



not because of a lack of absolute strength, but rather because their relative
positions in many cases were deteriorating as developing countries grew at
rates no country with a mature economy could hope to match. China was an
obvious exception, a rare example of a developing country and,
increasingly, a major power at the same time, something explained in large
part by the sheer size of its population.

Closely related to this trend is an associated reality, namely, that the
major powers have had to contend with a growing number of state and
nonstate entities that could also exert significant power. The word I use to
capture this reality of widely distributed power and capacity is
“nonpolarity.” It is qualitatively and fundamentally different from the nature
of the world in the past. The greater distribution of power that characterizes
this era makes it more difficult to assemble all the relevant actors in one
place and keep such a gathering workable.1

It is easy to see how such a world looks nothing like a world dominated
by one (unipolar) or two (bipolar) powers. The former is the stuff of empire;
it could also be argued that the immediate post–Cold War world had
elements of unipolarity given U.S. dominance and an absence of other
countries with the means and the desire to oppose it. If such a world did
exist after 1989, it was short-lived.2

Bipolarity was at the core of the Cold War when the United States and
the Soviet Union, along with their respective allies and partners, squared off
for four decades. By definition, it waned as Cold War rivalry faded and
when the Soviet Union and its external empire both collapsed. What should
have disappeared with it is the use of the term “superpower.” The term may
have captured large elements of the reality that was the Cold War, in that
both the United States and the Soviet Union enjoyed considerable sway
over their allies and proxies, but it does not correspond to today’s world. It
is not just that Russia is not the USSR. Today’s United States, in part
because the discipline brought about by the Cold War is gone, is not as
focused or as unified an actor. There is less consensus as to what the United
States should do in the world. In addition, alliances are looser and, as is
discussed below, power and influence are more distributed than ever before.

Many also make the error of thinking that the subsequent world, the one
we live in today, is multipolar. The two are different in important ways. A



multipolar world is dominated by several countries. It may seem that we
live in one given that the six major powers of this era (the United States,
China, Russia, Europe, Japan, and India) account for more than half the
world’s population, some 70 percent of global economic output, and
perhaps 80 percent of global military spending. But this would be a
misreading.

First, to describe this world as multipolar ignores the many other centers
of meaningful state power. Even a short list would include Brazil,
Argentina, Chile, and Venezuela in South America; both Mexico and
Canada in North America; Nigeria and South Africa in Africa; Pakistan in
South Asia; Australia, Vietnam, and North and South Korea in East Asia
and the Pacific; and Saudi Arabia, Iran, Israel, and Egypt in the Middle
East. Turkey would also be on this list of countries that qualify as medium
powers often figuring prominently in their respective parts of the world.

But meaningful power centers are by no means limited to countries.
There are also any number of international organizations with clout: the
United Nations and its many offshoots, the International Monetary Fund,
the World Bank, and the World Trade Organization all come to mind. There
are as well regional bodies (most notably the European Union, but also the
African Union, the Organization of American States, and a host of other
political and economic organizations with regional membership) and
functional bodies, such as the oil cartel OPEC, the International Atomic
Energy Agency that monitors NPT-related obligations, and the Shanghai
Cooperation Organization, a group of a half dozen countries founded some
two decades ago and dominated by China and Russia that promotes
common security and economic aims. There are state, provincial, and city
governments with a degree of political autonomy and an impact beyond
their countries’ borders. And then there are corporations, media companies,
militias, terrorist organizations, religious institutions and movements, drug
cartels, and NGOs of a more benign sort, from the Gates Foundation to
Doctors Without Borders, all with an international footprint. Again, this is a
world of distributed power, and increasingly power in whatever form is in
the hands of entities other than major countries.

But it is not just that the major powers have to share the stage with a
large group of other actors. It is also that there is often a large gap between
measurable power and relevant power. Major countries have a lot of the



former, but they often come up short when it comes to the latter. The
reasons can vary—they cannot bring it to bear in distant places for lack of
means, their politics will not permit them to commit enough power over a
long enough time to deal with specific challenges, or the power that they
have can easily be offset by locals who have less power overall but greater
capacity at the scene and greater commitment—but the result is often much
the same. This is especially the case when it comes to efforts to influence
the internal political structures of other societies. Military power can help to
create a context, but no occupation or attempt at nation building can
transform culture or alter loyalties or entrenched behaviors. Power on paper
does not necessarily translate into power in practice.



PART III



T

8. What is to Be Done?

he first part of this book traced the evolution of international order
from the rise of the modern state system in the mid-seventeenth

century to the end of the Cold War. Order, such as it was, revolved around
states and above all the major powers of the day. The principal element of
the new order was a shared respect for one another’s sovereignty, something
that reduced the frequency and intensity of meddling in what was
understood to be one another’s internal affairs and, as a result, the chance of
war. Buttressing acceptance of this principle—a common definition of what
was legitimate when it came to foreign policy—were a balance of power
and a regular diplomatic process that helped manage what could turn out to
be challenges to the existing order.

The history of this era, and in particular that of the twentieth century,
demonstrated that sustaining order was far easier said than done. The two
world wars were evidence that order could all too easily disappear.

The latter half of the twentieth century proved to be more stable, at least
in the sense that great-power conflict was avoided. Indeed, the Cold War,
for all its risks, failures, and local conflicts, introduced a considerable
degree of stability into the world, some of it born of prudence that reflected
the understanding that nuclear war would be a catastrophe for all no matter
who attacked first, some of it born of creative diplomacy that reduced the
chance that lesser differences could set the two powers on an all too easily
escalating path of direct confrontation.

Less obvious was a second source of order that evolved in the aftermath
of World War II and affected important aspects of global economic,
political, and strategic interaction. This second source, involving a degree
of international cooperation in certain areas, ended the first part of this book
and led off the second. As became all too clear, an era that began brightly
and optimistically with the end of the Cold War did not stay that way for



long. And today, some twenty-five years later, it would be difficult to argue
that the world is orderly or headed in that direction. To the contrary, there
are real reasons for concern about the world and its trajectory even though
the principal source of disorder over the centuries—major-power conflict—
has been absent from the world scene. Instead, the trend toward disorder has
been a function of structural changes in the international system—above all,
the diffusion of capacity into more hands than ever before—exacerbated at
critical times by the action (and inaction) of the United States and other
powers. The result is a world not just of more capacity in more hands but
also of more decision makers and independent actors. Consequently, a host
of global and regional challenges have emerged that are proving to be far
more than the major powers can contend with. A short list of these
challenges would include the actual and potential spread of nuclear
weapons and long-range delivery systems, terrorism, a spike in the number
of refugees and displaced persons, a chaotic Middle East, a Europe under
siege, a precariously balanced Asia-Pacific, a largely ungoverned
cyberspace, an inadequate response to climate change, a growing rejection
of free trade and immigration, and the potential for a pandemic that could
cost many millions of lives.

I appreciate that the thrust of much of this analysis is downbeat, even
depressing. I do not mean to be alarmist, but complacency is dangerous.
Any comfort derived from viewing things through rose-colored glasses will
be short-lived.

I do not want to suggest for a moment, though, that nothing can be done.
What is argued in these pages is not fatalism. Little in history is inevitable.
To the contrary, what governments and organizations and people do and
choose not to do can make a real difference and, over time, make history.

If there is an analogy that comes to mind, it is once again associated
with Yom Kippur, the Jewish Day of Atonement. For Jews, the ten holiest
days of the year, the Days of Awe, begin with the Jewish New Year (Rosh
Hashanah) and end with Yom Kippur. These ten days (which tend to fall in
September or October) are a time for intense reflection on the year just past
and the year to come. At the end of the ten days, the “Book of Life” for the
coming year is sealed. The associated prayer notes that in this book is
written, among other things, who shall rest and who shall wander; who shall
be tranquil and who shall be harassed; who shall be at ease and who shall be



afflicted; who shall be poor and who shall be rich; who shall be brought low
and who shall be raised high . . . and, most dramatically, who shall live and
who shall die.

This all may seem like fatalism, in that nothing can be done once the
Book of Life is sealed as the sun sets on the Day of Atonement, but it is not.
Indeed, after noting the range of possible fates, the prayer continues,
making clear that the severity of whatever decree is written in the Book of
Life can be eased by repentance, prayer, and charity.

The parallels to what is discussed in these pages should be fairly
evident. There are fundamental trends afoot that, all things being equal,
work against order. But the rationale for statecraft, diplomacy, and foreign
policy more broadly is that all things are not equal, that design and
execution of policy matter a great deal, and that the nature of international
order, the balance between what Hedley Bull termed anarchy and society,
can be changed for the better.

This is the assumption of this third, last part of this book, that what is
done and how it is done will matter a great deal. If the previous two parts
focused on description and analysis, this part focuses on prescription, on
what can and should be done. This section begins with a discussion of
major-power relations and how they should be approached. It goes on to
make recommendations for what should be done to better meet global and
regional challenges. And it ends with what the United States, now and for
the foreseeable future the country with the greatest capacity and potential to
influence international relations, should do (and avoid doing) both abroad
and at home.
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9. Thwarting Thucydides

oday’s foreign policy must begin with a concerted effort to discourage
major-power rivalry, competition, and above all conflict from again

becoming the dominant feature of the international system. The reasons are
twofold. First, any such deterioration in major-power relations would be
extremely costly even if it did not lead to direct conflict and incomparably
more costly if it did. Second, adversarial relationships between and among
the major powers would prove to be a major distraction that would make it
far more difficult for them to work together to deal with the many global
and regional challenges that confront them.

Avoiding such an outcome will not be easy; as Thucydides wrote,
rivalry between the major power of the day and rising competitors is the
natural way of international affairs.1 Any effort to avoid a significant
deterioration in major-power ties must necessarily be conditioned on a
degree of reciprocity from other major powers. A desire to avoid
confrontation at all costs would lead to a policy of appeasement. Such a
posture would only feed the ambitions of the rival power and, in the
process, cause other countries either to align with it or to develop additional
capacities of their own so that they would be in a better position to look
after their own security. The result would be either an order based on
unacceptable terms (essentially terms dictated by the most aggressive and
strongest among the powers) or mounting disorder.

Here we are mostly talking about U.S. relations with both China and
Russia, the only two potential major-power adversaries. (There are other
adversaries of import, including North Korea, Iran, and several terrorist
groups, but however significant the threat they pose, it is limited in scale or
reach. There are as well other major pairings that could go wrong, including
Europe and Russia, and China and both Japan and India, which will be
discussed in the regional section to follow. These relationships would likely



benefit from a course of action similar to what is suggested in this chapter.)
The challenge for the United States in shaping relations with both China
and Russia is to discourage either from pursuing paths that would result in a
new Cold War or worse without bringing about a confrontational
relationship that would preclude selective and highly desirable cooperation
on global and regional challenges.

Succeeding in such an effort will be no mean feat. It is the diplomatic
equivalent of threading a needle. What it requires, on one hand, is
effectively shutting down the idea or temptation that coercion or aggression
will succeed. Both Russia and China place an emphasis on their respective
“near abroads”: the European countries to its west in Russia’s case, the
South and East China seas in China’s. Use of force and unilateral actions to
alter the territorial status quo need to be resisted and, if deterrence fails,
responded to, with the nature of the response depending on local political
and military realities. This requires the United States not only to remain
strong overall but also to maintain both a local military presence and close
ties to neighboring countries.

China and Russia need to know that the United States has both the will
and the ability to respond locally to anything they might do. Deterrence is
obviously preferable to defense. But deterrence is never far removed from
the perception that a government is willing and able to defend its interests.
This argues for the stationing of military forces in and around areas that
either China or Russia might claim or move against, something that
translates into maintaining increased U.S. ground and air forces in Europe
and increased air and naval forces in the Asia-Pacific. In the case of Russia,
the United States needs to be prepared as well for the sort of “gray area”
aggression carried out by irregular forces and armed locals in eastern
Ukraine. Such tactics may not trigger NATO’s Article 5 common defense
clause, but they threaten stability all the same; what is required is training
along with arms and intelligence support so that those NATO members near
Russia can cope with such challenges should they materialize.2

Capabilities can be further enhanced through the regular dispatch of
visiting forces and frequent military exercises. Such activity also
underscores commitment and concern, thereby reassuring friends and allies
and signaling actual or would-be foes. It is important that all this be done



locally and with conventional military forces, as the United States never
wants to put itself in a position where the only response to a challenge is to
escalate, whether by expanding a crisis in terms of geography or in the type
of weaponry, or to acquiesce to the results of successful aggression. What
the United States is now beginning to do in these regions moves in the
direction of what is being advocated here.

It is important to make one additional point. I am not advocating
containment, the doctrine that informed U.S. foreign policy during the Cold
War and that called for countering any effort by the Soviet Union to expand
its influence. I do not assume (as was the case with the USSR) that either
China or Russia is motivated, much less consumed, by an ideological or
geopolitical imperative to expand in an unlimited manner what they control
or influence. Russia’s behavior in Ukraine, no matter how regrettable, is not
the first phase of a bid for global domination, any more than is China’s
behavior in the South China Sea. Rather, each has political (nationalist) and
security-related concerns that, however large, are not insatiable, and as a
result can be influenced and shaped. This reinforces the case for adopting a
policy toward them that is best described as “integration.”3 It seeks to
involve them in regional and global orders both by giving them a role in
defining what constitutes legitimacy and by “hedging,” by making clear that
they will not benefit from but rather will pay a steep price for pursuing a
policy that the United States and its allies view as illegitimate. Another way
to say this is that military preparations and signs of strength, while
necessary, are not sufficient. The United States does not want to
communicate the impression that confrontation and conflict are inevitable.
It is thus important to offer and where possible bolster what might be
described as diplomatic and economic interdependence.

Diplomatic interdependence is another way of saying that other powers
need to be involved in building and operating global and regional orders,
that is, in defining what is to be considered legitimate and then ensuring it is
carried out in practice. It is a form of geopolitical integration. This is similar
to but in fact goes beyond the phrase suggested to China some years back
that it become a “responsible stakeholder,”4 as that notion was viewed by
many in China as requiring it to join a U.S.-designed order. The objective
being suggested here is for the two governments to work together to come



up with rules and arrangements for what would in effect constitute
legitimacy for this era. The aims should be realistic and specific.

Doing so will require time-consuming consultations that are more
frequent and creative than the increasingly bureaucratic and incremental
Strategic and Economic Dialogue launched in 2009 and held annually by
senior State Department and Treasury officials with their Chinese
counterparts. It will also require a willingness to eschew what was
described as “linkage” during the Cold War, namely, a policy approach that
consciously tied cooperation in one area (say economic) to the ability to
cooperate or at least not compete in another. The thinking behind it was to
gain leverage across issues and domains. This was not quite an all-or-
nothing approach to relationship management, but it came close. Rather, I
am suggesting something fundamentally different: to make the goal of
diplomacy to preserve and even expand areas of cooperation amid
inevitable areas of disagreement. To be sure, such an approach could
become overwhelmed by disagreements that brought the fundamentals of
the relationship into question, but the operating principle ought to be to
maintain what cooperation there is (along with the potential for more) even
when the countries disagree, as they inevitably will from time to time.

The need to avoid linkage has consequences for the use of sanctions as a
tool of foreign policy. If sanctions are to be introduced versus Russia or
China in response to some action on its part deemed illegitimate, they
should be kept as narrow as possible lest the entire relationship suffer and
with it the chance for selective cooperation. The good news is that it is
increasingly possible to tailor sanctions so that they are smart and focused.
It is also important that any sanction be designed so that it can be easily
modified or removed if circumstances warrant. I would add here two other
points. Sanctions can all too easily become the instrument of choice, a
“safe” third way between doing nothing and using military force. History
suggests, though, that sanctions alone can rarely accomplish big things.
They can also have a range of unintended and undesirable consequences,
including hurting civilians and strengthening authoritarian governments.
Second, it is equally important that the United States be careful not to turn
sanctions into a major source of friction with friends and allies who for one
reason or another refuse to sign on to all that Congress or the executive
branch desires. Sanctions should be used by the United States when they



exact a price from the intended target and do not cause collateral damage to
other relationships.5

A comprehensive approach to relations with major powers that could
become adversaries would require two more things to make that unwanted
eventuality less likely. Diplomatic interdependence ought to be buttressed
by its economic counterpart. This entails giving China and Russia a stake in
maintaining or even expanding bilateral economic ties (trade, investment,
technology transfer, and so on) as well as in the regional and global stability
that provides a supportive context for their economic growth. The goal is to
incentivize them not to do things that would threaten to upset a status quo
that serves their overall interest. Ideally, the economic loss that could accrue
to them (in particular from sanctions) if they acted badly would deter them.

Second, there also needs to be restraint of a different sort on the
American side. The focus of the relationship with both China and Russia
would need to be on their external behavior—their foreign policy—rather
than on their domestic politics. Focusing on their internal behavior would
be unlikely to meaningfully affect it for the better but would almost
certainly affect and conceivably poison their view of the United States and
the way they see the relationship. The United States can have preferences
for how they evolve and criticize them when they violate human rights on
any scale, but it has neither the influence with them nor the luxury of
placing such concerns at the center of the relationship.

The United States also needs to exercise more traditional foreign policy
restraint. NATO membership for either Ukraine or Georgia should be placed
on hold. Neither comes close to meeting NATO requirements, and going
ahead would not only further alienate or provoke Russia but would also add
military commitments that the United States is not in a position to fulfill.
Indeed, the United States and NATO would be wise to focus on meeting
existing obligations before taking on new ones. The United States should
also explore the potential of reviving the arms control dimension of its
relationship with Russia. In the case of China, the United States has a self-
interest in tempering the behavior of those with competing claims to local
islands and seas; they, too, must be pressed not to take unilateral actions
that could trigger a crisis.



It must be acknowledged that there is no guarantee any American
posture toward China and Russia would have the intended effect. At least as
important a factor, one in part or even largely beyond American influence,
will be the internal trajectories of both countries and how their leaders
choose to deal with their respective challenges. Russia under Vladimir Putin
has important decisions to make, above all whether it wants to be a spoiler,
one heavily reliant on the use of military force for its external influence, or
be part of international society. It also needs to determine whether it wants
to remain largely one-dimensional, reliant on oil and gas, or modernize
across the board, something that would necessitate less government
influence over the domestic economy and increase its integration with the
global economy. Recent trends are not encouraging, but there is no reason
to give up on Russia given its importance and the possibility of bringing
about some change in its behavior.

In the case of China, even a short list of what lies in the inbox of its
increasingly centralized leadership includes replacing a heavy reliance on
exports with increased domestic demand, reducing overcapacity and
speculative bubbles in several economic sectors, reining in corruption,
dealing with an aging population, and coping with climate change and
environmental degradation. Hovering over everything is the reality that the
future will be one of more modest economic growth.6 China’s leaders want
the benefits of a modern economy, but they are not willing to create one of
the prerequisites, a more open society. A more aggressive foreign policy
could create a new source of political legitimacy, but only by placing at risk
trade and investment opportunities. How China’s leaders will manage this
dilemma will be truly consequential for China and the world.
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10. World Order 2.0

big part of how the future unfolds will depend on whether the principal
powers of this era can develop a common approach, or at least

overlapping approaches, to what constitutes legitimacy. As has been the
case previously, legitimacy involves both content and process. The basic
approach to legitimacy and, as a result, order ought to begin with the
traditional or classic approach to sovereignty but modify it given the
challenges and threats of this era. Sovereignty between and among states
needs to remain at the center of global order. As the twentieth century
showed repeatedly and this century saw in Ukraine, a world in which
borders are violated through the use of military force (and, increasingly,
through the use of other tools, such as the offensive use of cyber
instruments) is a world of increased danger and instability.

But an approach to order premised only on respect for the sovereignty of
states is not enough. The traditional approach to order, one that speaks only
to the rights and prerogatives of states, is increasingly inadequate, even
dangerous. A cardinal reality associated with globalization is that little stays
local in terms of its consequences. The world is not to be confused with Las
Vegas: what happens somewhere rarely remains there. Almost anyone and
anything, from tourists, terrorists, and both migrants and refugees to e-
mails, weapons, viruses, dollars, and greenhouse gases, can travel on one of
the many conveyor belts that are modern globalization and reach any and
every corner of the globe. So much of what has historically been viewed as
domestic and hence off-limits because it took place within the borders of a
sovereign country is now potentially unlimited in its reach and effects. The
result is that we no longer have the luxury of viewing all of what goes on in
another country as off-limits.

What follows from this argument is a departure not just from traditional
thinking but also from the principal existing political and intellectual



challenge to a sovereignty-dominated international system. Traditional
thinking is that sovereignty is virtually absolute and that it is the prerogative
of governments to decide what goes on within their borders. The one
prominent (but far from universally embraced) exception to this approach
emphasizes the rights of individuals and the possibility that governments
that abridge these rights on a large scale run the risk of forfeiting some of
the protections sovereignty normally confers on governments and states.
This is the essence of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine.

I am suggesting something fundamentally different: the need to develop
and gain support for a definition of legitimacy that embraces not just the
rights but also the obligations of sovereign states vis-à-vis other
governments and countries. The world is too small and too connected for
borders to provide cover for activities that by definition can affect adversely
those who live outside those borders. I call this concept “sovereign
obligation.”

The notion of sovereign obligation should inform how we think about
legitimacy in this era of international relations. Just to be clear, sovereign
obligation is fundamentally different from the idea of “sovereignty as
responsibility,” which involves a government’s responsibilities to its own
citizens and how it forfeits some of the traditional protections and benefits
of sovereignty if it fails to live up to those responsibilities, as in R2P.1 Not
surprisingly, R2P is viewed with unease or outright suspicion by many
governments that fear it might be used against them by those with hostile
agendas. It can also be cited (as was done by Vladimir Putin in the case of
purportedly acting on behalf of ethnic Russians living in Ukraine) as
justification for intervening in the domestic affairs of another country.2
Such an interpretation is reminiscent of pre-Westphalian times. Even R2P’s
supporters would agree that it constitutes a diminution of sovereignty; the
principal difference between backers and critics is their level of comfort
with this consequence and more specifically with what conditions would
trigger legitimate intervention and what body would have to authorize it.

Again, sovereign obligation is something altogether different. It is about
a government’s obligations to other governments and through them to the
citizens of other countries. The two different notions—sovereignty as
responsibility and sovereign obligation—derive from very different and



often competing traditions of American foreign policy. The former is an
outgrowth of what might be called the idealist or Wilsonian school. Named
for Woodrow Wilson, who championed various rights and freedoms around
the world in the aftermath of the First World War, it often makes shaping
the internal conditions or nature of other societies the principal objective of
what this country should do in the world. The purpose can be to promote
human rights or democracy or to prevent human suffering. This philosophy
is most associated with the presidencies of Jimmy Carter, Ronald Reagan,
and George W. Bush. Contemporary adherents of such thinking can be
found in both major political parties; indeed, the American foreign policy
debate is increasingly waged as much within the Democratic and
Republican parties as it is between them.

The other dominant foreign policy tradition tends to fall under the
heading of realism. Foreign policy realism (not to be confused with
international relations realism, which posits that countries inevitably
compete for resources and power at one another’s expense) tends to be
associated with such presidents as Richard Nixon and George H. W. Bush.
Here the emphasis is less on what another country is (or does within its
borders) as it is on what it chooses to do beyond its borders, that is, in its
foreign policy.

There are other foreign policy choices to be made, including the
emphasis to be accorded to foreign over domestic policy (this is the classic
guns versus butter tension); the matter of how the country should carry out
its foreign policy, that is, how much alone (unilaterally) and how much with
others (multilaterally); the perennial question about how best to use and
blend the various instruments that make up a national security policy; and
the issue of how U.S. foreign policy is to be made, which involves more
than anything else the balance between the legislative and executive
branches of government. But the tension between Wilsonian idealism and
realism is in many ways the most intense and enduring foreign policy fault
line, because it deals with what the United States is trying to accomplish in
the world.

Some argue that what is being represented here constitutes a false
distinction and that a successful foreign policy must do both: it must try to
shape both the internal conditions of other countries and their foreign
policies. This is true in principle but less so in practice. Choices must



inevitably be made. The administration of George H. W. Bush made such a
choice after the Chinese government cracked down on protesters in
Tiananmen Square in 1989. It decided that reacting strongly versus China
for what it had done would be counterproductive, in part because of
everything else on the bilateral agenda. But a different president might have
chosen otherwise, with different results.

A more recent example of the inevitable trade-off involved Egypt. The
Obama administration was critical of President Sisi of Egypt for various
reasons, many tied in one way or another to the government’s heavy-handed
approach to political opponents associated with the Muslim Brotherhood.
At the same time, Egypt’s support was seen as critical to regional efforts
against terrorism, to stabilize Libya, and to maintain a good relationship
with Israel. There was also no certainty that pressing the government would
either soften its policies or, if the government were to come to be replaced,
lead to something better. The result was a policy that vacillated between
support and cooperation on one hand and gestures of criticism (such as
withholding certain arms) on the other.

Still others would argue that the choice between realism and Wilsonian
idealism is false for a different reason, namely, that democratic countries are
more likely to carry out more peaceful foreign policies. For those of this
view, the United States should promote democracy and human rights both
for “normative” reasons (because Americans believe that political freedom
is part of human dignity and hence inherently desirable) and for what are
known as “instrumental” reasons—that it will lead others to adopt more
moderate and constructive foreign policies.3

It is correct that fully democratic countries tend to pursue more peaceful
paths in their relations with others; this judgment is what gives the
“democratic peace” advocates their raison d’être. One problem, though, is
that bringing democracy about elsewhere is easier said than done. Not every
society is ripe for democracy. Many of the essential prerequisites, from an
educated populace and a sizable middle class to a developed civil society, a
culture of tolerance, and a strong secular divide, are often missing and not
easily created.

Closely related to this argument is that outsiders are normally limited in
what they can do to affect democratic prospects. While there are successful



experiences to point to, from Germany and Japan in the wake of World War
II to South Korea and Chile more recently, the American efforts in both Iraq
and Afghanistan, where years of occupation were unable to build political
systems approximating functioning democracies, provide grounds for more
than a little caution and modesty. As we have seen all too often of late in the
Middle East, the alternative to a flawed political system can be an even
more flawed political system.

Third, incomplete or what Fareed Zakaria terms “illiberal” democracies
can be dangerous both to those living in the country and to others.4
Incomplete democracies such as Russia, Turkey, and Iran have some but in
no way all or even most of the attributes of mature or full democracies.
Elections that take place in a context in which opposition figures are
prohibited from standing for office or are denied equal access to media and
resources along with the ability to organize if they do, or where the process
of voting is in one way or another manipulated, can give some countries the
appearance of being democratic when in fact they are far from it. Checks
and balances on the concentration and exercise of power tend to be
inadequate or missing altogether in such countries. As a result, populism
and nationalism can all too easily be used to mobilize majority support for
domestic intolerance of minorities, foreign adventure, or both.

Fourth, foreign policy (or public policy of any sort, for that matter)
involves the need to determine and stick with priorities. To govern is to
choose. It is difficult to enlist and sustain the support of a government on
some matter of international policy if at the same time it is the target of
criticism or sanctions for what it is doing at home. This statement could
apply to any number of authoritarian countries in the Middle East as well as
to both Russia and China.

To be sure, there is nothing specifically American about any of this, as
all governments must decide their foreign policy priorities. What is
specifically American, though, is the strength of the Wilsonian tradition, the
resulting intensity of the debate through history, and the consequences for
the world given the role and influence of the United States.

It is important to underscore that what is being suggested here pertaining
to sovereign obligation assumes respect for sovereignty. Sovereignty must
remain the bedrock of international order. The pre-Westphalian world was



hardly a peaceful one. It is essential to avoid the reemergence of a world of
constant interference by one state or entity in the affairs of another. Even
more essential is to avoid acts of attempted territorial takeover or conquest.
This in turn requires maintaining balances of power at both the global and
regional levels. Again, the objective is to maintain or even strengthen what
is best about the sovereign order, including broad acceptance of a
meaningful zone of autonomy for governments as well as a robust respect
for borders and for the principle that they are not to be modified through the
use of military force or other forms of coercion. This definition of
legitimacy, this approach to international relations, can be summed up as
World Order 1.0.

The argument being advanced here is that the requirements for order
must be expanded and adapted to the realities of our interconnected world.
The goal should be to build consensus around a larger approach to
sovereignty, one that includes obligations beyond borders. Call it World
Order 2.0.

Sovereign obligation clearly overlaps with realism. But realism, with its
emphasis on relations between major powers, is simply too narrow for a
world in which global issues, regional states, and all sorts of nonstate actors
possess influence. Major-power rivalry is a driving force, but, so far at
least, not the driving force of this century. Another way to think about the
concept of sovereign obligation is that it represents realism for a time in
which globalization exerts a powerful force on the course of history and on
the interests of individual countries. Sovereign obligation is realism updated
and adapted to meet the exigencies of a global era.

As already suggested, some elements of the traditional order would
carry over in a world predicated on the principle of sovereign obligation.
The first would be respect for borders and a commitment not to use military
force or other coercive means to change them. There is considerable support
among the world’s governments for this principle, but it is not absolute in
practice. When this norm is violated, there will be resistance, be it physical
(as was the case when Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait) or financial (as
when Russia annexed Crimea). There will be no way to reach agreement on
responses or penalties, but there is a good chance that the principle of
nonacquisition of territory by force can be broadly embraced in principle
and most if not 100 percent of the time in practice.



A second aspect of the classic or traditional order that needs to be
considered is the notion that governments enjoy a relatively free hand to act
as they wish within their borders. This concept has been constrained by the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the Genocide Convention. It
has also been conditioned by the promulgation and widespread acceptance
of the Responsibility to Protect doctrine. But far from clear is when (and
how) such constraints kick in. In particular, what is or should be acceptable
for a government to do to maintain domestic order (and the safety of its
citizens) and at what point does this cross a line and constitute repression
(or worse) that is inconsistent with the obligations of sovereignty? Who
decides? What are to be the remedies?

The cold truth is that there will be no way to answer such questions in
the abstract. An effort to do so would likely end up not just failing but
exposing opposition to the basic concept of R2P. In the aftermath of the
Libya intervention, it is doubtful that many countries would support R2P
even in principle if it were to come up for a vote. A wiser approach would
be to live with R2P as it exists and to meet at the global or regional level
when a situation arises that threatens the well-being of a population because
of governmental action or inaction. To paraphrase the old saw about a
French intellectual being someone who tells you why something cannot
work in principle even though it is clearly working in practice, it is
sometimes better to attempt to resolve a problem in practice than in
principle. All things being equal, regional bodies may be a better bet than
global venues to raise such concerns, as local states will have a stake in
doing something about a crisis that could lead to massive refugee flows.
Regional approaches also tend to reduce the role of great-power politics.
This said, and as the Middle East demonstrates, turning to regional
approaches to prevent or stop massive civilian suffering and genocide is no
panacea when the regional body is hamstrung by disagreement or
constrained by a lack of capacity. All of which is to say this issue will have
to be approached on a case-by-case basis; nothing can or will be automatic.

Here I would add one additional point. If the United States or any other
party calls for and carries out an intervention in the name of R2P, it must be
limited to a humanitarian intervention. This is also a matter of sovereign
obligation. What happened in Libya, where regime change masqueraded as
R2P, undermined the very doctrine it sought to fulfill. If for some reason



regime change is sought, it ought to be articulated as such and kept apart
from R2P even if the motivation is partly or entirely humanitarian.

Reaching consensus on a continuing role for self-determination will not
be easy. There is no way to reach agreement around any concrete formula
that would determine the stance of the United States or another government
toward any and all situations. A good start, though, would be to amend the
concept of self-determination away from its inherent unilateralism on the
part of the entity seeking a state of its own and to replace it with the notion
that statehood is something to be granted as well as asserted. One precedent
to fall back on here is the 1978 Camp David Accords between Egypt and
Israel, which did not extend the principle of self-determination to the
Palestinians but rather supported the notion that “representatives of the
Palestinian people should participate in negotiations on the resolution of the
Palestinian problem in all its aspects.”5 Support for what has been called
self-determination would be less automatic or likely than was the case in the
era of decolonization. Existing governments would agree to be open to
considering bids for statehood in cases where there is historical
justification, a compelling rationale, demonstrated support by the
population in question, and viability of the territory, including its potential
ability to meet its obligations as a sovereign entity. Also to be considered
would be the impact on the viability of the country that would give up a
portion of its territory and population. Governments would agree to consult
with one another before reaching a decision.

There is likely to be greater international agreement about the
unacceptability of terrorism, defined earlier in these pages as the intentional
use of armed violence against civilians and noncombatants in pursuit of
political objectives. As was noted earlier, the world has moved a
considerable ways away from tolerance for terrorists even if their cause was
deemed just. There is considerable international condemnation of terrorism
on the books as well as authorization for collective action against it. Indeed,
there is arguably more consensus on that than on any other threat to order—
that states individually or collectively have not just the right but the
obligation to act against terrorism as well as against other states that harbor
or otherwise support terrorists. It can even be said that governments possess
all the legal and political authority they need to strike against terrorists in



any mode, be it preventive, preemptive, or reactive, via Article 51 of the
UN Charter (which supports the right of self-defense) and numerous
resolutions passed over the years by the UN Security Council. What matters
is that when governments act under the name of counterterrorism they are
striking individuals or groups who are genuinely terrorists and that the
attacks are designed in a way that is consistent with legal and ethical
standards, including taking steps to protect innocent civilians.

Much more controversial will be bolstering the existing norm against
the spread or use of weapons of mass destruction. The importance of doing
so should be obvious, as the use of nuclear weapons in particular would
have devastating effects. There is as well the danger that materials and
weapons could fall into the hands of terrorists, a possibility that increases as
more countries gain access to these materials and weapons and as the
inventories that they maintain grow in size. The suggestion that
proliferation can be assumed to be stabilizing is equal parts fanciful and
dangerous.

There is a bias against such “horizontal proliferation,” but the essence of
the existing international inclination (underscored by the Non-Proliferation
Treaty) is to stop it before it happens by limiting the access of countries to
the relevant technologies, materials, and weapons. The Iran case suggests
that there is considerable support for preventing further proliferation, even
if the consensus breaks down when it comes to what precise steps ought to
be taken to do so, including the severity of sanctions, interdiction, sabotage,
and so on. The problem comes from the demonstrated ability of
governments to develop or acquire nuclear weapons if they make it a
priority. Israel, India, Pakistan, and North Korea are all proof of this.

There is much less consensus regarding what to do once proliferation
has occurred. Here there is no meaningful international norm beyond the
fact that such possession is inconsistent with the NPT, which may not even
pertain if the country in question is a nonsignatory. One option is of course
to live with it. This is what happened in the cases of Israel, India, and
Pakistan. This approach attempts to discourage or deter actual use and to
reduce the likelihood that nuclear weapons will fall into the wrong hands.
This can on occasion entail providing certain technologies that increase
“command and control” over as well as the operational safety of the
weapons and associated delivery systems. Intelligence can also be provided



and diplomacy can be activated to help prevent crises from escalating to
nuclear use. In the case of obvious foes, deterrence could be activated by
ensuring that retaliatory options are in place and by communicating the
intent to use them if warranted. Defensive arms (such as antimissile
systems) can also be positioned; this was the essence of the July 2016
decision of the United States and South Korea to deploy theater antimissile
capabilities to counter the growing North Korean threat.6 Under this
approach, nonproliferation gives way to coping.

The North Korea situation is, however, different. Unlike Israel and
India, where there is confidence that nuclear weapons will be managed
responsibly, no such condition exists when it comes to North Korea. And
unlike Pakistan, there is not the sense that North Korea has passed a point
of no return in the size of its arsenal. So there is still the hope in some
quarters that North Korea can be persuaded or forced to accept limits on its
arsenal of weapons and delivery systems or even agree to give them up
altogether. I would describe this approach as one of diplomatic rollback. I
would also describe it as wildly optimistic given that North Korea’s leaders
see their nuclear weapons as the closest thing they have to a guarantee of
the regime’s survival. They also see nuclear arms as their principal if not
only source of leverage, something to be preserved. Indeed, it is revealing
that North Korea’s leader, Kim Jong-un, speaking in May 2016, described
his country’s nuclear weapons as a deterrent force.7

One alternative to the management approach (and a companion or
complement to both diplomatic efforts to roll back North Korea’s nuclear
capability and deployment of antimissile systems) would be to live with
proliferation until intelligence suggests that such weapons are about to be
used or transferred to a nonstate actor such as a terrorist group. At that
point, there is the potential option to undertake a preemptive strike against
an imminent threat. What would be required would be receipt of accurate
and relatively unambiguous intelligence in a timely manner and the will and
the means to act on it.

As was discussed earlier, there is some support in international law for
such a posture. It would likely be impossible to gain formal international
agreement on the acceptability of such action in advance or in the abstract,
but there would likely be considerable understanding as to the legitimacy of



acting if it could be demonstrated that the threat was in fact genuine and
imminent. Holding such consultations would also be a warning to China
that inaction on North Korea could be consequential, possibly leading
China to exert more pressure on North Korea to roll back its nuclear
program. Advertising the adoption of this policy would also get North
Korea’s attention and might restrain its behavior even if it never admitted
that the policy was having such an effect.

A second alternative for the United States would be to try to gain
international support for the legitimacy of preventive action to stop
proliferation. As discussed earlier, a preventive (as opposed to preemptive)
action is one that targets a gathering rather than an actual, imminent threat.
This was the animating idea of the national security strategy published in
September 2002 by the administration of George W. Bush. The document
made this clear, stating that “in an age where the enemies of civilization
openly and actively seek the world’s most destructive technologies, the
United States cannot remain idle while dangers gather.”8 Prevention in
principle provides a means to disrupt a program before it produces nuclear
weapons or, even if one or more weapons exist, to prevent the expansion of
an arsenal and, more ambitiously, to destroy those weapons that do exist.
What was done with malware (allegedly by the United States and Israel) to
interfere with the computers central to Iran’s enrichment program could
likewise qualify as a preventive action. So too would a strike using
conventional munitions on suspected nuclear facilities.

Gaining international support or even sympathy for such a stance would
almost certainly be impossible, as it would be resisted by those
governments that saw it as issuing a license to the United States to attack
countries such as North Korea or Iran. It is not certain that it would even be
advisable; as noted earlier, a world of frequent preventive attacks would be
more violent and dangerous. The United States would not want to hand
such a right over to others, and would not want to be denied such an option
(as was considered in the case of Iran and might be worthy of consideration
again) if it concluded it was the least bad one available.

There are, as it turns out, other problems with a preventive approach that
uses military force. First, such an attack would necessarily be based upon
incomplete and possibly inaccurate information; the case of Iraqi “WMDs”



is a warning here. Second, it is impossible to assume that any preventive
attack would in fact accomplish what it set out to do, as the systems are
increasingly well hidden and protected. Third, a preventive attack would be
an act of war, one likely to trigger some form of retaliatory response. I say
“likely” rather than “certain” because Israeli preventive attacks on an Iraqi
nuclear facility in 1981 and in 2007 on a Syrian nuclear facility under
construction did not lead to retaliation. But a preventive attack on either
North Korea or Iran should be undertaken only assuming that it could lead
to one or multiple forms of retaliation, although in both cases prospects for
retaliation could be influenced if the government in question was warned
that any retaliation would open it up to further attack.

What this adds up to is considerable support as a rule for promoting
nonproliferation but little for military action to prevent or roll back
proliferation once it has occurred. Support for preemptive action in the face
of imminent threats would be stronger so long as it could be demonstrated
such action was warranted. It could be argued that the NPT, by limiting the
right to possess nuclear weapons to five countries (the United States, the
United Kingdom, France, Russia, and China) is a statement that other
countries have an obligation not to possess nuclear weapons. The five do
not have an unlimited right to take action against those beyond the five that
have or seek nuclear weapons, but what they do have a right to do, and
under what terms, is a necessary question that must be raised. Making this a
topic of discussion at bilateral and multilateral meetings makes sense, not so
much because it would likely lead to a formal agreement, which it would
not, but because it would increase understanding as to what circumstances
could or would lead to what one or more governments considered to be
legitimate preventive or preemptive action. Knowing this could well
influence—that is, increase—what a Russia or a China was prepared to do
to make sure an Iran or a North Korea did not reach the point where the
United States would contemplate such action; it might also help reduce the
scale of any adverse reaction if the United States (the most likely country to
undertake a preventive or preemptive attack) were to so act.

Climate change is in many ways the quintessential manifestation of
globalization. It reflects the sum total of what is going on; countries are
affected unevenly (reflecting everything from changes to their climate to
how many people live in areas vulnerable to a rise in water levels)



regardless of their contribution to the problem. Borders count for naught.
There is broad if not universal agreement that climate change is real, caused
in large part by human activity, and that it constitutes a major threat to the
future of the planet and its inhabitants. Where consensus breaks down most
is when it comes to determining what is to be done and by whom.

In principle, climate change is something that ought to fit well under the
rubric of sovereign obligation, as what any country does within its borders
in emitting carbon has implications for the whole world. Put differently,
climate change is a cumulative consequence of local activity. It is thus
fundamentally different from, say, air or water pollution, which is largely a
local consequence of local activity.

The problem comes in achieving consensus over what ought to be each
country’s “share” of combating climate change, either by reducing its own
carbon output or helping others reduce theirs, or both. As was discussed
previously, attempts to set global ceilings, allocate national shares, or affix a
price for carbon have been resisted. The 2015 Paris conference, however,
showed some realism and creativity alike by taking a different approach. An
overall goal was set for limiting climate change (by setting a goal for the
overall rise in the earth’s temperature) even though countries were not given
their specific share of what needed to be done to meet that goal. It was
entirely aspirational rather than mandated. Indeed, what was agreed to was
that each country had the obligation to set for itself what it judged to be an
ambitious but achievable goal in reducing its carbon output (or reducing the
amount of increase in output) and then to do what it could to meet or better
that goal. The approach amounts to sovereign best efforts or intent, but it is
a step in the direction of sovereign obligation. Incentives (from financial to
technology sharing) can and should be provided to help countries reach or
better their goals. Greater emphasis will also have to be placed on (and
increased resources devoted to) helping countries and societies adapt to
those effects of climate change that have already happened or are likely to.
This should be a sovereign obligation for wealthier countries that have
contributed significantly to climate change over the decades. In extremis,
penalties, including sanctions, might need to be threatened or introduced
against governments acting irresponsibly.

Cyberspace is in many ways the newest domain of international activity,
and as is often the case, what makes it complex is the existence at one and



the same time of areas of overlap and cooperation and those of
disagreement and potential conflict. Adding to the complexity is that some
activity in cyberspace is benign and has little if anything to do with national
security, while other activities are intimately connected with foreign policy,
intelligence, competitiveness, and more. The goal should be to create
international arrangements—a “regime” in the academic jargon—that
would encourage certain uses of cyberspace and discourage others. It would
become part of a government’s obligation to act consistently with this
regime and to do all in its power to stop those acting from its territory who
do not.

So what would constitute such a regime for cyberspace? It would need
to set forth those behaviors permissible in normal times or in specified
contexts as well as those to be banned. Ideally, a global arrangement for
cyberspace would maintain a single, integrated linked system, limit what
governments could do to stop the free flow of information and
communication, prohibit commercial espionage and theft of intellectual
property, and severely limit what could be done over cyberspace in
peacetime to interfere with or disrupt either civilian or military systems that
depend on cyberspace, as virtually all systems now do. Presumably
espionage trained on governmental activities would be allowed. Exceptions
would need to allow for cyberattacks to frustrate both proliferation and
terrorism. There could be a cyber annex to the laws of war—that is, what
would be considered acceptable wartime uses of cyber and what would not,
given their impact on civilians. One could also imagine discussion of if not
agreement on responses to cyber behavior at odds with what had been
discussed and agreed to.9

Governments would have the obligation not just to avoid engaging in
prohibited activities but also to do everything in their power to prevent
other parties from carrying out those activities from their territory. It would
be the cyber equivalent of terrorism: governments would be expected not
just to live up to agreed-upon behaviors but also to make sure that no third
party carried out prohibited actions from their territory and that any party
discovered to be so doing would be stopped and penalized. Achieving even
limited consensus on any of these principles would take enormous effort, as
would garnering agreement on what, if any, exceptions ought to be allowed



and what should be done if and when the principles were violated. These
are still relatively early days, however, in figuring out just what ought to be
the rules to govern this new set of technologies, and the goal at this point
should be to develop and gain adherence to (if not formal acceptance of) a
set of behaviors on the part of sovereign governments. Smaller
consultations involving critical governments, companies, and NGOs are
likely to accomplish more than large formal gatherings of countries at this
point.

In the realm of global health, a different set of challenges awaits. There
is near-universal recognition that in a global world, an outbreak of
infectious disease in one country could very quickly morph into a serious
threat to health elsewhere. This was the experience with SARS and Ebola.
Pandemics that could claim millions of lives are anything but science
fiction. What needs to be done is to nail down what is expected of
governments, that is, to determine just what are the obligations of
sovereigns in this realm. Actually, the notion of sovereign obligation is well
advanced here and includes the ability to detect infectious disease
outbreaks, notify others around the world, and take steps (or ask for
assistance) to deal with outbreaks. The challenge is to make sure that
governments and the World Health Organization have the capacity to meet
it, something that could require technical and financial assistance.10 But
“naming and shaming” (something that would scare off tourism and
business and that thus might be viewed as a de facto sanction) will also be
required to place pressure on those who refuse to meet their obligations in
this area.

Sovereign obligation takes on a different coloring in the economic
realm, as the need to maintain a viable currency, ensure that financial
institutions keep on hand adequate reserves, enforce honest accounting,
push back against corruption, honor contracts, expand trade, and foster an
environment that will attract investment provides incentives to governments
to act in a responsible manner apart from any sense of obligation to others.
Indeed, the obligation, such as it is, is more to a government’s own citizens,
who require a strong or at least not a weak economy if they are to enjoy a
decent standard of living and the prospect of a better future. Expressed



differently, there is not so much sovereign obligation to attract investment
and keep deficits and debt under control as there is sovereign self-interest.

A few exceptions are worth noting. Trade agreements are by definition
pacts of reciprocal sovereign obligation regarding tariff and nontariff
barriers and the like. When one party believes that the obligations are not
being met, it has recourse; indeed, the principal breakthrough of the World
Trade Organization is to provide a standing mechanism for challenges and
for settlements. One area of obligation that has not been adequately dealt
with is currency manipulation by a government to advantage its exports by
lowering their effective price and to disadvantage imports from elsewhere
by raising theirs. Another is government subsidy that again can make it
possible to make exports more competitive than they would otherwise be.
The challenge here will be to devise future trade pacts so that sovereign
obligations in these specific areas (as well as in such areas as agriculture
and services, which have received scant coverage in many trade pacts,
along with labor and environmental practices) are spelled out and to design
the accords so that a mechanism exists to hold governments accountable.

Obviously, gaining international consensus for the obligations to be met
by governments (and what might be done to see that those obligations are
met as well as when they are not) promises to be a diplomatic task that is
ambitious and then some. Even more ambitious would be to make such an
order operational and bring countries into compliance with their obligations.
Beyond persuasion, this could and would require a mix of incentives,
assistance, capacity building, sanctions ranging from “naming and
shaming” to political and economic penalties, and, on occasion, armed
intervention, especially in cases of terrorism and proliferation. Pushing the
world in the direction of embracing sovereign obligation as its operating
system will take years of consultations and on occasion negotiations, and
even then its embrace and impact will be uneven. Still, it is important that
the idea gain traction and the conversations begin, as it holds out the best
hope for fashioning order for the world in the era of globalization.

It is perhaps obvious but worth saying all the same that sovereign
obligation cannot just be something the United States expects of others. It
must practice it if it expects to preach it with any effect. To be sure, the
United States has a special role and unique obligations in the world, but it
must also appreciate that when it appears hypocritical or looks to be guilty



of double standards it forfeits influence. Some “opt-outs,” such as the U.S.
refusal to ratify the Law of the Sea Treaty, should be reconsidered, as the
stance is unwarranted on the merits of the issue at the same time it raises
questions about U.S. willingness to play by the rules.11 Other U.S.
exceptions, like its refusal to support the International Criminal Court, can
be managed through workarounds that allow for tribunals to be created for
specific historical events.

In some realms, such as climate, U.S. ability to persuade others to act
responsibly will reflect in no small part U.S. performance (which happens
to be quite good), along with its willingness to make financial and technical
resources available to assist others. Much the same holds when it comes to
promoting sovereign obligation in the realm of health. In other areas, a
willingness to use military force may well be essential if terrorism is to be
minimized and proliferation frustrated—although even here a degree of
restraint will be required in when and how force is used.

The United States needs to accept special obligations in the economic
realm given the role of the dollar as the world’s de facto reserve currency.
This means taking into account the views of others when deciding on
interest rates or asset purchases (quantitative easing). Regular, serious
consultations between the Federal Reserve and its central bank counterparts
around the world are essential. Trade disputes should be taken to the WTO
rather than acted on unilaterally, as well.

Consistent with all this, and to return to a theme that has appeared
throughout this book, legitimacy requires a commitment to process as well
as policy. A big part of the process of building legitimacy for sovereign
obligations will be consultations. In some areas, such as health, the
conversation is already far advanced. What mostly remains is building
national capacity. In other realms, such as cyber, the world is far from
agreement as to what is desirable. In still other areas, such as proliferation,
the norms are agreed on, but unresolved is what is permissible or desirable
in practice when the norms are ignored.

This all raises another issue, that of authority or approval. In some of
these areas, no government will accept that it can act only if it receives
“permission” to do so from some international body, such as the United
Nations. The General Assembly is the most democratic and representative



body, but for these same reasons it is not a viable venue for major powers.
“One country, one vote” is the ultimate expression of sovereign equality, but
it has nothing to do with strength and the real world. The UN Security
Council has greater standing because it is smaller and because it extends a
veto to some of the world’s major powers, but it suffers both from those
countries and relevant nonstate entities that are not represented as well as
from the even more basic reality that no major power will submit what it
sees as matters central to its national security to the Security Council for
decision.

To suggest this should change is a nonstarter. It would be a serious error
to think any world body could impose sovereign obligation in any realm on
an unwilling power.12 This is not the intention. A consensus as to what
constitutes legitimacy can come about only on a voluntary basis.
Governments will have to decide for themselves whether on balance they
are better off even if required to forfeit some of their own options or room
to maneuver. This is already the case in the trade sphere, and is beginning to
materialize with climate and cyber. Prospects are more mixed in the
political-military realm.

What could get in the way of building support for making sovereign
obligation central to a modern notion of legitimacy? One possible obstacle
is that some governments might disagree with a specific objective either as
a matter of principle or in certain contexts. A second potential obstacle is
that a government might agree in principle but for one reason or another be
unable to act. It could lack resources or domestic law or sufficient domestic
political support. A third reason would be that it is deemed unacceptable to
make the trade-off described in the paragraph just above, namely, that any
acceptance of restraint would be unacceptable.

There can be no institutional or procedural solution to these concerns.
No adjustment of the UN Security Council would make a difference in
providing a mechanism that would bestow authority to act, although a more
representative Security Council could facilitate consultations. Absent such
reform, consultations are likely to take place in other settings: bilateral and
multilateral, informal and formal, general and purpose-specific.
Consultations are often overlooked as people focus on negotiations. But
many issues are not sufficiently ripe (and may never get there) for



negotiations to succeed. Still, consultations can do a lot to generate
understanding and tolerance of certain actions, to make clear the limits of
what is judged to be reasonable or acceptable and the likely costs and
consequences of going beyond those limits, and to reduce the chance of
surprise and miscalculation that history so often associates with breakdowns
of order.

I will conclude this discussion of process with three thoughts.
Multilateralism needs to be rethought and reconfigured if it is to encourage
the adoption of sovereign obligation as a central element of what constitutes
legitimacy in this era. First, “best practices” multilateralism ought to
become the norm for those issues that mostly involve domestic policy but
that have global impact. The 2015 Paris climate meeting as well as
arrangements in the financial and health realms suggest a way ahead. The
goal should be to get governments to commit to adopting certain best
practices at home in areas that inevitably affect global efforts to deal with
common challenges. Counterterrorism and especially law enforcement is
another possible domain. The commitment is not contractual; failure to
adopt a certain practice or meet a set goal is not an act of noncompliance (as
it would be with a traditional treaty commitment) but rather simply a failure
to deliver. The price paid may be to get called out, to be named and shamed,
or to receive low ratings and independent assessments. It may discourage
investment or tourism. More positively, the approach encourages assistance
to help governments that seek to meet their sovereign obligations by what
they do at home but for one reason or another cannot.

Second, pragmatism will need to play a large role when it comes to
multilateral efforts to deal with collective challenges. This means bringing
together the representatives of those countries (and, as suggested just below,
entities other than countries) that are the most relevant and that are both
willing and able to address the particular challenge at hand. It matters not
whether this is described as “designer multilateralism” or “multilateralism à
la carte”; what matters is that the bias favors getting things done with those
who matter most rather than favoring inclusion for its own sake. Such
coalitions of the willing can become more formal with time, but what
matters is that they are forged as needed.

Third, relevant nonstate actors need to be included in whatever process
is selected. Multilateralism cannot be a country-only enterprise in a



nonpolar era. Obviously, the mix of invitees will vary from issue to issue.
But efforts to contend with infectious disease need to give a place at the
table to, say, the Gates Foundation, pharmaceutical companies, and NGOs
such as Doctors Without Borders alongside health ministers and
representatives of the World Health Organization. It would be nonsensical
to convene gatherings meant to promulgate rules of the road for cyberspace
without the participation of Apple, Microsoft, Google, Facebook, and
others. City mayors and governors of states or principalities deserve a seat
at many tables. Call it ironic, but room must be found for the meaningful
participation of relevant nonsovereign entities in an order predicated on
sovereign obligation.
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11. Regional Responses

e have already noted the reality that in many ways it makes more
sense to speak of world orders than of world order. This is true in the

functional domains just discussed, as the degree of consensus in, for
example, trade cannot be expected to be mirrored in others such as climate
or cyberspace. This same separateness is reflected in the geographic sense
as well. There are a number of distinct regions in today’s world, including
North America, the Asia-Pacific, South Asia, the Middle East, South or
Latin America, Africa, and Europe. Indeed, it is another one of those
seeming contradictions that at one and the same time the world is
experiencing increased globalization and increased regionalization.

 • • • 

The Asia-Pacific is the part of the world that most resembles familiar
models. In some ways, it is the inverse of the Middle East. Nation-states are
strong, as are national identities. The region has also been quite orderly
amid extraordinary economic growth, increased spending on military
capabilities, numerous territorial disagreements, and rising nationalism. All
of this was hardly automatic. As was discussed previously, it was the result
of several factors, including a significant degree of economic
interdependence, a decision on the part of many governments to focus the
bulk of their attention and resources on their country’s economic and
political development, and U.S. involvement in the region, which made it
unnecessary for several countries to maximize their own military
development and made aggressive action by others a high-risk, low-payoff
proposition.

The obvious question is whether this can last—or, more usefully, what
needs to be done so that it can last. Order has to continue to be rooted in a



balance of power and in economic interdependence. As a general
proposition, promoting stability in the Asia-Pacific region plays to U.S.
strengths. What is called for closely resembles classic statecraft. The
challenge is to shape the external behavior of local countries, not to
transform them. Realism, not Wilsonian idealism, is the operative
framework. The challenges stem from strong states, competing territorial
claims, rival nationalisms, historical animosities, and a lack of diplomatic
machinery and architecture. If there is a parallel, it is Europe before the
outbreak of the First World War. I say this not to be alarmist, but more to
warn against complacency and to suggest that stability can likely be
maintained if the United States acts with clear purpose.

The Obama administration introduced what I would argue was (and is) a
smart idea, namely a rebalancing of U.S. foreign policy toward the Asia-
Pacific region. (The original term for what was intended, a “pivot,” was
unfortunate, as it suggested a sharper turn away from other regions than was
a good idea, but the basic concept was correct.) I say it was a smart idea
because for too much of the post–Cold War era, U.S. foreign policy has
been overly preoccupied with the greater Middle East. This makes little
sense, as U.S. interests there, however substantial, are not unlimited. More
important, given local realities, there are limits to what the United States
can do on behalf of those interests. And there is the obvious additional
factor that the United States has vital interests elsewhere, including the
Asia-Pacific, where a relatively modest effort can yield significant
dividends.

Indeed, it is no exaggeration to say that the trajectory of this part of the
world will be central to that of the world writ large. The Asia-Pacific is
where several of the major powers of this era are located. It will account for
the lion’s share of the world’s population, wealth, and military might. The
ability of countries in or bordering on this part of the world to agree or at
least limit their disagreement will go a long way toward determining
whether global issues such as climate change and cyberspace can be
successfully managed. What happens there will also largely shape the
character of relations among the major powers of this era.

One essential ingredient of order will be a regular, visible U.S. presence:
diplomatic, economic, and military. Air and naval overflights and patrols
that underscore commitments to allies and friends and push back against



unilateral claims by China, in particular to territory and air- and sea-space,
are one component of what needs doing. The United States maintains
formal treaty relationships (alliances) in the area with Japan, South Korea,
the Philippines, Thailand, and Australia and New Zealand. The ties to Japan
and South Korea are particularly significant, not just in helping to deter
aggression against them and helping to keep the peace, but also in
reassuring them so that they do not feel they have to take security matters
into their own hands. Put differently, a Japan or South Korea that did not
feel confident of American will and ability to come to its defense would
likely acquire nuclear weapons; the chance that a conflict would happen
between Japan and China or between the two Koreas would rise
substantially. Those making a narrow calculus of the direct costs of U.S.
military presence and commitments in the region (which are relatively
modest in normal circumstances and offset in part by allies offering “Host
Nation Support”) need to take into account the many economic and
strategic benefits that accrue to the United States from this being a peaceful
and prosperous region.

At the same time, this support for friends and allies cannot be
unconditional. They must understand that with U.S. support comes the
responsibility on their part not to act recklessly or provocatively. This
applies to formal allies as well as to Taiwan. The concept that comes to
mind here, one familiar to investors, is “moral hazard.” The United States
needs to be sufficiently supportive so that other countries will not doubt
U.S. commitments and act independently, but not so supportive that other
governments will assume that irresponsible behavior will automatically be
underwritten by the United States. As should be obvious, getting the
balance right between guaranteeing necessary support and not granting
license is easier described than implemented.

But as important as military presence and ties are, the U.S. stance in the
region cannot be one-dimensional. There need to be regular, high-level
consultations, that is, real strategic dialogue. With friends and allies, the
subjects can and should range from the contours of a regional security
system (more on this just below) and how to approach the threat that is
North Korea to coordinating the management of China’s rise, fashioning
common or at least consistent approaches to global issues, and promoting
economic growth.



A regional security system or architecture is long overdue. Such an
architecture has existed in Europe for more than four decades. I am
referring to the Helsinki Accord, more formally known as the Organization
for Security and Co-operation in Europe, or OSCE. This and associated
arrangements work to, among other things, discourage the use of military
means to change borders and promote measures and arrangements
(confidence-building measures, or CBMs) that reduce the chance of
accidental military incidents and of escalation if one occurs all the same.

Such a system could and should not simply be overlaid on the Asia-
Pacific, which has a very different geography and political composition
from Europe’s. There is no need, for example, to try to replicate the human
rights provisions of the Helsinki arrangements, which would not be
acceptable to China and other countries and if pushed on them could make
it that much more difficult to put into place arrangements that would reduce
the odds of conflict in the region. An Asian architecture would have to be
consistent with the U.S. need to meet its alliance commitments, something
that was not an obstacle in Europe. As a first step, it would be wiser to
emphasize CBMs such as hotlines and the provision of advance notice of
exercises rather than constraints on military activities, much less the size of
militaries. China should be brought into the conversation once it is clear
that the United States and its allies are on the same page. There is also an
argument for pushing hard for the establishment of crisis avoidance and
management mechanisms between China and Japan as soon as possible
rather than waiting for a regional arrangement to be negotiated.

North Korea is a necessary second subject of consultations, again with
allies (South Korea and Japan) and with China. The goal should be to
pressure North Korea to give up all its nuclear weapons; failing that, there
ought to be an understanding as to the conditions under which a preemptive
or preventive military attack might be undertaken. Japanese and above all
South Korean buy-in would be essential here given that they would bear the
brunt of any North Korean retaliation. Other subjects for discussion should
be war aims if North Korea does something aggressive, as well as what
might be suggested to China so that it would conclude it is better off
applying pressure to North Korea now, even if that threatened the regime’s
stability, than living with a nuclear-armed North Korea and all that could
happen as a result.



A common theme here is the need to consult with China and include it
in various dialogues. This is in no way meant to be a U.S.-China “G-2” that
would seek to run the world (which for many reasons it could not) but
rather is part and parcel of a larger policy of trying to integrate China more
fully into regional and global arrangements. No regional security system is
meaningful without China’s participation, as avoiding conflict with the PRC
over any number of territorial and sea claims is a priority. The United States
will want to urge China not to take unilateral actions or resort to military
force; for its part, the United States will need to pledge to work diligently to
dissuade its friends and allies from acting unilaterally or provocatively. In
many instances, all parties will need to be persuaded of the wisdom of
living with rather than resolving differences over competing claims.

When it comes to North Korea, China is critical given how much of
North Korea’s economy depends on Chinese subsidy and cooperation.
Discussions with the PRC as to the number, kind, and location of any U.S.
troops that would be in South Korea after unification of the peninsula could
lead China to reconsider its support for North Korea. China also needs to be
included in talks about securing North Korean nuclear weapons and
materials in the event of the country’s collapse. I would also argue for its
joining the Trans-Pacific Partnership, a trade pact involving the United
States and eleven other countries, if the accord comes into existence and if
Beijing can meet the essential standards. In every case, the aim should be to
include China in conversations about the region’s future and to integrate it
into regional arrangements. An Asian-Pacific order that China accepts as
legitimate and cannot overturn through force (or, better yet, sees no reason
to) is likely to endure even if, as seems certain, many of the competing
claims to territory will persist.

 • • • 

South Asia constitutes a very different challenge from East Asia and the
Pacific. The region or subregion includes a half dozen states but is
dominated by two: India and Pakistan. India is the more important of the
two in that it will in a matter of a generation likely overtake China as the
world’s most populous country. India is also growing at something in the
range of 7–8 percent per year, which if sustained could make it one of the



world’s major economies in two decades. What India does and does not do
could also have a major impact on global climate change efforts; with
hundreds of millions of Indians lacking regular electricity and hundreds of
millions enjoying or closing in on middle-class status, the country’s energy
choices will have enormous consequences for the world. India’s strategic
orientation will also matter in that Chinese defense planners will have to
take into account their country’s contested border with India, along with
New Delhi associating itself more with the United States. True strategic
consultations at a high level and on a regular basis between U.S. and Indian
leaders and officials are a must. One element of these talks should be to
urge India to take a more generous approach toward Pakistan, as a favor not
to its neighbor but to itself. A more normal relationship between the two
dominant countries of South Asia would increase the chances that they will
not go to war and free up India to focus on its internal development and its
larger role in Asia and the world.

Pakistan, whose close to two hundred million people make it the second
most populous country in the Muslim world, unfortunately represents more
problem than opportunity. Pakistan maintains what many believe to be the
world’s fastest-growing nuclear arsenal (now numbering more than one
hundred devices) and is home to many of the world’s most dangerous
terrorist organizations. It has long provided sanctuary to the Taliban, who
have used the western part of the country to wage war against the
government and people of Afghanistan and those assisting them, including
the United States.

What to do about Pakistan has long been a problem for the United
States. I recall vividly my first conversation in January 2001 with Colin
Powell after he became secretary of state and I took over the State
Department Policy Planning Staff. We spent a good hour and a half sitting
in his small inner office going around the world, discussing problems and
opportunities and what the United States might do about each. Finally, he
turned to me and asked, “What worries you most?” I quickly responded,
“Pakistan,” explaining its toxic mix of nuclear weapons, terrorists, weak
civilian authority, and limited governmental capacity, and the intensity of its
animosity toward India. Making it all even worse was the frustrating reality
that U.S. options for dealing with it were extremely limited.



The sad truth is that I could and would give much the same answer
today, although there are arguably several other competing sources of
concern in the world. Pakistan represents a difficult foreign policy
challenge, namely, what to do about a bad situation that could get worse.
Stated differently, as bad as the problems posed by Pakistan might now be,
they pale in comparison to a country that loses control over its nuclear
weapons or materials, that unleashes terrorist attacks on India that lead to a
war between the two countries, or that is taken over by an offshoot of the
very same Taliban that Pakistan has supported for well over a decade in an
effort to ensure it has a major say in determining the future of its neighbor
Afghanistan. Sanctions and other forms of penalties that weaken the civilian
government, as flawed as it is, therefore risk being counterproductive.

What has a better chance of working is a policy that essentially
establishes a baseline of support for Pakistan with increased support of one
sort or another tied to specific performance. This is the sort of thing recently
suggested both in the report of an independent task force sponsored by the
Council on Foreign Relations1 and by some U.S. senators when they agreed
to sell Pakistan certain aircraft but linked financing to the level of effort
against terrorism. To this approach I would add one element. The United
States must retain the willingness and ability to act in and near Pakistan but
independent of it. The Obama administration correctly did so when it
launched the raid that killed Osama bin Laden. For good reason, Pakistani
officials were not given advance notice, as it is nearly certain that one or
more would have compromised the mission. Pakistan is not an ally and
often not even a partner.

One other country merits mention in this context: Afghanistan. There is
little unique about it in the sense that the principal U.S. objective is that the
country not again become a base for terrorists who launch attacks against
the U.S. homeland or U.S. interests around the world. This same objective
applies to literally dozens of countries. This argues against an ambitious
U.S. effort to remake Afghanistan, but it also argues against leaving it to its
own devices. Instead, what makes sense is a long-term, open-ended effort to
bolster the government with economic and military help. A military
presence (along the lines of what was announced by the United States in
July 2016) is also called for to reassure, to train, and to advise. Peace talks



can be pursued, but expectations should be held firmly in check.
Afghanistan is more akin to a situation to be managed than a problem to be
resolved.

 • • • 

The Middle East constitutes the greatest challenge to policymakers of any
region in the world. It is the region experiencing the greatest level of
violence. The previous section (Part II) explained both where it is and how
it got there. To argue for an ambitious set of objectives amid such
circumstances, though, is to embrace fantasy over reality. There are times in
statecraft when to set modest goals is to squander opportunity; this is not
one of those times. To the contrary, even the most modest goals promise to
be ambitious.

Another way to think of the situation in the contemporary Middle East is
that there are situations in which it is right and appropriate to think about
what might be created. There is a case for going on the diplomatic
offensive. Again, this is not one of them. One parallel that comes to mind is
financial markets, in that there are moments when investors would be
advised to invest because there are sound reasons to believe there is money
to be made—and there are moments when for whatever reason or reasons
markets should be avoided and cash held in reserve.

Today’s Middle East most resembles the latter. The Middle East now
and for the foreseeable future is a region to be thought of less in terms of
what might be accomplished than what might be avoided. As was just said
about Afghanistan, it is more a condition to be managed than a problem to
be solved.

To argue for an approach steeped in modesty is not to suggest that the
region should be avoided or ignored. It cannot be. First, the United States
and other outsiders continue to have critical interests in the region. Second,
U.S. interests elsewhere will be affected by what happens in the Middle
East. A case in point is the refugee crisis that has significantly added to
Europe’s burdens. Another example is terrorism carried out in the United
States or elsewhere by people who have left the region or been inspired by
people and events there.



The most obvious local interest is oil. The Middle East is home to more
than half the world’s proven oil reserves and is responsible for more than a
third of world oil production. This is unlikely to change appreciably for
decades to come. Indeed, the only factor that could dramatically affect the
region’s energy importance would be technological breakthroughs that
made oil far less central to the world’s economy.

The importance of the region’s oil still very much affects the United
States. Much has been said and written about the changed American energy
picture, and much of it is wrong, in the sense that the revolutions in
technology and practices that have led to stunning increases in oil and
natural gas output have not ushered in an era of American energy
independence. The United States may not need Middle East oil for itself,
but it does need to import some four million barrels a day, as there is a
mismatch between domestically produced oil and domestic refineries. The
price of this oil is heavily affected by developments in the Middle East.
More important, even if what might be described as net or overall U.S.
energy sufficiency exists, the United States is not economically an autarky,
and if the rest of the world suffers because of inadequate energy supplies,
high prices, or both, the United States will suffer as well given its reliance
on the rest of the world to buy American exports, invest in the United
States, and help fund its debt.

Energy, though, is by no means the only continuing interest of the
United States in the Middle East. Another is the well-being of Israel. There
has long been a debate as to whether this is rooted in history or morality or
strategy, and the only honest answer is all of the above. A third set of
interests is the well-being and orientation of countries long friendly to the
United States, whether for reasons of regional stability, counterterrorism,
nonproliferation, energy security, a willingness to live in peace with Israel,
humanitarian considerations, or some combination thereof. This may mean
on occasion countering what Iran or Russia does, but such a calculation
should be made on a situation-by-situation basis, as the possibility of
selective cooperation with either should not be ruled out.

So what to do? There can be no single or overriding approach to the
Middle East, as there is no common threat to order. One approach to be
dismissed out of hand is to walk away from the region in the belief that it
doesn’t matter or that it can find an acceptable measure of order on its own.



This is a dangerous pipe dream, one sometimes put forward by critics of
past interventions.2 What they miss is that bad situations can and in this
case certainly would get worse.

Two figures in children’s literature, not normally associated with
strategy, come to mind. The first is Humpty Dumpty. If all the king’s horses
and men could not put Humpty together again, then all this country’s
soldiers and all its dollars cannot make the Middle East whole. The Middle
East that has existed since the aftermath of World War I, one devised by
Messrs. Sykes and Picot (representing Great Britain and France
respectively) in 1916 and captured in countless maps and globes by those
who followed Messrs. Rand and McNally, is likely gone. The lines drawn
reflected more the preferences of outsiders than the realities of those living
there. More than anything else, the Sykes-Picot Middle East created a
number of countries with heterogeneous societies, often with little national
tradition, history, identity, or practice of tolerance.

That Middle East is, as suggested above, largely of the past. Identities
now are at one and the same time sub- and transnational; they are based
more on religion, tribe, ethnicity, and ideology. Reversing this trend would
require a mixture of brute force and the ability to effect a change in political
culture. It would require today’s illiberalism to be replaced by liberalism,
today’s intolerance by tolerance, and today’s spirit of revenge by
forgiveness.

All of which brings us to the second figure from the world of children’s
books: Goldilocks. Goldilocks was the ultimate centrist, avoiding the
extremes of porridge that were either too hot or cold, chairs too big or
small, and beds too hard or soft. That said, Goldilocks had it relatively easy
(at least until the three bears showed up) in that the middle choice was both
presented to her and happened to be “just right.”

The United States faces a similar task in the Middle East—to avoid
doing too much or too little. Doing too much would mean trying to bring
back a region of defined and viable countries; it would also mean trying to
transform these same countries into something approximating functioning
democracies. Doing too little would essentially mean leaving the region to
its own devices.



When it comes to the Middle East, though, there is no obvious “just
right” option. The task of foreign policy is to discern what is both desirable
and feasible at a cost that is acceptable. Such a policy begins with
counterterrorism, as terrorists can harm U.S. interests in the region, they can
travel beyond the region, and they can inspire over the Internet. An
effective policy would entail putting terrorists on the defensive by attacking
them directly (from the air and with special forces) and by strengthening
select local actors (be they governments, tribes, or ethnic groups) so that
they can either take the fighting to the terrorists, be less vulnerable to them,
or both. What is said in schools, in mosques, and over the Internet can affect
whether young men and women make the decision to become terrorists or
stick to their career choice once they have made it; this will likely require a
degree of government intervention. The counterterrorism effort can and
should involve a range of tools, including the provision of arms,
intelligence, and training; economic aid; and the deft use of social media
and more traditional forms of public diplomacy. Coordinated efforts are
required to slow the flow of funds and recruits and to track suspected
groups and individuals. Support would also be provided to governments so
they could better withstand the pressure being brought to bear by Iran and
proxy forces backed by Iran. Again, this support should involve a variety of
foreign policy tools. It may not be realistic to eradicate terrorism, as
desirable as this would be, if only because terrorism is part of the new
normal, a result of social, religious, and political factors that have gained
considerable traction. But what is realistic is to reduce terrorism to a level
that limits what it can achieve and how often it succeeds so that it does not
affect the basics of our way of life. This will require a sustained,
comprehensive approach that blends elements of prevention, protection, and
resilience.

A second aim of any Middle East policy should include a major effort to
discourage the further nuclearization of the region, a possibility in the wake
of the Iran nuclear agreement that reduced but did not eliminate Iran’s
nuclear capabilities and then only for a limited time. It is possible and
arguably probable that several of Iran’s neighbors will hedge against the
possibility that Iran might either cheat or simply wait until the limits on
centrifuges and enriched uranium expire (in 2025 and 2030 respectively)
and start developing nuclear options for themselves. Such doubts reflect a



sober assessment of Iran but also a diminution of confidence in the value of
U.S. assurances and in U.S. trustworthiness in the wake of both the Syrian
red line debacle and the Iran nuclear pact. Stopping regional proliferation
from happening will at a minimum require providing defense against
Iranian missiles and aircraft. It could also require providing defense
guarantees, including that Iran would face the threat of U.S. military action
(potentially including nuclear forces) if it were to threaten or use nuclear-
armed systems against its neighbors. The policy would also include a
diplomatic dimension, that is, using diplomacy and the threat of new
sanctions to extend the limits in the 2015 joint agreement that are otherwise
mostly set to expire in 2025 or 2030. Consultations with regional states as
well as with Russia, China, and Europe on all facets of Iran’s nuclear policy
(including, of course, its compliance with the current agreement) need to be
a high priority.

Policy toward Iran cannot be one-dimensional, however, as important as
the nuclear dimension might be. Indeed, the nuclear agreement failed to
address most aspects of the challenge posed by Iran, and arguably even
exacerbated them by making available resources that had previously been
denied. Iran may not be a major global power, but it is by any standard a
major regional one. Only Israel and to a lesser extent Saudi Arabia and
Turkey can compete with it in the Middle East. It is also a highly complex
and problematic actor, with a divided government (making it particularly
hard to negotiate with), a strong ideology, multiple proxy forces, a capable
military, and ties to Shia populations in the region.

There is as well the reality that the Islamic Republic, approaching four
decades in age, is secure. A policy that would seek to transform it is
unrealistic; the emergence with time of a more moderate Iran is possible but
cannot be counted on. The most sensible policy might be a variant of what
has been suggested here for dealing with China and Russia: a mixture of
selective cooperation (say in Afghanistan, where cooperation has proved
possible in the past) and diplomacy (such as in the nuclear realm) with
hedging and, where required, containment using sanctions, extending
assistance to Iran’s neighbors, or military action when Iranian actions
threaten core U.S. interests in the region.

A third dimension of the policy would be support for Israel. This goes
beyond maintaining or selectively increasing military, economic, and



intelligence support. It also involves reestablishing and maintaining a close
consultative relationship on questions ranging from Iran and averting the
region’s nuclearization to what might be done in response to a crisis of
stability in, say, Jordan or Saudi Arabia. The United States already
maintains a strategic dialogue with Israel, but like almost all such dialogues,
it has become captured by the respective bureaucracies. I noted earlier that
any country that contains “democratic” in its name rarely is; much the same
holds for dialogues that call themselves strategic. To the contrary, real
strategic cooperation normally takes place outside of formal dialogues. In
January 1991, for example, President George H. W. Bush persuaded Israeli
prime minister Yitzhak Shamir not to retaliate against Iraq even after Iraqi
missiles hit Tel Aviv. At the core of the argument was that Israel should
trust the United States to do the right thing, which included acting to protect
Israel’s interests along with its own. It was an extraordinary ask; no less
extraordinary was Israel’s willingness to stand down.3 The two countries
should aim to get back to such a place of trust, given the range of difficult
contingencies, from Iran’s nuclear program to a collapse of authority in
Jordan or Saudi Arabia, that they may well have to contend with.

A fourth dimension of policy involves the use of military force. My
recommendation is not to rule out military intervention per se. Interventions
of one sort or another can make sense for a range of purposes, including to
defend a friendly country against external aggression, to attack terrorists, to
prevent proliferation or preempt the launch of (or loss of control over)
weapons of mass destruction, to avoid or ease a humanitarian nightmare, to
maintain the free movement of shipping and oil tanker traffic, or to protect
oil-producing areas. What matters, though, are two things if any
discretionary use of military force (what I have termed “wars of choice”) is
to be warranted: first, the likely benefits of acting militarily must outweigh
the likely human, economic, diplomatic, and military costs; and second, this
balance between projected benefits and costs must be better than what could
be expected to result from other policies over a reasonable time frame. Such
calculations would have argued against undertaking the 2003 Iraq War and
the Libya intervention but in favor of the Gulf War and for carrying out a
set of punitive strikes in the wake of the Syrian government’s use of
chemical weapons.



But just as important is what any policy toward the Middle East would
not include. It would not place a large emphasis on reforming local societies
anytime soon, as desirable as this might be in principle. Desirability is never
enough as a determinant of foreign policy; there is a sharp distinction
between what is desirable and what is essential. In addition, a proposed
action, be it military or otherwise, must pass the test outlined above,
namely, the likely results and benefits need to outweigh the likely costs and
compare favorably to what could be reasonably expected from other
policies. Transforming Middle Eastern societies meets none of these
criteria.4

Again, this is not to say the United States should ignore what is going on
inside Middle Eastern societies. There may be situations where some form
of humanitarian intervention is warranted. Countries such as Jordan and
Lebanon deserve help to meet the burden of refugees and the threat from
terrorists. In lesser situations, there may be a case for a degree of diplomatic
intervention, public or private, to urge one set of behaviors and discourage
another. This is the case today with Egypt, less for humanitarian reasons
and more for the goal of promoting social and political stability. In many
countries, the agenda the United States should promote should be less one
of “democracy” (much less elections, which in the absence of checks and
balances and strong constitutions can have antidemocratic outcomes) than
one of reforms that reduce corruption, increase opportunity for girls and
women and the space for civil society, increase the rule of law, introduce
educational reform away from rote learning and toward critical thinking,
and promote economic reform that reduces the role of government and the
energy sector. Such change will reduce the gap between governments and
their citizens and make these countries less vulnerable to the appeals of
radicals. Over time such reforms could set the stage for a gradual transition
to a more open society and a political system with some or even many of
the trappings of democracy.

It also does not make sense for the United States to consider it a matter
of vital interest to preserve the current national borders of the region. To the
contrary, it is more reasonable to accept the high likelihood that the near-
term Middle East will likely be made up of as many autonomous areas
within countries as countries themselves. This is certainly true for Syria,



Iraq, and Libya, where national governments may be national in name but
are unlikely to be so in terms of area under their control. Cantons more than
countries may well be the norm.

It would make no sense, though, to try to get this emerging reality
reflected in any formal arrangement. There is no need for a reprise of the
Paris Peace Conference, which followed the First World War and the
dissolution of the Ottoman Empire. Such an effort would surely fail, as few
if any governments would want to set such a precedent, and even if they
were so willing, there is little or no chance that there would be agreement
on where to draw borders. For the foreseeable future, the reality of the
Middle East will be far more de facto than de jure.

Two stateless groups merit separate treatment. The first is the Kurds.
They lost out at the Paris Peace Conference; when the music stopped, they
were left without the sovereign equivalent of a chair. Today, a century later,
there are some twenty-five to thirty-five million Kurds, mostly living in
Turkey, Iran, Iraq, and Syria. The United States has historically held off
supporting Kurdish statehood out of concern that it could destabilize the
region and alienate Turkey, a NATO ally. But today the region is already
destabilized, the Kurds in Syria and Iraq have proven to be the best local
fighters against ISIS, and Turkey under its current leadership is an ally more
in name than in reality. Also, U.S. support for a Kurdish state could be
limited to Iraq and Syria. In Turkey the U.S. position should be limited to
supporting peaceful dialogue between the government and Kurds along
with a healthy degree of autonomy for the Kurds if they pursue their aims
peacefully.

The Palestinians are of course the second stateless people. I would not
place a great emphasis on bringing about a comprehensive peace between
Israel and the Palestinians. No one should misinterpret this statement. Such
a formal peace would be highly desirable for Israelis and Palestinians alike.
There is a strong case to be made that both peoples would be well served by
an agreement that created a Palestinian state prepared to live in peace
alongside Israel. Palestinians would at long last have a state to call their
own. Such an agreement would also provide the best guarantee that Israel
will endure as a secure, Jewish, prosperous, and democratic country.

But as is often the case, what is missing is not ideas for a conceivable
agreement. To the contrary, the outlines of such an accord are painfully



familiar: they include a Palestinian state on land equal in amount to that
gained in 1967 by Israel but adjusted to take into account the large
settlement blocs that would remain part of Israel; some sharing of an
undivided Jerusalem; special arrangements, including limits on Palestinian
arms and possibly allowances for an Israeli military presence on Palestinian
territory, for Israeli security; and only a limited number of Palestinians who
would be able to “return” to Israel, but compensation provided to the many
who could not. There would of course be many difficult matters to resolve,
but the bigger question is whether there would be leadership on all sides of
the table both willing and able to make the necessary compromises. I define
this mix of capacity and willingness as the principal factors determining
“ripeness,” that is, whether a dispute is poised to be resolved. When such
factors are present, it makes sense for those with a stake in the outcome to
devote time and effort to bringing about an accord; when such prerequisites
are absent, it is futile to proceed as if it were otherwise. Instead, time is
better spent developing the prerequisites, aiming for more modest progress,
or working on other issues. As Edgar notes in Shakespeare’s King Lear,
“Ripeness is all.”5

For now and for the foreseeable future, such prerequisites are likely to
be missing from the Israeli-Palestinian equation. Israel’s coalition
government is not prepared to make significant compromises; only a
different coalition could do so, and this would happen only if the prime
minister or some other political figure was able and prepared to build such a
coalition. If he was, then Israel could presumably be a full partner in any
negotiation. As of now, this is not in the cards.

The Palestinian side is also a question, if for different reasons. Making
the situation particularly difficult is the divided nature of the Palestinian
polity, split as it is between the Palestinians residing in the West Bank and
those in Gaza. The problem is less geographic than political, as the
Palestinians in control of the West Bank lack political strength, while
Hamas, the radical organization that rules Gaza, has shown no interest in
accepting Israel or negotiating with it.

The price of a lack of progress mostly affects the parties themselves. For
decades it was held as a matter of conviction by many that if the Israel-
Palestinian conflict could be resolved it would lead to a broader Middle



East peace. This may or may not have been true, but now it is nearly
irrelevant, as the many sources of instability and conflict in the Middle East,
including the events in Syria, Iraq, Yemen, and Libya as well as between
Arabs and Persians and between ISIS and others, would not be
meaningfully affected even if there were a Palestinian state living in peace
alongside Israel. Indeed, such an agreement would be attacked by the
radical groups who are laying siege to much of the region on the grounds
that it embraced compromise with Israel.

Again, this is not meant as an argument for leaving the situation alone or
allowing matters to drift. Neither the Middle East nor what prospects there
are for peace will benefit from neglect or from a diplomatic vacuum that
leads the Palestinian side to turn to the United Nations as a substitute venue,
something that would only further alienate Israel. In the case of Israel and
the Palestinians, there is an argument for diplomatic efforts that would aim
to keep the situation from deteriorating and to keep alive diplomatic
prospects for a more propitious moment or, better yet, to bring such a
moment closer. A minimal approach would bring together Saudi Arabia,
Jordan, West Bank Palestinian leaders, and Israel to focus on rules of the
road to minimize the chance of there being an explosive incident involving
Jerusalem’s holy places. A somewhat more ambitious approach would
emphasize such things as the economic development of the West Bank and
forging a pact with Israel to limit settlement development to those already
developed blocs or areas, thereby making a peace agreement involving
territorial exchanges more feasible when the political context changed.
There remains a strong argument for building up the capacity of the
Palestinian Authority, both so it could withstand a challenge from Hamas
and so that it would have the ability to meet its sovereign obligations were
the Palestinians to gain statehood. Only under such circumstances could
Israel be expected to go along.

 • • • 

Latin America and Africa could not be more different from the other three
regions just discussed. Geopolitics do not figure prominently in either. Most
policy should be focused on encouraging domestic policies known to foster
good governance and economic growth. In some countries, though, the



additional challenge will be to help build state capacity so authorities can
better contend with terrorists, drug cartels, and criminal organizations. What
would also help is the fostering of regionalism in two senses: economically,
through trade pacts, and in the security sphere, to help weak or failed states
cope with humanitarian and security challenges. This latter aim could best
be advanced by strengthening the capacities of regional and subregional
organizations (through the provision of relevant arms, training, and
intelligence) that do not require unanimity to act.

 • • • 

Europe, as noted earlier, has in a short span of time gone from being the
most predictable and stable region to something dramatically different. That
said, the ability of the United States to influence Europe’s trajectory is
relatively limited. Much of what needs doing in Europe can be done only by
Europeans. They should spend more on defense, but even more important is
that they coordinate their spending so the result is additive rather than
duplicative. This will require far more specialization. There is also a
pressing need to bolster the capacity of those NATO members bordering
Russia. And as already mentioned, NATO enlargement ought to be put on
hold until the alliance is in a position to fulfill its current obligations and
prospective members can meet theirs. This reality also argues for NATO
focusing on “in area” challenges rather than those “out of area” for the
foreseeable future.

Europe must also change how it goes about tackling terrorism. Part of
what is needed is greater integration and cooperation between governments
in the realms of law enforcement and intelligence sharing. The same need
for greater coordination also applies to many countries when it comes to
their internal counterterrorism and law enforcement agencies. In addition,
Europe has not as a rule done as well as the United States in integrating
immigrant populations into its social mainstream. Initiatives that among
other things build ties with community and religious leaders, add to what is
taught in schools, and promote employment among young men need to be a
higher priority, as even a small number of alienated individuals can cause
disproportionate disruption and damage.



As for the EU, there is an obvious need for reform. Possibilities include
imposing some constraints on the free movement of people to and within
Europe, instituting some version of collective deposit insurance conditioned
on countries and banks accepting specific reforms and controls, and
instituting real discipline over fiscal policies if countries are to join or
remain in the Eurozone. Politics and above all the ideology favoring greater
integration have been allowed to triumph over economic realities, but as
recurring fiscal crises in several countries of southern Europe show, this
stance has hurt the EU politically as well as economically. Dealing with this
gap between political and economic realities may require a future EU that
offers several levels of membership, possibly a version of what already
exists in terms of an inner core of countries participating in the Eurozone.
Such flexibility could prove essential if the EU is to remain intact.

There is a limit to what the EU can do if it is forced to operate in a
context of low economic growth. Reforms that promote growth, including
increased flexibility for employers when it comes to hiring and firing
workers, targeted tax and entitlement reductions, and increased
infrastructure spending, are worth exploring and arguably adopting. Politics
permitting, one initiative the United States could advance that would help
Europe and bolster U.S.-European ties is a transatlantic trade pact.

More broadly, there is a compelling case for close U.S.-European
consultation and coordination on the full agenda of global and regional
issues as well as relations with China and Russia. Consultations and
collaboration can take place in NATO, in Brussels, or in capitals, with the
emphasis determined by what venue is likely to yield the best results.
History shows that the United States benefits from a close partnership with
Europe; the real question is whether European governments will have the
capacity and the focus to be meaningful partners.
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12. A Country in Disarray

large portion of the burden of creating and maintaining order at the
regional or global level will fall on the United States. This is inevitable

for several reasons, only one of which is that the United States is and will
likely remain the most powerful country in the world for decades to come.
The corollary to this point is that no other country or group of countries has
either the capacity or the mind-set to build a global order. Nor can order
ever be expected to emerge automatically; there is no invisible hand in the
geopolitical marketplace. Again, a large part of the burden (or, more
positively, opportunity) falls on the principal power of the day. There is
more than a little self-interest at stake. The United States cannot remain
aloof, much less unaffected by a world in disarray. Globalization is more
reality than choice. At the regional level, the United States actually faces
the opposite problem, namely, that certain actors do have the mind-set and
means to shape an order. The problem is that their views of order are in part
or in whole incompatible with U.S. interests. Examples would include Iran
and ISIS in the Middle East, China in Asia, and Russia in Europe.

It will not be an easy time for the United States. The sheer number and
range of challenges is daunting. There are a large number of actors and
forces to contend with. Alliances, normally created in opposition to some
country or countries, may not be as useful a vehicle in a world in which not
all foes are always foes and not all friends are always friendly. Diplomacy
will count for a great deal; there will be a premium on dexterity.
Consultations that aim to affect the actions of other governments and their
leaders are likely to matter more than negotiations that aim to solve
problems.

Another reality is that the United States for all its power cannot impose
order. Partially this reflects what might be called structural realities, namely,
that no country can contend with global challenges on its own given the



very nature of these challenges. The United States could reduce its carbon
footprint dramatically, but the effect on global climate would be modest if
India and China failed to follow suit. Similarly, on its own the United States
cannot maintain a world trading system or successfully combat terrorism or
disease. Adding to these realities are resource limits. The United States
cannot provide all the troops or dollars to maintain order in the Middle East
and Europe and Asia and South Asia. There is simply too much capability
in too many hands. Unilateralism is rarely a serious foreign policy option.
Partners are essential. That is one of the reasons why sovereign obligation is
a desirable compass for U.S. foreign policy. Earlier I made the case that it
represents realism for an era of globalization. It also is a natural successor
to containment, the doctrine that guided the United States for the four
decades of the Cold War. There are basic differences, however.
Containment was about holding back more than bringing in and was
designed for an era when rivals were almost always adversaries and in
which the challenges were mostly related to classical geopolitical
competition.1 Sovereign obligation, by contrast, is designed for a world in
which sometime rivals are sometime partners and in which collective efforts
are required to meet common challenges.

Up to this point, we have focused on what the United States needs to do
in the world to promote order. That is what one would expect from a book
about international relations and American foreign policy. But a focus on
foreign policy is not enough. National security is a coin with two sides, and
what the United States does at home, what is normally thought of as
belonging to the domestic realm, is every bit as much a part of national
security as foreign policy. It is best to understand the issue as guns and
butter rather than guns versus butter.

When it comes to the domestic side, the argument is straightforward. In
order to lead and compete and act effectively in the world, the United States
needs to put its house in order. I have written on what this entails in a book
titled Foreign Policy Begins at Home.2 This was sometimes interpreted as
suggesting a turn away from foreign policy. It was nothing of the sort.
Foreign policy begins at home, but it ends there only at the country’s peril.3

Earlier I mentioned that the United States has few unilateral options, that
there are few if any things it can do better alone than with others. The



counterpart to this claim is that the world cannot come up with the elements
of a working order absent the United States. The United States is not
sufficient, but it is necessary. It is also true that the United States cannot
lead or act effectively in the world if it does not have a strong domestic
foundation. National security inevitably requires significant amounts of
human, physical, and financial resources to draw on. The better the United
States is doing economically, the more it will have available in the way of
resources to devote to what it wants and needs to do abroad without igniting
a divisive and distracting domestic debate as to priorities. An additional
benefit is that respect for the United States and for the American political,
social, and economic model (along with a desire to emulate it) will increase
only if it is seen as successful.

The most basic test of the success of the model will be economic
growth. U.S. growth levels may appear all right when compared with what
a good many other countries are experiencing, but they are below what is
needed and fall short of what is possible. There is no reason why the United
States is not growing in the range of 3 percent or even higher other than
what it is doing and, more important, not doing.4

Such optimism is well founded. The United States has any number of
innate strengths and advantages, including a balanced demography that
avoids the youth and age bulges that hold back so many societies; the best
universities in the world; effective capital and stock markets; a legal system
that encourages and protects invention and allows for orderly bankruptcy; a
rich endowment in energy and minerals; climate and land that allow for
ample food production; political stability; and excellent relations with its
neighbors to the north and south.

What would it take to increase current U.S. rates of growth? There is no
universally accepted answer to this question, but my list would include
better education at every level from preschool through K-12 through all
forms of postsecondary education and on to lifelong learning. To this I
would add a robust infrastructure program, something that would provide
jobs, increase U.S. competitiveness, and make the society more resilient in
the face of natural disasters or terrorism. Immigration reform that created
greater opportunity for those with advanced degrees and needed skills to
come and stay would help; also helpful would be immigration reform that



included a conditional path to legal status or citizenship for many of the
twelve million or so people living in the country now without the necessary
documentation. Tax reform that lowers corporate rates (among the world’s
highest) is desirable, as are other reforms that would lower individual rates,
as well as reduce so-called tax expenditures, such as being able to deduct
what is spent on mortgage interest and charitable donations or not being
taxed on employer health care contributions.

All of which brings me to the debt problem. What makes this issue
particularly difficult is that it is part of a class of what I would describe as
slow-motion crises. Climate change is another. Slow-motion crises are just
that: phenomena or processes that are under way and have potentially
substantial or even devastating consequences that will kick in gradually or,
even if suddenly at some point, only after the passage of considerable time.
They are thus unlike an infectious disease outbreak or a financial collapse.5

There is both good and bad news in this. The good news is that to a
large degree we know where things are heading. We also have time to do
something about it. We can see the iceberg in our path, and there is ample
time to turn the ship around. The bad news is that slow-motion crises
generate little or no sense of priority but rather tend to promote
complacency. The temptation is to put them aside, to focus on today’s crisis,
and to allow the urgent to take precedence over the important. The problem
with this is that not only will we forfeit the opportunity to prevent a crisis
from materializing, but we will also deny ourselves those remedies that are
not severe. The medical equivalent would be to ignore the symptoms in a
patient when the sickness was relatively easy to treat and to do something
only when it became life-threatening.

The problem is fairly straightforward. According to The 2016 Long-
Term Budget Outlook of the Congressional Budget Office and the CBO’s
January 2016 ten-year Budget and Economic Outlook: 2016 to 2026, the
public debt of the United States is fast approaching $14 trillion.6 It now is
equal to roughly 75 percent of GDP and in a decade will rise to between 80
and 90 percent of GDP. Depending upon spending and revenue
assumptions, it is a question of when and not if the amount of debt comes to
exceed or far exceed GDP. This could well happen by 2030. The cost of



servicing the debt will begin to rise rapidly, consuming an ever-larger
percentage of GDP and federal spending.

Some contend that this analysis of U.S. debt is too negative.7 They tend
to predict higher revenues, continued low interest rates, and larger than
expected cost savings in the medical domain. Such a future is of course
possible, but so too is a worse than expected future based on slower growth,
higher rates, higher than expected medical costs owing to a larger aging
population, and much higher than imagined costs associated with adapting
to the many effects of climate change.

The causes of the debt problem are somewhat more controversial but
still fairly straightforward. Although the federal deficit is considerably
lower than it was five years ago, it is once again increasing, due to greatly
increased spending (in particular on entitlements) and low rates of
economic growth. Some would say that taxes, or rather the lack of them, are
to blame as well, but U.S. corporate rates are high by global standards and
individual rates are not conspicuously low.

All things being equal, the problem will not only not fix itself but will
grow worse. There are two reasons. First, the principal driver of spending
increases, spending on entitlements such as Medicare, Medicaid, and Social
Security, will likely become more and not less of a factor as Americans
retire in large numbers and live longer lives. Second, interest rates are near
historic lows and are far more likely to rise than fall over future decades.
Specific projections as to the size of the debt and what it will cost to finance
necessarily vary depending on assumptions regarding economic growth,
spending, taxation, inflation, and interest rates, but the trend is clear, and the
trend is not our friend. Nor is time.

The strategic consequences of growing indebtedness are many and
worrisome. The need to finance the debt will absorb an ever-increasing
number of dollars and an ever-increasing share of the U.S. budget. This will
mean that proportionately fewer resources will be available for national
security, including defense, intelligence, homeland security, and foreign
assistance. There will as well be fewer dollars available for discretionary
domestic programs ranging from education and infrastructure
modernization to scientific research and law enforcement. What this
portends is an increasingly sharp and destructive debate over guns versus



butter while the two fastest-growing parts of the budget, debt service and
entitlements, remain largely off-limits.

Mounting debt will raise questions around the world about the United
States. U.S. inability to deal with its debt challenge will detract from the
appeal of the American political and economic model. It will make others
less likely to want to emulate the United States and more wary of depending
on it as it will raise questions about this country’s ability to come together
and take difficult decisions. The result will be a world less democratic and
increasingly less deferential to U.S. concerns in matters of security. To
some extent this is already happening; U.S. failure to deal with its debt
promises to accelerate a worrisome evolution.

Mounting debt will leave the United States more vulnerable than it
should be to the whims of markets and the machinations of governments.
Already nearly half of U.S. public debt is held by foreigners, with China
one of the two largest lenders. It is of course possible that China will be
constrained by its stake in not seeing its own huge pool of dollars lose its
value and by its need for the United States to continue to buy its exports.
The result, according to this line of thinking, is the financial equivalent of
nuclear deterrence. This may be true, but I for one am not sanguine that
China would not decide to slow or stop accumulating U.S. debt as a signal
of displeasure or even to sell debt amid, say, a crisis over Taiwan or one
involving its claims in the South or East China seas. In such circumstances,
Chinese leaders might well judge it to be worth paying a financial price to
protect what they viewed as their vital national interests. Interestingly, it
was American threats aimed at the pound sterling that more than anything
else persuaded a British government that was fearful of the need to devalue
its currency to back off its ill-fated venture to regain control of the Suez
Canal in 1956.

Mounting debt could absorb funds that could otherwise be usefully
invested at home or abroad. This will in turn depress already modest levels
of economic growth. Making matters worse is that high levels of debt and
debt financing will increase concerns about the government’s willingness to
maintain the dollar’s value or, worse yet, meet its obligations. This will
cause foreigners in particular to demand high returns on their loans,
something that will increase the cost of debt financing and further crowd



out other spending and depress growth. This is a vicious, not a virtuous,
cycle.

Mounting debt limits American flexibility and resilience. There is no
way of stating in the abstract what constitutes the right level of debt for the
country or knowing with precision what level is sustainable. But the United
States does not want to make high levels of debt the new normal, if only
because it removes flexibility if, for example, there were to be another
financial crisis that required large-scale fiscal stimulus or a major national
security challenge that demanded a costly response. Keeping debt levels
low enough to allow for a surge without triggering a debt crisis seems to be
a prudent hedge and, as is the case with preventive medicine or insurance,
worth paying a reasonable premium for.

Let me just add one more prediction. Mounting debt will hasten the
demise of the dollar as the world’s reserve currency. This will happen due to
loss of confidence in U.S. financial management and the related concern
that what the United States will need to do to finance its debt will be at odds
with what it should be doing to manage the domestic and, indirectly, world
economy. It is possible that such a move away from the dollar would have
happened were it not for the EU’s problems and China not being prepared
to free up the yuan. Granted, there is no alternative to the dollar on the
immediate horizon, but the United States cannot depend forever on the
weaknesses and errors of others, and a postdollar world will be both more
costly (as it will require the United States to move in and out of other
currencies) and one of less leverage when it comes to imposing dollar-
related sanctions.8

What needs doing? Given that a big driver of the debt will be the cost of
entitlements, it makes a lot of sense to raise the current and projected
retirement age so that Social Security better reflects economic and
demographic realities. It would also make sense to subject Social Security
to a means test and reduce payments to the relatively wealthy for whom by
definition such payments are not essential, to make moderate cost-of-living
adjustments, and to reform the fast-growing disability program.

Medicare and Medicaid are even more responsible for the entitlement
burden. Some changes that could help here include accelerating the move
away from a system based on fee for service and toward one that reflects



quality of outcomes, increasing copayments, limiting malpractice torts, and
introducing some means testing of benefits.

Congress should avoid false “solutions.” The sequester is one of them. It
ignores entitlements and favors spending over investment and the present
over the future. It should be jettisoned once and for all. The same holds for
threats not to raise the debt ceiling. As every member of Congress knows or
should know, failure to raise the debt ceiling does nothing to limit debt
already incurred but does raise major doubts in markets and around the
world as to whether the United States is reliable and serious. Ironically,
failure to raise the debt ceiling would trigger reactions that would lead to an
increase in rates, something that in turn would slow growth and exacerbate
the debt burden.

Congress needs to be similarly careful about defense spending. Current
and projected defense spending is around 3 percent of GDP, far below
historic averages for the past seventy years. What is more, it is an
increasingly dangerous and precarious world, and if the world becomes
messier, there is no way the United States will be able to wall itself off from
consequences partly brought about by its doing less. Isolationism will once
again prove to be folly. There is no other country willing and able to make a
sizable contribution to order, and the world cannot order itself. Only the
United States can play this role. This will require a military that possesses a
range of capabilities, considerable flexibility, and an ability to surge. It must
be able to handle contingencies and conflicts of different type, scale, and
duration in different places (possibly simultaneously) and against foes
ranging from dangerous terrorist organizations to powerful nation-states.
More, not less, defense spending is required, especially if Congress
continues to insist on keeping select bases and assembly lines open for
reasons that have more to do with politics than national security. The good
news is that the country can do more in the defense realm and tackle the
debt challenge at one and the same time if it is willing to make some
choices and spend its resources wisely. The argument that what the country
is doing abroad explains the slow growth at home is simply untrue.

Several pages back I noted what I thought could be done to raise rates of
economic growth. I purposefully left one item off that list that I want to
raise here. It is free trade. Trade pacts do many positive things, including
create relatively high-paying export-oriented jobs, increase consumer



choice, lower inflation, promote economic development around the world,
bolster friends and allies, and create ties of interdependence that can
constrain would-be foes. And, as noted, trade pacts contribute (however
modestly) to economic growth; the consensus seems to be that once it went
into effect, the Trans-Pacific Partnership would add up to half a percent a
year to U.S. growth.9

Trade pacts and trade more generally can also cause specific jobs to
disappear. The smart response is not to deny Americans the strategic and
economic benefits of trade but to help those whose jobs have disappeared.
Several things can and should be done, including adopting a more
aggressive posture in the WTO toward foreign governments that unfairly
subsidize industries or “dump” products abroad, increasing the availability
of wage insurance, making sure that critical benefits are more portable and
extended for longer periods, and increasing opportunities and financial
support for education and retraining.

Technological innovation is an even bigger culprit when it comes to job
disappearance.10 The future promises more of the same, as such innovations
as artificial intelligence, robotics, and 3-D printing add to productivity but
eliminate some existing jobs, even if they also create new ones. Again, it
will be essential to help citizens deal with the inevitable turbulence through
various forms of assistance and a mix of education and retraining.11

Education is a recurring theme when it comes to what the United States
must focus on to put its domestic house in order. It is critical for economic
growth, for assisting those workers hurt by trade and technological changes,
and for attacking inequality. Much is being said and written about the
danger of inequality. Yes, inequality is growing, but the real problem is not
that a few are extraordinarily wealthy, but that many are poor and not seeing
their living standards or prospects improve. The policy prescription is not to
try to reduce inequality per se through massive subsidies and new taxes
intended to redistribute wealth. This will surely fail, and any transfer of
wealth will not increase the capacity of recipients to be productive but will
decrease the productivity of those who are. Rather, the aim must be to make
upward mobility a reality. This will come about only if there is more access
to quality education, not just for young people but for all citizens as they go
through their lives. The alternative, a country increasingly defined by class,



would lead to lower economic growth and higher social friction, in turn
producing more populism in American politics and less support for the sort
of foreign policy that is required if this era is to be one of more stability
than not.

Education also merits mention in another sense. This book has argued
that the world matters to Americans and the United States, and that what the
United States chooses to do (and not to do) in the world matters in return.
Understanding these realities and judging the policies being put forward
requires a citizenry that is globally literate and that appreciates the potential
benefits of global involvement and the potential risks that come from
globalization as well as from either too much or too little involvement in the
world—or, more accurately, from too much of the wrong kind of
involvement and too little of the right kind. Including global civics as a
matter of course in high school and college, offerings that made clear why
the world matters and the choices that face the United States, would be a
good investment in the country’s future.

I want to make one last point in this context. What becomes all too
apparent is that prospects for doing most of what needs doing at home in the
economic and other spheres is determined not so much by economics as by
politics. And the result of developments in recent decades has been to make
politics more difficult. The extremes are gaining at the expense of the
center. Compromise has become something of a dirty word in many
quarters.

What explains this shift? The weakening of political parties is one
explanation, as politicians can appeal directly to the most motivated and
often most ideological sources of support. Increasingly, individual
politicians are becoming what amounts to their own political parties, with
direct access to voters, money, and media. Coalitions are fleeting; as one
astute political observer wrote, “Washington doesn’t have a crisis of
leadership; it has a crisis of followership.”12 Primaries whose outcome
similarly depends on a narrow base of party members are another factor.
The proliferation of cable and satellite channels, radio stations, and Internet
sites has brought about an era of narrowcasting that has largely superseded
broadcasting that by definition needed to appeal to a wider audience.
Organized special interests that act with great intensity on behalf of a



narrow cause can bring great pressure to bear on candidates or incumbents
who fail to toe a line that rejects any real compromise.13

Any number of procedural reforms could improve things, including
taking the drawing of congressional districts out of the hands of state
legislatures, opening up primaries to all voters and not just party members,
and moving away from winner-take-all outcomes both in primaries and in
the selection of delegates that each state sends to the electoral college.
Constraints on political spending could have a positive effect but are highly
unlikely to come about in the current political and legal environment.14

Procedural reforms that affect governing are also called for. In the
Senate, the goal should be to make it harder for senators to place holds and
carry out filibusters, and to reduce the need for supermajorities. As for the
House of Representatives, it would help to jettison the so-called Hastert
Rule, which requires that a majority of the majority party favor a bill before
it can be brought up for a vote. Getting such a majority can be difficult
given that both political parties are getting more, not less, partisan and
ideological; in addition, this requirement stands in the way of passing
legislation that could muster a coalition constituting an overall majority of
members of the House even if the bill could not attract a majority within
either party. Almost by definition, compromise legislation would fall in this
category.

The consequences are worrisome, as continued or even worse political
dysfunction is the most likely result. We have seen all too many examples
of just this in recent years: difficult but important issues not tackled, a
reduction in legislative output, threats to close down government and
default on debt, personnel actions delayed, international agreements left
unapproved. The result is a United States that is less able to act in its own
self-interest and less certain to act consistently at home or abroad.

Not all reforms are desirable. Here the British decision to decide a
profoundly important policy, namely, the country’s relationship with
Europe, by a popular referendum is instructive. It is for good reason that the
founders of the American political system created a representative
government and made it difficult to amend the Constitution. Direct
democracy can all too easily be dominated by the passions of the moment
and false representations without regard to enduring interests and relevant



facts. And if for some reason referenda cannot be avoided, they should be
advisory, require a supermajority, or both.

Bringing about real reform would require a sustained demonstration of
leadership, beginning with the president. It would require both an inside
game, in which the president would work closely with politicians from both
parties in both the Senate and the House, and an outside game, in which the
president would meet with representatives of various constituencies and
interest groups. Also required would be for the occupant of the Oval Office
to speak frequently and honestly to the American people, to level with them
about the realities of living in a global world and what can and must be
done to make Americans competitive and secure. If there is a model that
comes to mind here, it is FDR’s “fireside chats” of the late 1930s and early
1940s, which were designed to explain the deteriorating international
situation, ready the American people for joining the Second World War on
the side of the Western democracies, and then help them endure the war and
prepare for its aftermath.

Absent such a sustained effort, and possibly even with one, the sort of
political dysfunction that has characterized so much of American politics of
late is likely to continue or grow worse. This would come at a considerable
price. The United States has to be wary of sudden or sharp departures in
what it does in the world. Consistency and reliability are essential attributes
for a great power. Friends and allies who depend on the United States for
their security need to know that this dependence is well placed. If America
comes to be doubted, it will inevitably give rise to a very different and
much less orderly world. One would see two reactions: either a world of
increased “self-help,” in which countries take matters into their own hands
in ways that could work against U.S. objectives, or a world in which
countries fall under the sway of more powerful local states, in the process
undermining the balance of power. This is a prescription for greater
instability at the regional level, less concerted action at the global level, and
heightened chance for great-power competition.

“Stare decisis” is a legal concept in which judges and courts emphasize
precedent and allow existing decisions to stand unless there is strong reason
to overturn them. Such a bias is meant to discourage individual courts from
“doing their own thing,” which could create a dysfunctional patchwork quilt
of rulings. More generally, the notion reflects an understanding that the



integrity, reputation, and legitimacy of the legal system would suffer were
the law to shift with any frequency.

There is much to be said for a foreign policy equivalent of stare decisis.
To say so is not to argue against all change, as all policies should be
reviewed regularly and revised if there is reason to do so, as much of this
book has argued. But wholesale, frequent reversals run the risk of unnerving
friends and emboldening adversaries. Disarray at home is thus inextricably
linked to disarray in the world. The two together are nothing short of toxic.

There is a school of thought that argues that crisis is the necessary
midwife of reform. This school holds that absent crisis, decision makers
will be unwilling or unable to do things differently. The problem with such
thinking is that history suggests that crises do not automatically generate the
impetus for necessary change on the scale that is required. There is as well
the problem that crisis by definition can be extremely costly. Conflict
between two or more powers, a nuclear event brought about by a state or
terrorists, significant climate change, a global pandemic, the collapse of the
world trade system—it would be hard to exaggerate the costs if any of these
were to happen.

Surely a better way would be to start moving toward an international
order without waiting for a crisis. The case and the potential for doing so
could hardly be more compelling.
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